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For Mom



“There’s a fine edge to new grief, it severs nerves, disconnects reality—there’s mercy in a sharp blade. Only with time, as the edge wears, does the real ache begin.”

—CHRISTOPHER MOORE
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INTRODUCTION

To begin, let’s just say what we’re all thinking right now:

FUCK THIS.

 

If you are reading this, it means one of the worst things in your life has just happened. Or perhaps it is about to. Maybe someone you love is down the hall, and you and your friends and family are calmly waiting for the end. Maybe you left the room to breathe for just a moment.

Maybe the “something horrible” is over. Hopefully, the funeral wasn’t too hard. They always are. Either way, you are reading this book because that horrible thing has presented itself and your life was or is about to be very difficult.

Either way, yes. This sucks. This sucks a lot.

We’re going to be honest. Blunt. Okay, we are going to swear—A LOT. It helps. Trust us, it helps.

Here’s a truth for you: someone in your life has died. And now, nobody knows what to say, and it’s going to really, really piss you off. That’s the nature of the beast here. Nobody knows what to say, so they will say things that are quite stupid. And they’ll say things that make you cry and things that’ll make you want to punch them in their ugly fucking face. Try not to hold it against them.

Here’s another truth: you’re going to get tired of pity.

That’s probably already true.

You might even feel relief. And then you might feel like an asshole for feeling relieved. Perhaps you have been sitting by someone’s bedside for a long time and slowly watching them slip away from you. Relief is natural. It’s okay if you feel that way.

Another thing…don’t let anyone criticize the way you grieve. Yes, that happens sometimes. If they haven’t been there the whole time, then fuck them. If they’ve been there more than you and you arrived late to the game, then fuck them again. Anytime someone decides to criticize your grief…fuck ’em.

This is your grief. Yours.

They have theirs, and that’s great and all, but nobody is going to do this in the same way. Grief is a process we all share, but the journey is individual.

Some more truths:

You’re going to try to find a way to believe this didn’t happen.

You’re going to get really pissed that it did happen.

You’re going to try to think of ways that you might have stopped it from happening.

You’re going to feel a powerful desire to crawl into a hole or under a blanket and

never

ever

come out.

Then, eventually, you will emerge from this feeling. You will be forever changed, but you will come out of this deep, dark hole. And you will be okay.

Will this book give you answers? Some, but probably not the kind you’re looking for.

Will this book make you feel better? Some, but probably not the way you want.

But seriously, do you WANT to feel better right now?

OR

Do you want to punch somebody in the face until they feel as badly as you do?

This book isn’t here to “make you better.” It’s here to understand. It’s here to walk by your side and lead you through some of the things you might be feeling. It’s here to be a shoulder to lean on without the cloying sympathy and anger-inducing condolences. It’s simply here for you.

We get it. You don’t want to go through this. You don’t want to be reading this book. But here we are. Hopefully, this book will be the shoulder you need while you sit with your grief. We’re not here to solve all your problems or pretend this really bad shit didn’t happen.

This book is not going to tell you “They are in a better place.” It’s not going to ask you to cheer up or move on. Because that’s not going to help.

We are going to be blunt and profane. We are also going to be honest.

Are you ready to start?

Tough shit. Here we go.




CHAPTER 1

FUCK SYMPATHY CARDS. FUCK RAINBOWS.

(AND WHILE WE’RE AT IT…)

Fuck. Death.

You can say it. Go ahead: FUCK. DEATH.

If you can’t say it, don’t worry, we’ll say it for you. What else does this book have? Well, let’s start with what it doesn’t have:

There are no rainbows in this book.

No birds flying over the mountains.

No silhouettes of people standing alone on the beach.

No scripture—well, maybe a little—but that will come later, and we’ll still put some profanity in that chapter.

You’ve probably already realized, but this is not that kind of grief book.

So, let’s talk about grief for a second. Right now, your brain is giving you a chemical that’s kind of like Novocain at the dentist. Novocain does not STOP pain. It prolongs it. You aren’t going to feel the full effects of this until you are well down the road. At the moment, that’s probably a good thing. This is your body’s coping mechanism.

When someone you are very close to dies, you think, “This is the worst day of my life.” And then you come to find out there are worse days.

Yes, there are worse days to come. Yes, we know, that’s not very encouraging.

Soon enough, the Novocain wears off. You are going to be at the grocery store and put their favorite breakfast cereal in your cart and just feel like sobbing. You might even buy the cereal even though you hate Cocoa-Os and will never eat Cocoa-Os. You might not even understand why you want to buy it. Buy it anyway. Let it sit in the cupboard until it’s past the expiration date.

That’s how grief works.

So again, let’s just say it one more
time to get it out there:

FUCK DEATH.

Repeat as necessary.

Here’s the thing. You can’t fuck over grief. Death and grief: well, that shit fucks you. Grief feels like the flu. You are going to react to it physically. You are going to sob. Your shoulders will shake. Your brain will go numb. Your chest will heave, and you will feel like you want to throw up and are empty all at the same time.

One thing I can promise you: you will want to feel nothing instead.

However, that’s not an option. “Nothing” may feel like the better option, but nothing is…well, nothing. Even if you start pretending to feel nothing, even if you disconnect from the world around you and turn those feelings off, at some point you’ll have to address your buried emotions again. And then grief is going to turn right back around and bite you in the ass.

So let’s get this over with now. Let’s confront your grief—all of it.

THE STAGES OF GRIEF

There’s a process called the Stages of Grief. You’ve probably heard of it before.

It’s the most recognized framework for grief developed by a psychiatrist to explain the emotional landscape people experience when they suffer loss. The stages of grief are basically as close as anyone has come to saying “This is how it’s all going to go down.” Throughout this book, we’re going to go through those stages. If at any point in time you think to yourself “This is horseshit,” just put the book down. Pick it back up again when you’re ready. You can start from the beginning. You can jump around the different stages. You can revisit them again and again. Your grieving process is unique—so how you use this book is completely up to you. So, without further ado…

The Five Stages and What They Actually Mean

DENIAL: No Fucking Way.

ANGER: Fuck. This.

BARGAINING: Let’s Make a Fucking Deal.

DEPRESSION: Leave Me the Fuck Alone.

ACCEPTANCE: Embrace the Suckage.

Now, look at that list of five above. Understand this part because this is important.

This is NOT a to-do list. You don’t have to follow it consecutively. You may go back and visit one stage. You may spend more time in one stage than another. You may experience the same stage again and again.

THERE ARE NO RULES.

But there is that basic framework to use as a guide, and you will most likely encounter them all. So, let’s get started on the journey through grief, loss, and all the fucking bad shit you’re dealing with right now.

And just one more time…with feeling:

FUCK. DEATH.

 


A BRIEF CHECKLIST OF SHIT YOU CAN DO TO MAYBE FEEL BETTER

[image: icon]Don’t hold anything in. Feel everything. Cry. Laugh. Let the emotions out and let them be loud. It’ll be terrible but also really fucking soothing in the end.

[image: icon]Don’t push it. Don’t try to ram your way through one stage of grief to get to the next. Be patient with yourself. And while we’re at it…

[image: icon]Be patient with others around you. They have no more idea what the fuck they are doing than you do. Cut them, and yourself, some slack.

[image: icon]Don’t compare your grief to someone else’s. If they look like they have it all together and are dealing with grief…it’s probably an act. Eventually, the mask slips.

[image: icon]Talk to someone. Talk to a minister. Talk to a therapist. Talk to your dog. (They listen better than most humans.)

[image: icon]Avoid alcohol. Don’t do drugs. You can slow your process and cause all sorts of new problems you don’t need right now.

[image: icon]As much as possible, keep a normal lifestyle. Go to movies. Go grocery shopping. These routines will help you during the first year. Yes, we said YEAR.

