DEATH & BEREAVEMENT

Birthdays, Holidays, Anniversaries,
and the Empty Place

*You can let the rest of the room slowly come back into view.*

Some dates carry grief before they even arrive. A birthday. A wedding anniversary. The anniversary of the death.
Thanksgiving. Christmas. Mother's Day. Father's Day. Perhaps a holiday that mattered only to the two of you.

You see the date approaching on the calendar and already know:
This is going to be different.
Sometimes the anticipation is harder than the day itself. Sometimes the day is harder. And sometimes you
prepare yourself for something terrible and discover that you are okay.
Grief is not particularly interested in following the calendar we assign to it.
The Date Remembers What Life Used to Look Like

Significant days contain repetition. Every Christmas morning, she called. Every birthday, he bought the same
ridiculous card. Every Thanksgiving, Dad carved the turkey. Every anniversary, you went to that restaurant. Every
summer, the family gathered at the same place. Then someone dies. The date returns. The tradition returns.

But the person does not. That is why these days can make absence especially visible. Ordinary life has changed
too, of course. But traditions create a kind of outline around the person who is missing.

You can see exactly where they used to be.

Sometimes It Is Literally an Empty Place

There may actually be an empty chair. The first family dinner after someone dies can make that painfully obvious.
Where does everyone sit now? Who sits where they sat? Does anyone?

These sound like small questions. They may not feel small. Families develop patterns so quietly that we rarely
notice them until something interrupts them.

The chair was simply Dad's chair. Until Dad was no longer there. Then it becomes something else. A reminder. A
decision. Perhaps eventually just a chair again. You do not have to rush that transformation.

Anticipatory Grief Can Take Over the Weeks Before
Sometimes we begin grieving the holiday long before it happens.

How am I going to get through Christmas? What will her birthday be like? I don't know if I
can handle Thanksgiving.

The mind begins rehearsing. Imagining. Planning. Dreading.
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By the time the day arrives, you may have already lived through twenty imaginary versions of it. Some preparation
can help. But you do not have to solve the entire day three weeks in advance.
Perhaps you only need to know:

Where do | want to be? Who do | want around me? What feels important? What might be too much? What
permission do | need to give myself?

The rest can remain undecided.
You Are Allowed to Change the Tradition
This can be surprisingly difficult. Traditions often feel like obligations to the person who died.

Mom always made this. We always went there. He loved Christmas. She would want us to
keep doing it.
Maybe. Perhaps continuing the tradition feels warm and connecting. Then continue it.

But perhaps recreating the old holiday without the person who made it meaningful feels unbearable. You are
allowed to change it. Eat something else. Go somewhere else. Open gifts at a different time. Skip the gathering.
Host the gathering. Do absolutely nothing.

A tradition is supposed to serve the people participating in it. The people are not required to serve the tradition.
And You Are Allowed to Keep It

Change is not automatically healthier. Sometimes the familiar thing is exactly what you want. You want Mom's
recipe. The same ornaments. The same music. The same church service. The same birthday cake. The same
terrible movie everyone complains about and watches anyway.

Keeping a tradition does not mean you are stuck. Sometimes continuity is comforting. Sometimes doing what you
have always done allows the person who died to remain part of family life in a way that feels natural. You do not
have to redesign everything just because life changed.

You Can Decide Again Next Year

This may be the most useful permission of all. You do not have to create the permanent post-loss holiday policy.
What feels right this year may feel terrible next year. Something you cannot bear this Christmas may become
comforting three Christmases from now. A tradition you desperately need to preserve now may eventually lose its
importance. You are allowed to experiment.

This year, we will do this. Then see. Grief changes. Families change. You change. The decision does not have to be
permanent.

The Anniversary of the Death Can Feel Strange

People sometimes expect the first anniversary to be especially significant. And it can be. You may remember
exactly what happened at particular hours. At 9:00 we were at the hospital. At noon she was still talking. At 4:00
the doctor came in.

The body can seem to remember the sequence even when you do not intend to revisit it. Or the day may arrive
and feel surprisingly ordinary. That can be unsettling too.
Shouldn't I feel more?

There is no required anniversary response. You do not have to spend the day in solemn remembrance. You do not
have to visit the cemetery. You do not have to post anything. You do not have to demonstrate publicly that you
remember. You know what the day means.

