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To Stephanie Yen-Mun Liem Azar, who was so accomplished and helped more people in her twenty-six years than most do in a lifetime.


And


To Herbert Lotman, who remains my hero, my inspiration and whose memory I try to honor every single day.


They both live on in the hearts of so many.


—Shelly Fisher
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Introduction


The idea for this book came to me on a day in 2013 as I stood beside a close friend just hours after the death of her twenty-six-year-old daughter, Stephanie. Five days earlier, Stephanie had celebrated her birthday and was a glowing newlywed of not even a month who was eagerly anticipating the conclusion of her medical school training. Despite her youth, Stephanie had already touched and helped more people than most people do in a long lifetime. Now . . . this. What could I or anyone else possibly say to ease the family’s unfathomable pain? What could I or anyone else possibly do?


Twice before, I’d stood beside parents on the day of a child’s death, a witness to the awkward ballet of distraught looks, too-tight hugs, and tear-choked words that attend shattering loss. Then, as now, I’d heard fumbling attempts to comfort that surely only deepened the pain of the bereaved—misaimed expressions of sympathy like, “They are in a better place,” and “Thank goodness you have other children,” and “I can’t imagine how someone survives something like this.”


I know what it is to be on the receiving end of words and gestures that, though well intended, feel more discomforting than soothing. In 2014, I lost my father, my heart, the sun in my family’s solar system, right before my daughter’s wedding. A month earlier, my aunt (his sister) had lost her daughter (my cousin) suddenly. In 2009, I experienced a different sort of grief when I was diagnosed with breast cancer. I remember the people who went mute because they couldn’t think what to say. The people who looked at the floor, too uncomfortable to look me in the eye. The people who literally shied away from me. The people who gave me the pitying “look.”


For those who are grieving, well-wishers’ responses can weigh still heavier as the months pass. In other people’s eyes, they find, they are often reduced to “the one who had cancer” or “the widow” or “the people who lost their son.” Such labels not only erase the person who existed before sorrow set in, they make it that much harder for a person to find their way through the haze of grief as they work to gain their footing in their “new,” forever changed life.


On this day as I watched people’s often-flailing attempts (my own included) to console my friend, I had a keen sense that while most people truly want to help in a time of sorrow, they often feel uncertain what to say or do. That’s when it occurred to me that while there is a rich library of books by professionals designed to help the bereaved navigate their way through grief, there are very few books that offer guidance for the friends, relatives, and colleagues who want to lend useful support. Especially a book by people who actually experienced the loss. How helpful it would be, I thought, to have a book that offers specific suggestions for what to say and do—and, just as important, what not to say or do.


But where to find such advice? And how to gather a wide array of suggestions? Loss, after all, comes in many guises (loss of a child, a spouse, a parent, a friendship, a job, one’s health). Moreover, to state the maybe not-so obvious, not everyone grieves in the same way. Where one person might want to be surrounded constantly by friends, for instance, another might prefer to be left in solitude.


To get this project up and running, I turned to a colleague and writer, Jen Jones. Together, we decided that in order to gather a cross section of experiences and suggestions, we would reach out through author sites, blogs, Craigslist, and friendship networks to find our contributors. We also sought input from several celebrities who had previously gone public with their stories of grappling with health loss. In addition to asking that our contributors share some aspect of their grief experience, we asked them to answer four questions:


[image: Images] Best thing someone did or said?


[image: Images] Worst thing someone did or said?


[image: Images] Advice for someone going through a similar experience?


[image: Images] Advice for those surrounding the bereaved?


Our contributors’ hard-won insights and heartfelt advice fill the pages of this book. If a suggestion or idea herein helps even one person navigate the difficult what-to-say/what-to-do terrain, which in turn helps a grieving person to cope with their grief, Jen and I will have accomplished our mission.


—Shelly Fisher


A Part of Us Died


| Lisa Liem |


Stephanie Yen-Mun Liem Azar was born on July 14, 1987, “inviting everybody to join her world,” as her brother puts it. At a very young age, Stephanie decided that there was a purpose in everything she did, that something good would evolve when shit happened—that her life was worth living if she could make a difference for just one person. She accomplished all this and more in her very short life. I am so blessed that I told her many times how much I love her and that she was a child whom one could only dream of.


A high-achieving individual, Stephanie earned an organ performance diploma from the Curtis Institute of Music. She then did research at Harvard before attending Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons. It was during her medical school rotations that she contracted pneumonia with a virus. Even Columbia medicine could not save her. Stephanie died five days after she turned twenty-six, less than four weeks after marrying the love of her life.


Now, more than two years later, my husband and I still ricochet between shock and reality. Unless you really do, please refrain from telling us you know or understand exactly how we feel and how in time we will get over it. With time, our grief is not less; it is deeper. We’ve learned how to make that less apparent to the many people who want us to be okay. But we are not. We lost our child. We have no way out!