[image: icon]It’s okay if you mark anniversaries. Raise a glass on their birthday or the anniversary of the day they died. There will come a time when you don’t remember. That’s okay too. Decide which traditions you want to keep and which ones to let go.

[image: icon]Take. Your. Time.






CHAPTER 2

DENIAL

(NO FUCKING WAY)

The sun rises, and the sun sets.

Okay, you can go and be a dick about it and say the earth is orbiting the sun at nineteen miles a second and rotating every twenty-four hours. The whole sunrise/sunset thing is an illusion.

You can say that.

But ultimately, the sun rises and the sun sets. It’s an undeniable truth.

Here are some other things that are undeniably true:

×Friendship, love, and connection are basic human desires.

×When we lose those things, we often feel broken and alone.

×Not knowing what happens next is scary shit.

×We all die.

×And because of that, we all grieve.

×Grief fucking sucks.

Ultimately, the biggest truth we’re going to focus on is this:

The sun rises, and the sun sets, and the person who died is not coming back.

Remember what we said about blunt honesty? This is part of that.

It’s time to talk about denial. Denial is a coping mechanism when the truth feels too painful for us to comprehend. It’s what happens when we’re presented with an undeniable truth and, instead of accepting it, we rationalize the scenario to ourselves, attempting to convince us that it simply isn’t true. It couldn’t be true. This is the feeling of “No way, this can’t be happening. It didn’t happen. Someone must have gotten it wrong.”

I’m sorry to say this—but no one has gotten it wrong.

Someone close to you has died.

No, they are not alive somewhere else.

No, they are not coming back.

No, it doesn’t make any fucking sense.

No, they are not in the next room reading a book or doing the dishes.

No matter how much you want to believe they are coming back, they aren’t.

Denial is a way for us to numb our feelings. It helps us block out logic and fact—those harsh truths—and retreat from the world.

When going through the denial phase, you may look for ways to isolate yourself. You’ll lock yourself away and avoid those closest to you. You’ll avoid everything and everyone, because if no one can tell you the truth, then maybe, just maybe, the truth won’t exist. You can pretend if you want, but eventually, you will have to stop pretending and admit what happened.

That person died.

And it still does not make any fucking sense.

Now, you can put your finger in the book and close it for a few minutes if you want to. You may be doing that quite a bit before you get to the end. This is the first time. Go ahead and close the book. Take a breather. Sit with those undeniable truths for a moment and let yourself feel them.

Open it again when you are ready.

Let’s keep going.

TIME FOR A PRESENT

Ready? You’re going to learn how to deal with this, and it’s going to start here.

To start, we need to fully dive into the present. Discussion is good. Thinking is good. Moving forward is good. As much as you may want to cling to your denial, you can’t. Denial will never get you anywhere. It’s like rowing across a lake but only dipping the paddle in on one side. No matter how hard you work, you’re just going to go in circles, and it’ll be exhausting. How do you start moving forward? You have to understand your present mindset. Establish a baseline, if you will.

Here are some questions. You can write the answers down in the pages in the back, or you can ask them aloud to people you trust. Don’t skip them. Think about them. Answer them, even if you only do so in your own head.

So, let’s start with the present moment:

How do your hands feel?

Look at your surroundings. How do they smell? How many times have you been here? What else do you notice about it?

How does your body feel in this moment?

What has your brain been up to? What have your emotions physically felt like? What do they look like?

Keep answering.

Think/talk about the person you lost. Think about their physicality. How did they smell? What was it like to hug them? Hold their hand? Be screamed at by them?

What was it like when you first met?

When you first laughed with them?

Say something about their hair.

How did they chew?

What was that one quirky thing they always seemed to do?

How did they brush their teeth?

Talk about their favorite pair of pants or other article of clothing.

How did they cut their meat or eat at a restaurant?

Where did they love to vacation?

What did they love above all else?

What are you going to miss?

Part of this process is going to mean you feel grief physically. You’re going to feel it in your stomach and in your chest.

A long time ago, people believed that some regions of the body controlled certain emotions. The heart was the center of knowledge, and the stomach was where the body kept love. When you fall in love, doesn’t your tummy feel all squishy? When you break up with your boyfriend/girlfriend, doesn’t it feel like you’ve been kicked in the gut?

Death is the ultimate breakup.

You are going to feel this in your stomach for a long time. You aren’t going to want to eat, and then you’ll turn around and feel ravenous. All that food people bring over—the casseroles, the seven loaves of banana bread, those horrible people who bring vegetable trays—you’ll devour it all. And then you’ll probably feel sick because you ate so much, and you’ll feel guilty because you actually enjoyed some of it. And sometimes you’ll feel nauseated for no reason. And your stomach will literally flip when you think about what has happened. This is what grief does to you. So, listen to your body. It cannot lie to you.

However, sometimes our gut reactions aren’t enough, and if love is controlled by the stomach, then true knowledge is measured by the chest. If you know something to be true, you know it in your heart. That’s where that phrase comes from, and that’s where denial comes back into play. Your heart is the toughest thing to confront, and when you are in denial, you are fighting with yourself—you’re ignoring that ache in your chest telling you the hard truth. That’s a battle nobody wins.

You can’t unburn the eggs.

You can’t unpuncture the tire.

Once you put the hot sauce in the BBQ, it’s not coming back out no matter how much you want it to.

You can’t turn back time and ignore what has happened. It has happened, and it sucks.

You can’t turn back time and ignore what has happened. It has happened, and it sucks.

Your chest hurts because you know something you don’t want to know and you can’t go back on that knowledge. When you accept (eventually) what it is, that pain in your chest will start to go away.

For now, let’s note the pain. Go through that list of questions again. Become present in the moment and feel those undeniable truths. Feel how your body reacts to the memories, to your situation.

Feel that tension in your chest and acknowledge it. Then take a break from it. Go on a walk and listen to an audiobook or your favorite song. Take a nap and check out for a minute.

• • •

In case you haven’t yet realized, grief is fucking exhausting. Nobody tells you upfront, but grief is exhausting. Remember our one-sided rower? They’re exhausted. Ever have one of those days where by the end you are worn out, but if you actually wrote down what you did, it wouldn’t look like much? Every day is going to feel like that. The emotional and mental toll is going to feel like running a marathon.

Most people aren’t ready for that part. It doesn’t matter if the person who died is your mother or father or wife or husband or your very best friend or your dog.

Grief is exhausting, and you are going to go full zombie.

What does that mean? There is a kind of “groove” that kicks in. Not “groove” in a Cool way, but in the way you can sometimes drive to work and not remember driving there. That autopilot. You’ll slip into that mode, and it’ll transport you from the present.

You still have to get up and go to work, or take care of the kids, or go to school, or wash the dishes, or get gas in the car —all those things still need to be done, and you’ll do them like you are sleepwalking, because in a way you are. You’re going to feel nothing because it’s too damn tiring to grieve anymore. But then you’ll need to check in to those undeniable truths again.

Because they’re still there. And they’ll remain there.

So, take a nap every once in a while—kick that grief exhaustion. And then, when you’re ready, pull yourself back into the present and face your denial head on.

ANOTHER FUCKING GIFT

Without using your phone or a dictionary, what is the definition of “empty”?

Yes, this is important. Just go with it. “Empty” is when you remove the contents. When you contain nothing. And that’s what denial is like—you have to acknowledge the hole in order to fill it again. If there is a pothole on your street, you can only drive around it for so long. The city isn’t going to come fix the problem if they don’t know it’s there.

Pretend you are talking to a child. How would you describe “empty”? Write it down if you want. What does it mean? What does it mean to you now that you’ve experienced a loss?

Now, think about the person who has died.