That may be enough.
Birthdays Can Become Particularly Tender

A birthday marks the life, not the death. Perhaps that is why it can feel different. You may think about how old
they would have been. Imagine what you would have bought them. Remember previous birthdays. Perhaps you
still want to mark the day. Make the cake. Visit somewhere meaningful. Tell stories. Perhaps you want to ignore it
completely.

Both are legitimate.
There is no correct way to celebrate the birthday of someone who is no longer physically here.
Family Members May Want Different Things
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This can complicate holidays considerably. One person wants to talk about the person who died. Another does
not. Someone wants the photograph on the table. Someone else cannot bear looking at it. One wants every
tradition preserved. Another wants to go somewhere entirely different.

None of these responses necessarily indicates who loved the person more. People protect themselves differently.
People remember differently. People grieve differently. A family may need to make room for more than one way
of carrying the same loss.

That does not mean everyone gets exactly what they want. It means disagreement about grief is not automatically
evidence that someone is grieving incorrectly.

You Do Not Have to Make the Day Meaningful

This deserves its own section. There is enormous pressure around grief rituals. Light a candle. Write a letter.
Release something into the sky. Cook the favorite meal. Visit the grave. Create a memorial. Share memories.

These things can be beautiful. If they mean something to you, do them. But perhaps what you need this year is
pizza and a movie. Perhaps you want to weed the garden. Go for a long walk. Work. Stay home. Spend the day with
people who never knew the person who died.

You do not have to turn every significant date into a grief assignment. Sometimes getting through the day is
enough. Sometimes enjoying the day is allowed too.

A Good Holiday Is Not a Betrayal

This can sneak up on you. Perhaps everyone gathers. Someone tells a story. People laugh. The food is good. The
grandchildren are running around.

You realize:
I'm having a good time.
Then guilt arrives.
How can Christmas be good without her? How can | enjoy his birthday when he isn't here?
Because the capacity for joy did not belong exclusively to the person who died. Your enjoyment does not erase
their absence. It does not revise the relationship. It does not mean you miss them less.
A good day does not have to be evidence that the loss mattered less.

It can simply be a good day.
And a Difficult Holiday Does Not Mean You Are Back at the Beginning

The opposite is equally true. Perhaps you have been doing well. Then Thanksgiving knocks you flat. Or the
anniversary arrives and suddenly the grief feels immediate again. That does not mean all your progress
disappeared. Certain days concentrate memory. They bring together people, places, smells, music, traditions,
expectations, and history.

Of course they can carry emotional weight. You are not starting over. You are encountering the loss in a particular
place in your life.

Then the day passes. And you continue.
New Traditions Do Not Replace the Person

Eventually, families often create something new. A different gathering. A new recipe. A trip. A new person carving
the turkey. A grandchild taking over something Grandma always did. At first, that can feel almost wrong.

That's her job.

But roles move through families because families continue living. Someone else doing the thing does not replace
the person who once did it. It simply acknowledges that the family has changed. New traditions do not overwrite
old ones. They become another layer of family history.

The Empty Place Can Change

At first, perhaps the holiday is defined by who is missing. Everyone feels the absence. Everyone notices the chair.
Years later, the person may still be part of the day. Someone makes the recipe. Tells the story. Uses the ornament.

Says:
“Mom would have loved this.”
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And then the conversation continues. That continuation can feel painful the first time you notice it. But perhaps
something important has happened. The person has not been erased. The family has learned to carry their
absence while continuing to have a life together. The empty place is still real.

It simply no longer has to occupy the entire room.
You Get to Meet This Year's Day
Perhaps that is enough.
Not:
How will I handle every Christinas without him?
Not:
What are we going to do with her birthday forever?
Not:
When will this stop being hard?
Just:
What do I need this year?
Keep something. Change something. Remember. Don't remember deliberately at all. Be with people. Be alone.
Cry. Laugh. Leave early. Stay late. Make the recipe. Order takeout.
There is no prize for performing a significant day beautifully. There is only the day that is actually here.
And you.
The person you love is not physically here to enter it with you. That remains true.
But you are here.

And gradually, perhaps, these days can become part of your life again rather than days you simply brace yourself
to survive.

You do not have to make the empty place disappear. You can let the rest of the room
slowly come back into view.

Next: When Other People Think You
Should Be Doing Better By Now

Eventually, other people's patience with grief may run out long before grief
itself does. Advice appears. Comparisons begin. Someone decides it is time
to “move on.” Next, we'll look at what happens when other people's
expectations collide with your actual experience - and how to remain
connected to life without adopting someone else's timetable.
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