We receive great comfort from family and friends who have done so much to honor Stephanie and to keep her memory alive. We appreciate those who are there for us, just listening when we go crazy with grief. Part of us died with the passing of our child, and there is nothing anybody can do to make us whole again. I ask for compassion and tolerance free of comparison, judgment, or advice.








In memory of Stephanie (1987–2013)


Best thing someone did or said:


When people listen and take the initiative to do things that keep her memory alive.


Worst thing someone did or said:


Tell us they “know” or “understand,” though they have never lost a child.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


Try not to be frustrated with people who say you will “get over it.” It’s usually their inept way of expressing hope that you will be okay.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


Be patient. Don’t offer comparisons, judgment, or advice. Just be there and listen.











New Loss
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Excuses, Excuses


| Johnny Crowder |


I know you said you didn’t want me stopping by every day and that I needed to move on, but I had to come visit today because I wrote you another letter and bought you some new flowers and I didn’t want them to sit at my house and, besides, I missed you.


Tomorrow I probably won’t have time anyway, which is good because I need to take a break like you said and besides I have a ton of work to do and I’ve been spending so much on gas just to get out there every day, so hopefully tomorrow will be day one of “moving on.”


That isn’t to say that I don’t want to see you tomorrow because I do, I really do, but I’m trying to do what you said, because I know you wouldn’t want me living like this, but it’s just that it’s so hard to go a whole day without seeing you, but I have to get used to it I guess, because I can’t spend my whole life standing at your headstone wishing I was sleeping next to you.








Best thing someone did or said:


Someone told me that death is a relief, a release of pain. It calmed me to think that a passing soul experiences peace following death.


Worst thing someone did or said:


Someone offered only these words: “Life goes on.” It was so insensitive. Tough love doesn’t work in situations like this.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


[image: Images] The lines of communication with a loved one are never closed off or blocked.


[image: Images] The loss of a physical body does not constitute the loss of a soul.


[image: Images] You can always talk to your friends and family. Reach out and you will be heard.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


[image: Images] Help them understand that love is eternal. It knows no boundaries or limitations.


[image: Images] Be delicate and gentle, letting them know that they are not alone during this time, and they never will be.


[image: Images] When it comes to healing, a sound support system can make all the difference. Just being there for someone in their time of need is paramount.









Day One


| Nikki Cee |


The nurse switched off the machines and retreated to the corner. Mum’s stoic heart kept beating on the screen above Dad’s head. Twice in the last two weeks we’d heard the alarm go off. Twice that jagged line had gone flat. Twice the room had filled with pastel-wrapped angels, bustling over her with wires and tubes and needles and solemn efficiency. More than twice we’d all been pushed aside so they could be heroes and we could be helpless.


Now we could draw near and wait for the alarm. This time, they wouldn’t come. This time, it would be the end for them and the beginning for us. Dad held her left hand in his and fingered her gold band. After a long stretch, all of us so transfixed by our own pain that we could offer no comfort to each other, he began to speak—just to her. The hospital, with all its smells and noises and hope, fell away and his quiet, tear-stained words crawled into the silence. “ . . . to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish . . .”


And when the machine could bear no more, it conceded, “ . . . till death do us part.”








For mum, 2011 and every day since


Best thing someone did or said:


I dreaded anyone asking me how I was. How do you answer that? The most comfortable people to be around were those who said very little, judged even less, and listened when I was ready to speak. An aunt whom I wasn’t especially close to filled this role. She didn’t offer advice or burden me with her grief, but her quiet strength made me feel less alone.


Worst thing someone did or said:


People say all sorts of bizarre things, but you take in what is good and try to dismiss the rest. It was my own reflection while dressing for my mother’s funeral that caught me unawares. One minute, I was a little girl sitting on the end of the bed waiting for Mummy to buckle my shoes. The next minute, I was trying to apply make-up to a face that was growing into that of my mother.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


[image: Images] It’s okay to keep talking to the person who has died. Sometimes it feels like the only sane thing to do.


[image: Images] We all deal with grief differently, so forgive others who may handle it differently than you.


[image: Images] It does get easier; hang in there.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


*Show that you care without handing out unsolicited advice. If you need to vent, find someone who is removed from the grief.


*People can eat only so much meatloaf. Ask someone close to the grieving family what sort of meals they’d like.









Ashes to Ashes


| Jennifer Gerry |


Today my brothers, stepmother, and I submitted my father’s ashes to be interred. We arrived at the cemetery reserved for military vets, dressed in the last of our mourning attire, and handed the urn to what appeared to be a maintenance worker. He climbed a small ladder, placing my father almost out of our reach, and I teared up as the door of the small niche closed. Everything happened so suddenly. Sickness. Death. Service. In no time at all, he joined his brethren in this large wall . . . Final. At least it seemed final, but then I noticed something. The plaque to inform all others of this niche was missing. In fact, many of the placards were temporary, each niche awaiting their seal. Relief. This process was not yet over.