Don’t say you don’t want to think about them. You are already. You have been.

So, think about them and come up with a few anchors to call to mind—memories or observations to orient yourself to the person. Perhaps it’s their smell that you remember. Or the specific color of their favorite shirt or the sound of their voice.

If this is especially painful right now, again, you can put your finger in the book and hit pause for as long as you want. The words will still be here when you get back. Grief is not a timed event. It’s not a to-do list to tackle. Take your time.

Throughout your denial phase, confront these anchors—reorient yourself to that person. Refuse to let the pothole stay empty; refuse to ignore it as you drive by. You’re going to smell them. You’re going to smell their perfume, their shampoo, their favorite food; their scent is going to stick around on sheets and towels and furniture.

You are going to be reading the newspaper or an article on your phone and without thinking you will call out their name. You’ll want to tell them what you read because, for just a split second, you’ll forget they aren’t there. (These moments are among the most painful.)

You are going to drive by their home and think about stopping in before realizing they won’t be there.

Those moments are difficult, but they are also a gift. Yes, really. I’m not fucking with you here.

There’s a mental process that goes along with this exercise. It’s called muscle memory.

After repeated practice, our body reacts a certain way without thinking. And just like when you practice your singing, throwing, playing, dancing, martial arts, or whatever—you get better at it as you perform the action again and again. It becomes a part of you.

The person you lost is part of your muscle memory. And now you have to relearn a new way to operate.

This part of the whole grieving process is going to royally fuck with you. Experts smarter than us recognize this as part of denial, but it’s not something you can control. You don’t get to “move on” to the next step because you want to. Every now and then, your brain is going to slip up and fall back into those practiced patterns.

Think of it as a gift. Your brain muscle memory has not yet caught up with your reality. For parts of your brain, that person is still here, and in a way, they always will be. Accept those moments as precious.

You can burn yourself taking a pan out of the oven and choose to put on some aloe or hold the burn under a faucet. The aloe cools, but it’s time that actually heals. These moments are the aloe on the burn. They may fade quickly, but they are momentary flashes of relief.

This is not the same as denial. You won’t fight to keep these moments. You won’t try to live in them. They are like a cool breeze on a hot day. You learn to feel them on your skin and hair and then they pass.

You will get better at NOT having that person here. It sounds strange, but you will get better at it.

You will learn how to rewire that muscle memory.

You will figure out how to confront your body’s reaction to your loss.

You will come to terms with the hard truths.

The sun rises, and the sun sets.

Let’s continue.




CHAPTER 3

ANGER

(FUCK. THIS.)

And now, a collection of stupid things people are actually going to say to you now that you’ve lost a loved one:

×I’m so sorry. I just don’t know what to say.

×It was their time.

×They’re in a better place.

×God needed a new angel.

×Were they saved?

×God wanted the best (cookies, lasagna, meat loaf, sweet tea) around.

×Their suffering is over.

×Do you want to talk about something else?

×Things will get better with time.

×What can I do to distract you?

×They look so natural.

×They are exploring the best (bars, restaurants, museums, playgrounds) in heaven.

×They’ll look great with wings.

×They are only sleeping.

×You’ll see them again.

×They are stomping the happy hunting grounds.

×They are soaring with the angels.

×They’ve been called home.

×At least you have other kids.

×How are you holdin’ up?

×Well, it wasn’t like you two were close.

×Did they suffer?

×Was it quick?

×They’re watching over you.

×Their work on earth is over.

×Life goes on.

And finally, the ever popular…

IT’S ALL PART OF GOD’S PLAN.

 

You can check off the ones you’ve heard or write your favorite on a blank page, then tear it out and rip it up and scream into the wind, because guess what:

You don’t get to look them in the face and yell SHUT THE FUCK UP. And it’s really fucking annoying.

Why do people say stupid things, you may ask? Well, the answer is actually quite simple.

Because they honestly don’t know what else to say.

It’s a horrible thing to look at a person who has just had someone important ripped out of their lives, leaving this gaping hole, and tell them it’s going to be okay. It’d be like having someone slice your arm off with a Hondo sword, and you’ve got this bloody stump spraying blood like a garden hose, and people are coming up saying, “God must have needed that arm in heaven.”

And you want to scream, “Fuck you! That was my fucking arm!”

This is what we do when someone we know loses someone close to them. We bake banana bread, and we say stupid things.

It’s like a dance. We’ve learned it since childhood. People say the things they were taught to say, and then they move on. They show up at the funeral, not because people like funerals but because it’s what you do. Here’s the thing to remember: 99.9 percent of those people genuinely care about you and want to offer you hope and comfort. They want you to know you are not alone. Most of them know what you are going through because they’ve been there or they’re experiencing it right there alongside you.

This is what we do when someone we know loses someone close to them. We bake banana bread, and we say stupid things.

But no, their condolences and platitudes don’t really help. Most people would do better just to show up and be present, but instead, they have to say dumb shit. And they all say the same dumb shit—all of them! And you get to stand there and listen and try not to be so angry at them because, on a very gut level, you know they mean well. But c’mon, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me!

Welcome to the anger stage.

It’s a loud one.

• • •

There’s a quieter stage coming. When we get THERE, you get to clean up some of the messes you made in this stage.

But right now, you are angry. Unreasonably, unrecognizably angry. Anger makes you destructive, destructive to your family and your loved ones. Destructive to your emotions, your thoughts, your own mental health. And sometimes, even destructive to the person you’ve lost. You will probably inadvertently hurt those you care about and possibly yourself. Then your friends will see you emotionally hurting yourself and try to step in, and you’ll cut them all over again. Anger during grief is circular. This stage goes round and round like an out-of-control carousel until you are ready to jump off.

You are not yourself when you are angry.

Most people who love you understand and will let things slide. Those who use this opportunity to get mad or pretend it’s about them were looking for that opportunity in the first place. It’s important to remember one thing:

You are allowed to be angry.

You can be angry at the world. You can throw things. You can take it out on an unsuspecting piece of fruit or a pillow. You can shake your fist. You can yell into the wind. You can let out your rage in productive ways—that’s totally acceptable and warranted.

What you can’t do is let your anger take complete control. You cannot physically hurt someone. You cannot physically hurt yourself. If you feel like you’re on the brink of violence, please reach out to a trusted friend or a mental health or medical professional.

But yes, you can be angry.

You can be angry at the doctors.

You can be angry at your family for not showing up in time or showing up at all. You can be angry at family for not letting you know sooner.

You can be angry at the people who left you to do all the work. Make all the arrangements.

You can be angry at the person for dying. Yes, you can even be angry at the person who is no longer here.

So, what does this anger even mean? Anger develops when we finally confront our own denial over our loss. It’s our defense system against all the bad shit we’re feeling. Anger develops from the overall feeling of powerlessness that death brings. It deflects our true emotional turmoil and channels it into one solid, concrete thing: rage.

And even though anger is a perfectly normal response during grief, it’s not always the most well-received. People are going to show up and expect you to cry on their shoulder, and then, when you express anger, they get offended. OR they show up planning to offer comfort and wind up sobbing on your shoulder, hoping YOU will comfort THEM. And that’ll piss you off even more.

You can be angry.

Anger is normal. However, anger is not the norm. You aren’t yourself when you’re angry. Your whole world has been rocked, and you use that abandonment and powerlessness to lash out. Death pulled the rug out from under you, and now you’re trying to take back some of that control.

Now, there are two extremes when it comes to this phase of the grieving process, and it’s important to be conscious of how you’re manifesting your anger. Completely raging like the Hulk is not cool. Neither is burying your anger. You want to stay somewhere in the middle—acknowledging your anger in healthy, productive ways is the only way to make it through this cycle unscathed.

Imagine you are in a swimming pool, and you try to hold a beach ball underwater. Not difficult, but you can’t do it forever. Now imagine two beach balls. Now imagine six. Eventually, it’s going to come up and hit you in the face. That’s what burying your emotions is like.

When you’re dealing with your anger, there are a few productive things you can do. You can:

×Ask to be left alone.

×Get clarification and answers where you can.

×Make a list of everything that is unfair.

×Yell. Curse. Go fucking off in a safe, accepting space.

×Take a boxing class or exert yourself physically.

×Take your time.

×Vent.

×Ask for help.

It’s okay if you don’t feel the way people tell you you should feel.

It’s anger. It passes.

The next question is—when?

And basically, the answer comes down to whenever you are done with it. Some people hold on to it for a long time. They think:

It’s MY pain.

It’s MY anger.

It’s all I have, and I’m not giving it up.

That’s fine. But it isn’t permanent.

Sometimes it feels like it is, though.

And sometimes it feels like it’s the only thing we have to hold on to.

When death happens, we search for a plan. It makes us feel better. It makes us feel in control and gives us some of the answers we’re looking for. Basically, we want a list. We want a set list of rules and regulations and behaviors, so we can do what we need to do to stop feeling so shitty. We just want to stop feeling shitty! On the other hand, when someone dies, we absolutely do NOT want people telling us what to do or feel or say. So, we want a list, but we don’t want it from other people, and we want to feel better, but we also want to just be left alone to feel bad. We want all these things, and no one is giving them to us when we need them. And it’s really fucking annoying, and why can’t anyone just get it right? What the fuck is going on, and what the fuck are you supposed to do?!

 

FUCK.
THIS.
IT’S.
NOT.
FUCKING.
FAIR.

 

We totally get it. You’re angry. So be angry. Now let’s take a breath, close your eyes, and continue on.

ANGER CAN MAKE YOU AN ASSHOLE

People can become assholes when they are grieving. Pity can be comforting at first, but it also gets REAL old REAL quick. It’s satisfying to have someone hold you and stroke your hair and tell you it’s going to be okay. It’s easy to think you are a selfish asshole for wanting more of that. Then it can change just as quickly, and you want people to leave you the hell alone.

You can be angry at the one who died. They left you, didn’t they? That was just fucking rude.

You might feel angry because they made you feel this bad, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

Then there are those annoying people around you. They lost someone too. They’re grieving too. They’re angry too.

They’re tired too.

You’ll be surprised at how much everyone around you is being an asshole. It’s YOUR pain, and now the whole fucking world gets to be a part of it.

The world can go fuck itself. Right?

But the world can’t go fuck itself. You need the world and you need the people around you and ultimately you need to confront your resentment to move on from your anger. The disappointment and the loss that is fueling your anger, you need to unpack all of it—lay it out on the table and finally let it go. Forgiveness is key here. You have to forgive those around you for not reacting perfectly, forgive the person you lost for abandoning you, and forgive yourself for carrying all the resentment, guilt, and blame.

Right now, anger feels better than nothing. That will change, but for right now, feel angry. Be angry. And then, once you’re done being angry, we can talk about forgiveness.

FUCK ANGER, TIME TO FORGIVE

Ask yourself some questions:

×Who are you angry at?

×Why are you angry?

×Did that person not meet your expectations?

×Did they somehow not live up to what you think they should have been doing?

×Is it reasonable to have expectations of a dying person?

×Were they ready to die?

×Were you ready?

×Did they want to go?

×Did it happen suddenly?

×Did they fight it every fucking step of the way?

×Do you think they should have fought harder?

×Are you pissed at God? (Tell you what: let’s get back to that one later.)

Now that you’re satisfied with all your anger above, let’s take a look at the next step in the process: forgiveness. And guess what: forgiveness isn’t always easy.

Go grab a large object—a laundry basket or a box. If you are sitting in a coffee shop or some public place, grab something nearby that fills your hand. Close the book and see how long you can go still holding it. Don’t put it down. Seriously, this is an exercise—go do it. Walk around with it. Try to do your everyday tasks.

How long did you make it? How long could you go in your day still carrying around that object? Eventually, you have to put it down to get on with your day.

That’s what walking around with anger is like. Eventually, it becomes too much of a burden. It becomes too cumbersome, too annoying, too aggravating and unhelpful to continue carrying. And forgiveness is the only way to put it down.

Forgiveness is a messy but necessary affair. Ever plunge a toilet? Forgiveness is like plunging a toilet. If you don’t learn to forgive, you’re going to get shit all over the place.

Eventually, you will have to forgive the person who died.

Eventually, you will have to forgive family and friends who don’t understand what’s going on any more than you do.

Eventually, you will forgive yourself for those horrible thoughts.

But what does forgiveness actually look like? How do you do it?

Well, it can look different for each person. To get rid of your anger, you need to figure out what forgiveness means to you. And to start, you should think about what is pissing you off in the first place. Give your anger the validation it needs, but also acknowledge that it’s unhelpful in your growth. It’s stopping you from moving on. So, acknowledge the shit storm, and then consciously decide to move forward.

It’s also important to remember that forgiveness is a choice, not a feeling. It’s a conscious decision. We know it’s easy to believe the opposite, that you feel forgiveness and then the anger and resentment go away. In actuality, you choose forgiveness, and from that choice, day in and day out, the bad feelings will start to diminish. Feeling better is the result of our forgiveness, not the cause.

There is also meaning behind your anger and your pain—and forgiveness is finding that meaning and using it to dissipate the hurt. Through this terrible loss, it is important to find the growth you’ve experienced. And we know, it’s fucking hard to do. It’s hard to look for any sort of upside to this whole thing. But in the end, it’ll give you a greater sense of direction and will lessen the resentment you feel. So look beyond your situation and try to find the small moments of okay-ness still out there.

Yes, it is really hard to forgive. It’s like a muscle that you need to develop and train. And you’ll need to flex it a lot right now. You need to forgive yourself. Your loved ones. The person who died.

And if you believe in a higher power, then you should probably try to forgive them too.

If a higher power is a part of your personal belief system, then the one who died is sitting beside that higher power. Let’s call them God for ease of discussion. And guess what? God has already forgiven you.

God is not going to hold your anger against you. God was doing the whole forgiveness thing long before you. God is better at it.

We’re going to finish this chapter. If you want to put the book down and come back later, that’s okay. You’re dealing with a lot. Forgiveness is harder than anger.

We’ll meet up in the next chapter.




CHAPTER 4

BARGAINING

(Let’s Make a Fucking Deal)

If I had been there, they wouldn’t have died.

If I had been there, they wouldn’t have gotten sick in the first place.

If I had paid more attention, they would still be here.

If I had said something earlier…

If I had believed them the first time…

If I had insisted they see a doctor…

If I had made sure they took their meds…

If I had stopped them from getting in the car…

If I had made them get in the car ten minutes earlier…

If I had been a better person…

If I had said something nicer the last time…

If I HADN’T said what I said back then…

If the doctors had spotted it earlier…

If the doctors had listened…

If I had listened…

If the nurse had been paying attention…

If I had been able to afford a better doctor…

If they hadn’t ignored…

If God had been paying attention…

If God had loved them…

If God wasn’t mad at me…

If I had gone to church…

If I had prayed better…

If I had given my life to the service of Jesus Christ as my personal Lord and savior…

Jesus Christ, this isn’t helping.

This is bargaining. This stage focuses on a little thing we call guilt. Guilt and bargaining go hand in hand. You feel like you could have done something—or done something more. And then you manifest that vulnerability into these “if only” thoughts.

Again, bargaining is not helpful, but it is totally normal.