My father’s death came quickly. His exit was gracious and clean, and he left us with nothing but good memories and love. He was, however, the sun to our solar system, and it was difficult losing that. As time passes, no one is spinning out into space. There’s no crashing . . . no burning. His warmth is still there and our planets continue to orbit as they did before.


This process reminded me that we are all on a nonstop trajectory. Sometimes, we are barely hanging on; other times, we pull forward to distance ourselves from the past. We ever engage in routines and rituals that mask our heartaches—a game for which there is no end—only slowly developing glimpses of new beginnings.








Dedicated to William Gerry


Best thing someone did or said:


For the analytic mind, idle time only leads to intense contemplation. The best thing someone did for me during this process was provide me with a specific task: Create a chronology of my father’s life through photographs. In the collection and arrangement of these photos, I had some purpose and I grew to know him better.


Worst thing someone did or said:


It’s tough to identify a worst thing someone did or said. All acts of condolence, be they aligned with your grieving process or not, come from a place of pure intention. The most difficult one for me to stomach was people’s unsolicited interpretations about my relationship with my father. For instance, I was woeful that we didn’t get enough opportunities to know each other or to better understand what motivated our actions. A seemingly appropriate response was to provide insight into what he probably thought. For me, this felt intrusive. How could anyone know the inner workings of our relationship? These comments perturbed me and stopped me from sharing further. Everyone is different, though. Condolences I found particularly difficult to swallow may provide comfort for others.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


One of my brothers gave me some interesting and helpful advice: let friends, spouses, and significant others share in your experience. Even if you prefer to grieve in solitude, allow others to speak their words of empathy, condolence, and sorrow. While it may seem like a bitter pill, you may find yourself surprised and bolstered by their words and perspectives.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


If you are waiting for the grieving to say that they need you, they probably won’t. Make food, watch TV, and just be there to fill the idle time.









An Acute Sense of Loss


| Micky Z. |


Some of them told me:


“Be strong”


Others assured me:


“She’s in a better place”


I often heard:


“At least she’s not suffering anymore”


There was no shortage of:


“She wouldn’t want you to be so sad”


The less patient wonder when and if I’ll


“move on”


No one told me . . .


that my heart would feel so heavy


No one warned me . . .


that even the good times would feel a little empty


No one properly explained . . .


that almost anything could retrigger the sorrow


No one shared the reality . . .


that grief is forever


And my Mom, the one person


I most need to talk with about this . . .


is the person I’m mourning








In memory of Mom


Best thing someone did or said:


I was given a book about the grieving process—a workbook of sorts—that helped me to see more clearly how death is perceived within our culture.


Worst thing someone did or said:


I wouldn’t say it was “the worst,” but the almost robotic repetition of standard condolences grew wearying.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


[image: Images] Don’t feign strength you don’t feel.


[image: Images] Allow yourself to process the grief in any way that feels appropriate for you, and for as long as it takes.


[image: Images] Be ready to forgive lots of well-meaning, but not very helpful comments.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


[image: Images] Don’t assume you know what a grieving person is feeling.


[image: Images] Ask how you can help.


[image: Images] Be present.









Change


| Judy Chaikin |


If time is kind


The streets where we walked


Will all be turned into freeways


The stores where we shopped


Will be closed for good


The house where we lived


Will be torn down.


If time is cruel


Everything will stay


The same


And everywhere


I will be reminded


Of you.








In memory of my husband, Jules


Best thing someone did or said:


Held me, hugged me, reminded me of the good times.


Worst thing someone did or said:


“It doesn’t matter what he wanted . . . he should have been buried, not cremated.”


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


Don’t make any big decisions for at least a year.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


Give lots of hugs. The warm human connection is what is lost.









Teal is the Color of Loss


| Jaime Herndon |


I called my dead aunt’s cell phone. Her numbers are still in my contact list, and I figured I’d call and see what happened. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I tapped the screen and it started to ring. A man with a Spanish accent picked up, and I actually asked if Edith Rose was there, and he said I had the wrong number. Like she never existed.








In memory of Edith Rose Dawson


Best thing someone did or said:


They simply sent texts or emails telling me they were available to talk if I needed them. I couldn’t call people during the period my aunt was dying from ovarian cancer, or after her death because of the emotional energy it took. Texts and emails were best, and I appreciated them.


Worst thing someone did or said:


Distanced themselves from me.


Advice for someone going through a similar experience:


Grief is exhausting. Be kind to yourself, take care of yourself, and get lots of rest.


Advice for those surrounding the bereaved:


[image: Images] Do things for them, unasked, like bring them coffee or ice cream or something they like.


[image: Images] Reach out and let them know you’re there.


[image: Images] Don’t be upset or take it personally if they don’t respond.
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