There’s a good side to this phase of grief. It’s buried, but we’ll dig it out in a moment. But let’s start with what bargaining actually looks like. It’s like haggling. You think maybe if you had done something different, then things would not have turned out his way. We use this to delay the inevitable feeling of grief. And to delay our guilt. And to delay asking the many, often unanswerable “whys.”

Basically, bargaining is based on the idea that if you give something, you’re supposed to get something in return. But grief doesn’t work that way. Grief is a fuck-face.

Ask yourself this: Who are you bargaining with?

God?

Waste of time. If you believe in the idea of God, then you already know God has everything. Nothing you can offer God is going to change the situation.

Think you are bargaining with the great forces of the universe? With Karma? Who?

There is never going to be a deal. The universe doesn’t want anything from you. The universe doesn’t have a stake in the game. Bargaining is just a manifestation of our desperation—our yearning to have some power in a powerless situation.

Let’s just say you strike a bargain. You call upon a higher power and say that you’ll give up smoking and drinking and promise to go to church… Okay, fine. To seal the deal, the person you lost has to not be dead anymore.

What if you add in all the money in your bank account?

What if you promise to never think a mean thought or say a mean word again?

What if you take back all the bad shit that happened in the past?

All you want in return is for the person to not be dead anymore.

That’s not going to happen.

We’re going to take a breath now. That breath you breathe before you walk into a job interview. That breath you breathe before you walk into an ass-chewing from your boss. That cleansing breath you take before you walk out onto a stage or begin a presentation. Maybe it’s that breath you take when you realize a coworker has stolen your lunch again? Close the book now and take that quiet, centering breath. We’re going to wade into deeper waters here. So, STOP READING. Just for a moment. Just stick your finger in the book and close. Just stop.

• • •

Are you back? Great. Let’s keep going.

Let’s say you are sitting quietly in the hall outside someone’s hospital room, trying to make deals with the deity of your choice. They may pull through. They may not, but none of it has to do with you.

NONE of it has to do with you.

You have no control. And for some people, that’s the worst thing of all. You have to surrender control.

You’re hoping for life to be normal again, right? You want it to be like it was.

Again, not going to happen. “Like it was” is in the past. (Note the word “was” here.)

This is important.

You can never change the past.

One of those standard bullshit lines from the last chapter goes “Everything happens for a reason.”

Yes, it is bullshit.

Everything does not happen for a reason.

However, everything that happens can be assigned meaning. You can actively give it meaning.


EXAMPLE:

Smith: I lost my job this week.

Jones: Oh, man, I’m sorry.

Smith: Don’t be. I hated it. My boss was a jerk, and my coworkers were all stealing the credit, and it was a toxic place to work. I won’t miss it.



Or:


Smith: I lost my job last week.

Jones: I’m sorry.

Smith: Me too. I loved that job, but the company was having trouble, and they had to make cuts. There were some great people there, and we did excellent work.



“Lost my job” does not change, but the meaning someone assigned to that event can make all the difference.

You lost someone you love. Stop looking for a reason and start thinking about the meaning you are going to assign that event.

Write the narrative. Decide how you are going to view it. Some of this might feel like playacting—and maybe it is in a way. But you need to think about how to frame the situation to help yourself cope. What are you going to take away from this horrible thing? Are you going to let it define you, or are you going to define it in your life?

That’s when bargaining ends. When you realize, no matter how hard you try, you aren’t going to change anything. But you can mold how it shapes you.

Someone you care about is gone.

That much is in stone. It’s not going to go away. Way too many people spend way too much time and energy trying to change the past. You can’t.

So, now you’re playing the “if only” game. And it’s a game you can only play with yourself. You’re holding out for a chance to be “normal” again. You think that as long as you keep bargaining or haggling with God, normal is still a possibility for you.

It’s not. But defining it in a way that allows you to move forward—that’s how we work through our bargaining.

You lost someone you love. Stop looking for a reason and start thinking about the meaning you are going to assign that event.

Ever walk through your house in the dark and badly stub your toe?

You can’t unstub your toe. You can only let it hurt. You can curse. You can rub it. You can limp around in the dark, but you can’t unstub your toe.

You aren’t going to make them “not dead.”

Ever.

Bargaining will end with time.

Bargaining will end with acceptance.

Bargaining will end when you assign the meaning.

Go stand at the closest window. What is the farthest point you can see? Think of all the ways you can get to that spot. Walk? Run? Drive? Hang glide? Jet pack? How long will it take you to get there?

It’s not a question of IF you will get there, is it? It’s a matter of how and when. You accepted the idea that you will get there. Apply that mode of thinking here. You will leave this behind. You will get through.

GO FINISH SOMETHING

In just a moment, you are going to put down the book, and you are going to finish something. Empty the dishwasher completely. Clean the kitchen completely. Do the laundry completely. Finish a crossword puzzle…completely. Is there something you started recently and didn’t finish?

Complete it. Now, when you are told to put down the book, do NOT keep reading. Seriously. This is for your benefit. It’s going to help. When you are advised to put down the book…put it down and go complete something. Okay?

So here we go. Fold the corner of the page down or stick a bookmark right here and get out there and DO something. DO anything. From start to finish.

Well, how did that feel? Sometimes, a micro-movement is all it takes. Chaos reigns when we are grieving.

“There were so many more things I wanted to say.”

“So many more things I wanted to do with them.”

“So much more, if only…”

Feeling UNFINISHED can be paralyzing. We don’t know what to do, so we don’t try. We put our feet in concrete because the fear of taking one step is overpowering. The fear of moving forward and influencing another catastrophe, of moving on and forgetting, is terrifying. Physically moving, physically completing something can unlock that mental fear.

So, when you feel like you’re bartering, when you’re getting stuck in that “if only” or “unfinished” mental loop, just stop. Stop and go do something. Anything. And that small movement is another step forward.

THE UPSIDE (IF YOU CAN CALL IT ONE)

Okay, this part is essential. There’s some good about the bargaining phase. Before we get there, remember when we said the “Stages of Grief” is not a to-do list?

You may spend more time in one stage than another, or you may go back and visit a previous stage, or many stages, multiple times? Remember?

Well, here’s the good news: this “stage” is usually the briefest.

(You can yell a big “fuck yes!” right about here.)

Most of the time, people spend very little time in the bargaining phase and seldom visit again. This stage is very much a part of your overall acceptance.

By bargaining, you have moved on from denial and have accepted the death as the truth. You know it even if you can’t fully admit to it just yet. You’re now putting your efforts behind trying to change it.

Making the choice to move forward isn’t going to make you feel 100 percent better. But it will help you move out of the rut you’ve dug.

So, that’s the good news.

The bad news: it’s going to get harder.

If it helps, you can rip one of those pages out of the back and then rip it up in little pieces. You can throw the book across the room. Still, you understand that this is a step. Even if it’s a teeny, tiny one, it’s a step going forward.




CHAPTER 5

DEPRESSION

(LEAVE ME THE FUCK ALONE)

List of things that now hurt that didn’t use to:

Sunlight. Sunlight is a bitch.

Upbeat music.

Getting up in the morning.

The sound of people having a good time.

Laughter.

Television.

Movies.

The future.

The past.

People who talk about idiotic shit.

All other types of idiotic shit.

Your stomach.

Your head.

Your heart.

Generally, the world around you.

When you hit the depression stage, everything can be painful—physically, and emotionally. This stage is about isolation. Finally, you’re done avoiding the truth and you recognize your new reality, and with that comes a deep sadness as you process what your life now looks like without that person in it. You want to retreat. You want to sit with your sadness alone, and for many, it’s easy to believe that no one else understands.

When depression hits, you are more than welcome to tell the world to leave you the fuck alone. You can take a break. You can close the book. You can wallow. You can step away for as long as you need. But, when you’re ready, you can return to this book, return to your life, and begin to move through the sadness.

This stage is usually the longest and most challenging as you process your grief. Definitely not the good fucking news you were hoping for, we know. But it’s also one of the most vital stages of your grief. You will not make it all the way through without at some point entering this stage. You can’t get out of it by forcing yourself. You can’t try to skip it. You can’t ignore it until the sadness goes away. It simply takes as long as it takes.

And yes, this stage feels like shit.

This stage is also a boomerang. You will feel better…eventually. You will swing into the darkness and then come back the other side. And then, another throw and you’re back in the depression again. It might hit you a year from now like an oncoming train, or it might simply appear one day and seep back into your life. But, most likely, you will feel this sadness, and then it will leave, and then you will feel it again. And on and on until you accept the loss of your loved one.

The good news: each time should get a little easier.

Key word: should.

Okay, so maybe that isn’t good news. But moving on…

Depression is often the quietest stage. Depression has the biggest sense of aloneness.

It’s not as clear as some of the others, not as distinct. It feels heavier. A bit messy. It’s like being in a dark room that has a giant hole in the floor, and you’re surrounded by this fog, and all you’re trying to do is navigate your way out without falling through.

You have to go on.

You have to go on even if you don’t want to go on.

You want this to be over.

You want to know what you are without that person.

You want to know when it’ll get better.

You want to hear that it will get better.

You want to make sure you don’t fall into that hole.

You want to step out of the fog.

You will. One day, it’ll get fucking better.

Think of sadness as a living, breathing person or a character in a book. What does sadness look like? What does its voice sound like? How does it feel when it sits next to you?

When you contextualize your depression, it helps give it that outline, gives it more shape. Gives you something solid to understand and hold on to. When you give your sadness a name and face, that turns it into something you can recognize—you can point to it and say “You there, you piece of shit, you’re what’s making me feel this way.”

It’s also possible that right now, you are being a complete and total dick to the people around you. And then you are upset because you are being a complete and total dick to the people around you. It’s easy to push people away when you’re going through this stage. Grief is an isolating bitch.

One day, it’ll get fucking better.

And just when you think you’re doing better, you’ll feel like this all over again.

It’s okay.

It passes.

PUT ON YOUR ASSHOLE PANTS

Imagine a bright-orange pair of pants that have the word asshole written down one leg.

Today, you are wearing your asshole pants. There will come a day when you get to take them off and throw them away. Most people see you are wearing your asshole pants right now and are willing to cut you some slack. They know you don’t usually wear your asshole pants. They understand.

Those “happy happy” people around you. The ones trying to get you to pep up and look on the bright side. They don’t know any better. You walk down the street, and to the entire world, you look pretty much the same as you did when your loved one was alive. Very few people can see what you are going through. You can see it. Your friends and family can see it. They recognize your asshole pants right away. But the rest of them, they have no idea.

A List of People Who Don’t Know What the Fuck Is Going On with You:

×The barista at your coffee shop.

×The asshole who’s honking at a red light.

×Everyone blowing up your group chat.

×That person slow walking on the sidewalk.

×The shopper whose cart is too close to yours.

×That acquaintance who thinks you just need a hug.

×Your classmates.

×Your coworkers.

×Your family.

×Your friends.

×Your partner.

×Yourself.

WHY THIS ONE IS DIFFERENT

It takes a while, but this stage…runs very deep. Those other stages live more on the surface. Like a rash or a T-shirt that’s too tight. They are the masks you’ve been wearing to cope. But this one gets to the core of your pain. That’s why it’s essential to acknowledge this stage and to see it all the way through.

Think about it this way: those previous stages were about cleaning. There was a mess and you were wiping at the surface—grabbing the Windex and scrubbing the sink down. Depression goes deeper; it’s a different kind of mess. Depression is reaching down into a garbage disposal or your plugged kitchen sink because you know something is stuck there. Somewhere deep inside there’s a bottle cap or a chicken bone or a collection of old spaghetti clogging up the drain. For this stage, you have to reach down into the yuck and pull it free.

With anger, you’re throwing punches in the air in a fury. With depression, you just want to sit and be immobile.

With bargaining, you’re bartering for what could have been, what you wish would have happened. With depression, you’re intently conscious of what did happen and how it affected everything.

With denial, you’re refusing to acknowledge the truth; with depression, the truth is staring you straight in the fucking face.

Depression can manifest in many ways. Some people have a hard time falling or staying asleep. Others sleep all the damn time. Your appetite can change. You might realize you no longer care about the things that typically drive you. You can lack motivation. You forget things. You lose things. You stop doing things.

All of this is normal.

But, here’s what’s not normal. This stage can sometimes leave you feeling empty and hopeless. You might get the urge to fill the empty spaces with alcohol or drugs or sex or some other risky behavior. You might begin to feel like your depression isn’t the typical depression derived from grief. You might wonder if you’ll be able to climb out of your depression alone. If you ever have these thoughts or feel like you need an extra hand, reach out to someone you trust. Ask them to sit with you—just SIT, just BE there. If you’re struggling, seek out those who can shoulder some of the burden. They don’t need to solve your problems for you; they just need to take them and hold them for you every once in a while. There are resources out there—use them.

So, what can you do on your own? In the face of your depression, where do you even start?

There isn’t a clear avenue toward feeling better, but there are some strategies you can use to help you work through your depression:

×Express yourself creatively, whether that be through art, writing, dance, anything. Just find a way to get the bad shit out.

×Get off the couch and exercise. Or if you don’t like exercise, just go for a walk outside. Or just a walk around the house. Or even just a walk around the living room.

×Do all that self-care shit. You know, the hot showers, the journaling, the face masks. That stuff. Do it and let yourself be taken care of.

×Talk to someone. Literally anyone. Talk to your friend, your family, your dog. Doesn’t matter. Just try to put your grief into words.

×Make a plan for when those “trigger” dates or moments are on the horizon. Whether it’s a birthday, anniversary, special moment on the calendar—create an action plan to get through a time that you foresee being especially tough.

×Let yourself feel your grief. It’s normal, so give yourself the permission to just feel sad. Don’t try to change it. Just feel fucking sad.

This is the stage that people connect with grieving the most. It’s the one that you’ll turn to again and again, and it’s oftentimes the most difficult.

So, take a second. And maybe think about ways to change your viewpoint, even for just a second. Become the person who is caring for others instead of the one in need of the TLC.

Things you can do:

×Look at your surroundings from a completely different perspective.

×Stand on a chair and see the same room from three feet higher.

×Choose a different seat at your favorite coffee shop or diner. Change your view.

×Make a point of complimenting someone else. Say “Nice dress” to a stranger or tell someone how adorable their pet is.

×Send a thank-you note.

×If someone leaves a shopping cart in the parking lot, move it for the next person.

×Pay the toll for the car behind you in line.

×Overtip.

×Look at your calendar and make a plan. Set a date when you will take a friend for lunch.

The point here is to stop letting your brain dictate the situation and indulge in the sad. Say “Fuck you, Brain” and do something new.

Don’t turn the page. Just sit there with your thumb in the book or even put the book aside for a while. We’re going to move on to the last stage, but it isn’t the final stage. I’ll explain that later. No spoilers or previews. Just stay here until you are ready.




CHAPTER 6

ACCEPTANCE

(EMBRACE THE SUCKAGE)

You can’t make me accept this. There is NO WAY I am ever going to be okay with it.

Read that sentence again. You can read it aloud if you want to.

You can’t make me accept this. There is NO WAY I am ever going to be okay with it.

Now, understand this: “accept” and “be okay with” are two completely different things. We’ll take them one at a time.

Just because you have reached this chapter doesn’t mean you are okay. Not yet. Well, not even close, but we’re making progress. This chapter is simply about what acceptance can look like. Acceptance is ultimately about acknowledging your new reality and accepting the fact that it will not change.

That’s it. That’s acceptance. It has nothing to do with how you feel about that reality. How much that reality sucks. It’s just accepting that it’s there.

So, how does that dynamic play out?

If I show you a picture of a horse, there is nothing I can do that’ll make it a picture of a cow. It’s going to be a picture of a horse no matter what I say. I can deny it’s a horse. I can try to trick you into saying it’s not a horse. I can make you a deal or pay you to say it’s actually a cow. I can fight you and shout until I’m blue in the face, or I can curl up in the corner and wallow in the fact that it’s not a cow. But guess what? No matter what, the picture is still always going to be of a horse.

No amount of bargaining or anger or denial or sadness is going to make your life the way it was.

You have a new reality.

You have a new place in the universe.

Acceptance is not “to be okay with.”

Acceptance is not “everything is all right now.”

Acceptance is more like an understanding.

You understand what has happened.

You understand there is a new normal.

You understand your reality has changed.

You understand the role you now play in creating your new future.

And you understand that you are moving forward.

HURRICANES AND HAPPINESS

After a bad storm, your house may not be perfect. The wind does damage, the trees fall, the rain seeps in, and sometimes the foundation of your home is irrevocably changed.

So, what do you do?

When the damage is too much, you either live in a destroyed house or you move out. Or, you can take a third option and start to rebuild.

It will never be the same as it was. The pre-hurricane house and the post-hurricane house are two different places.

It doesn’t mean you can’t live there.

It doesn’t mean you can’t make a new future.

This process you’re going through is like rebuilding a damaged house. It’s going to be slow; it’s going to be challenging. It may take time and money and other resources. You may wish you never started or backtrack on your journey. You might have to take a break and revisit one of the other stages of housebuilding. But ultimately, at some point, new walls will go up. You’ll look at the challenges before you find solutions for them. You’ll make new plans. You’ll create a new roof. You’ll have a new place to call home.

That’s a lot of what this stage is like. Acceptance is rebuilding your house and finally taking occupancy.

Acceptance also means you get to live your life without some of the knee-jerk reactions you experienced in the previous chapters. You get to live without the denial, the anger, and the depression. Sure, they may visit now and again, but ultimately, acceptance is a time for moving on.

And now, you have a new normal.

This does not mean you are done grieving. You don’t simply forget about your grief, wipe your hands, and say “Yep, all done now!” Acceptance is simply having more good days than bad days.

Yes, you have had a LOT of bad days.

You still have more in your future.

But that’s not always going to be the case. Be patient. Give yourself some time. There’s going to come a point where you will think of something funny or read something in the paper and call out their name to tell them your funny thought or what you read in that paper. And you’re going to spiral again. And that’s okay. That doesn’t erase all the work you’ve done. Storms still happen, but the new house will stand.

Acceptance is the new normal. You live there now. It doesn’t end. You don’t move on from it.

It’s the new house you live in.

All the other shit just stops by for a visit from time to time.

Assholes, we know.

YOU’RE NOT JUST IGNORING YOUR SHIT

One of the biggest challenges with acceptance is that feeling of forgetting. To move on, do you have to forget about the person who died? Do you have to ignore that pain? Do you have to be sad every time you think about them? And are you even allowed to be happy?

Fuck yes, you’re allowed to be happy.

You deserve to be happy.

A shitty thing happened, and you can’t change that—but you still deserve to be happy.

You’re going to smile again, and you’re going to laugh. And there are moments when you’ll realize you haven’t thought about that person in an hour. Or a day. Or even in a long while. And that’s okay.

Acceptance isn’t forgetting, and it isn’t ignoring that that person was really fucking special to you.

It’s simply being present in your current reality. And understanding that it’s totally okay to move on.

EMBRACE THE SUCKAGE

Yes, everything still sucks. But there are things you can do to make it suck less as you dive into your new reality.

×Accept your feelings, whatever they may be. Don’t push them down. Remember what we said about holding beach balls under the surface of the water? You can’t do that with emotions. Feel what you feel and accept that you feel it.

×You can also express yourself. Paint if you paint. Draw if you draw. Write if you write. If you are religiously inclined, talk to your pastor. They deal with this all the time. You can tell them anything.

×Re-engage with the living. Get out there. Talk to friends. Join a group. Get involved somewhere.

×Understand that you are never going to be your old self again. That person is no longer here. You are now a person without someone you loved in your life. That’s new. This is your new self.

×As much as possible, take your routine day by day. Don’t go making major life decisions. Don’t go changing jobs or moving across the country just yet.

×Forgive yourself for the things you should have said. Forgive them for not saying what you needed to hear. Neither of those things is ever—ever—going to happen. Expecting it to happen is like carrying around a bucket of water everywhere you go—for the rest of your life. Dump it.

×The holidays are going to be hell. Be ready for that. Decide which traditions you want to keep and which ones you can let go. Decide before your holidays where you are going to spend them and with whom. Yes, raise a bottle/mug/glass to their memory, but don’t torture yourself by doing all the things they loved to do. They aren’t here to appreciate your efforts, and you are just making yourself miserable.

You don’t have to be okay. Not yet. But you’re getting there.

In the next chapter, we’re going to talk about a higher power, whatever that means to you. It’s meant to open your thinking whether you are religiously inclined or not. Don’t skip it. Whether you are a devout Christian, Muslim, Jew, agnostic, atheist, or other, give it a chance. It may just help with all those questions going through your head.

Because we know there are probably questions.

And they’re often the hardest to answer.




CHAPTER 7

THINGS WE TOTALLY DON’T UNDERSTAND

We’re going to talk about God in this chapter. By “God” I mean any higher power you subscribe to. It can be religious or not religious. It can mean something very specific to you or something much more vague. Don’t skip it. No matter whether you are religiously inclined, you will likely find something here that may help you. Who knows? What’ve you got to lose?

Now, we’re going to tell a story for a second.

There’s this guy you might or might not have heard of named Job. That’s with the long “o” sound. “Job” rhymes with “robe.” Now that we got that cleared up…

Job appears in Christian, Jewish, and Muslim sacred writings. Job is all over the place; many people seem to know the guy. And it’s because, regardless of your denomination or beliefs, Job’s story is pretty interesting.

You see, in the story, Job’s life falls apart. In the beginning, he’s a pretty wealthy, prosperous guy. And because of that, he’s happy and totally trusts in his higher power.

And that’s when, suddenly, he is tested. EVERYTHING is taken from him. Everything disappears, and he spends multiple chapters standing on a high mountain, shaking his fist at the sky, basically screaming at God, “What the fuck, dude? Why’d you do this to me?!”

Relatable, right?

Job goes on like this for a while. He’s really pissed off. He feels totally cheated. Then, his God finally decides to sit the boy down and tell him what’s up. It’s a come-to-Jesus moment long before Jesus showed up in any of this.

Job says, “Why did you let this horrible stuff happen to me?”

And this is where God shows off a pretty great sarcastic sense of humor. He’s basically like “Hey, my man, do you know who I am? I’m a fucking busy guy!”

He has lines like:

“Were you there when I laid the foundations?”

“Do you know where I keep the lightning bolts?”

“Did you tell the rooster to crow this morning?”

“Let me see you make a hippopotamus from scratch.”

God goes on for several chapters and, basically, the story boils down to this:

JOB: Why, God, why?

GOD: I am God. You are not. Shut the fuck up.

JOB: Technically, that’s not an answer.

GOD:

Job shakes his fist and demands answers. God doesn’t give him any.

The universe owes you nothing.

It was here first.

Imagine you have a puzzle piece in your hand. Only one puzzle piece. It’s not very detailed, no discerning shapes or colors or forms, and from what you have in front of you, there’s no way to see the completed picture. God, if you believe in God or any sort of higher power, has already seen the completed puzzle. He’s looking at a puzzle the size of the Grand Canyon and knows how everything fits. It’s far beyond our understanding, and we’re down here looking at the one piece we have in our hands and demanding the full picture.

Understand that you can’t understand.

In the great metaphorical and allegorical writings across all the sacred writings across all religions, God does not have to answer your questions.

The universe owes you nothing.

It was here first.

YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE OKAY WITH THIS

Still here? Good.

It’s good you didn’t skip ahead.

Now that you know what to expect when you ask questions of whatever God or higher power you speak to, you can move on to the next part of this.

It’s okay to be royally pissed at God.

Take a moment and read that last sentence again.

You’re allowed to be pissed off, and you are allowed to ignore anyone who tells you otherwise.

Somewhere along the way, spirituality and organized religion took a right turn and decided that if you didn’t live your life as a happy-happy-joy-joy person and if you didn’t love God all the time, then you are bad and there is something wrong with you.

There is nothing wrong with you.

There is an important question that is probably on your mind.

It’s okay if you ask it.

Here, we’ll ask it for you:

Why did God take them from you?

Let’s expand that. Check all that apply:

Why did God take them…

___so suddenly?

___so painfully?

___so gradually?

___so matter-of-factly?

___Why did God make them sick in the first place?

___Why didn’t God stop the bullet?

___Why didn’t God stop the car?

___Why didn’t God stop them from hurting themselves?

___Why didn’t God fix it all?

___Where was this love and mercy that God was supposed to be about?

Okay, we need you to understand this part. If you can, put the book down and get a pen and mark this page. If you can’t get a pen, you can fold down the corner, but this part is important, and you’re going to come back to it again. Trust me. Mark the page. Ready?

Okay, here we go. This is important.

RULE 1: SHIT HAPPENS.

RULE 2: GOD DOES NOT MAKE SHIT HAPPEN.

RULE 3: SOMETIMES SHIT JUST HAPPENS.

RULE 4: That’s why God gave us each other.

Read that again. Let’s unpack that a little further.

SHIT HAPPENS. Someone you loved has died, but God did not take them. God did not purposely yank them out of your life to anger you or upset you or as punishment to you or them or to the world. It’s part of those hard truths we were talking about earlier. And while we’re on the subject of hard truths…

God also did not stop their death. They died. Maybe it was horrible. Maybe it was peaceful. But they died, and God did not stop it no matter how much you may have asked or prayed. It doesn’t work that way.

People. Die.

But God does not make the shit happen. It just happens.

That’s why God gave us each other. You’re angry now, but you will get over the anger. There’s more to do to get whole, and you are going to need other people, even those you are pissed at now. You will need them. They will need you.

God did not DO this to you.

God gave you people to share this load with.

God takes all things, both bad and good, and makes them work together.

God takes all things…

ALL THINGS…

You are not alone.

So, once again, for the people in the back. God does not make things happen. God takes ALL THINGS that happen and makes them work together.

God does not allow suffering in the world. We do.

God gave us a world and everything in it. We can cherish each other, or we can hurt each other.

It’s entirely up to us.

Saying “God gives, and God takes away” is a blame game. Yes, it’s in some of the scriptures, sure. But so is that hippopotamus God was bragging about earlier.

God did not do this to you.

It did not happen for a reason.

It happened.

How you deal with it…

what you do with it…

what you do from this point on…

is completely and entirely up to you.

You have friends. You have family. You have friends who may as well BE family. Family is not defined by the people who live under one roof. Family is not determined by blood. You can reach out to family. They will listen.

Sometimes the pain can be so great that you might want to reach out to a professional. Talk to a therapist, a clergy member, a grief counselor.

Talk to anyone.

You are not alone.




CHAPTER 8

PROMISE

Here are some of the promises of grief. When someone dies, we promise:

×You will feel like an absolute pile of shit. Just straight up shit. You will feel like shit. That’s a guaranteed promise.

×You will wish something could change. That something could be different and that person could come back.

×Your loss will absolutely change you. You will be a new person after losing someone close to you. The kicker is, that isn’t necessarily a bad thing…

×It. Will. Get. Better.

Grief promises, it will get better.

Someday. Maybe someday soon.

Maybe tomorrow.

Or maybe a year from now.

But it’ll all get better. That’s how human nature is. We hurt, and we grieve, and through that grief, we come out the other end. That’s the whole damn point of grief. If it didn’t have a purpose, guess what—we wouldn’t do it.

So, what’s next?

What do you do now? Today. In this very moment. What can you do?

Well…you can get a haircut.

Yes, a haircut.

Get a haircut, or wash your dishes, or go for a walk. Do something completely and utterly normal.

You have been put in a situation that is as far away from your “normal” as anything can be. Your life has been disrupted. So today, do one entirely normal thing. It will help center you.

Then what?

Make a list.

Make a list of good things. And don’t say “Nothing is good.” You know better. There are still a lot of wonderful things in the world.

Just make a list. It doesn’t need to make sense or be poignant.

×Trees are great.

×Warm socks are great.

×Chuck Taylor high-tops are great.

×Pizza is really fucking great.

You want to know what else is great?

All of this:

Rain, snow, hot fudge sauce, Ben & Jerry’s peanut butter, bus drivers, ambulance drivers, garbage collectors, candles that smell like the ocean, books, The Simpsons, Starbucks, matches, sleeping bags, stars, planets, rockets, telescopes, movies, Netflix Originals, warm hands, warm hearts, family, vacations, vacations with the family, holidays without the family, the Grand Canyon, rest stops, public toilets, indoor plumbing, agriculture, corn, peas, lettuce, carrots, hot jalapeño peppers, cheese, cows, chocolate milk, Oreo cookies, plastic bags to put your lunch in, metal lunch boxes with raised pictures, the thermos, fresh mountain streams, the smell of pine needles in the woods, the smell of pine needles in your living room, Christmas, Easter, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Martin Luther King Jr., Mother Teresa, Hacky Sack, Frisbee, ping-pong balls, ping-pong paddles, the Beatles, earbuds, cell phones, celery, saran wrap, tap shoes, Hawaiian shirts, doctors, nurses, vaccinations, vitamins, laughter, giggles, smirks, grins, smiles, laughter through tears, tears through laughter, jokes that make you squirt milk out of your nose, and onions.

Now make your list and fill the fucking page:

































Okay, this next bit is significant. Are you ready? Don’t just think “Okay.” This next part is crucial, so prepare yourself. No rolling your eyes or throwing the book. Okay, here we go…

All this is going to make you a better person.

You have to believe this.

This is going to make you a better person because you know something now that you didn’t know before. You can now understand the value of life and suddenly the really important things become clear. Grief makes us more emotionally resilient, capable, caring human beings.

IN FUCKING CONCLUSION:

Today sucks.

Tomorrow is going to suck too. Probably worse.

Birthdays are a bitch.

People can be assholes.

It’s going to fucking hurt.

The day after tomorrow is going to fucking hurt.

And the day after that.

And eventually…

eventually…

you will have a day that sucks less.

I promise. You’re going to have a day that sucks less.

Not today, but someday.

And someday, again NOT today and NOT tomorrow but someday…

and this is a promise…

there will come a day when you hear their favorite song on the radio or look up at the sky or see a billboard advertising their favorite restaurant or something trivial like that, and you will think of them and—promise—you will smile instead of cry.

It does not seem like it now, and you can offer any kind of excuse or example of how you think this pain will never end, but it gets better.

That empty spot in your heart and soul. Grief fills it up, and you think it’s permanent, but it isn’t.

Grief makes room.

Let love fill it.
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