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DEATH & BEREAVEMENT

CHAPTER 8

Who Are You When Someone
Important to Your Life Is Gone?
*You are allowed to become someone the person you loved never got to know.*

When someone important dies, you lose a person. Sometimes you lose a role too. Wife. Daughter. Mother. Sister.
Caregiver. Best friend. The person who called every Sunday. The person who handled the appointments. The
person who knew what Mom meant when nobody else did. The person who had been beside someone for fifty
years.
Then the relationship changes in the most permanent way possible.
And a surprisingly difficult question may emerge:

Who am I now?
Some Roles End Suddenly
Yesterday, you were actively caring for your husband. Today, you are a widow. Yesterday, you were coordinating
your mother's medical care. Today, there are no appointments to coordinate. Yesterday, your sister called three
times a week. Today, the phone doesn't ring. The practical role can disappear almost immediately. The internal
identity usually does not. You may wake up thinking about medication schedules that no longer exist.
Automatically plan around someone else's needs. Reach for the phone at the usual time. Your calendar changed
overnight.
You did not.
Some Roles Don't Feel As Though They End at All
If your child dies, you do not suddenly stop being her mother. If your mother dies, perhaps you do not feel that
you have stopped being her daughter. A widow may continue thinking of herself as married long after her spouse
dies. Language sometimes struggles here. We want categories. Married. Widowed. Living. Dead.
But relationship identity is not always so tidy. You do not need to force yourself into new language before it feels
true. The relationship changed.
What the relationship means to your identity may take much longer to understand.
You May Miss Who You Were With Them
There is another kind of identity loss that has no official name. Perhaps you were funnier with your sister. More
adventurous with your friend. More relaxed with your husband. Your mother knew your entire history without
explanation. Your father still remembered the child you once were. Someone understood a version of you that
nobody else quite knows. When that person dies, you may not only miss them.
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You may miss yourself with them.
That can be an unexpectedly lonely loss. There are parts of us that become visible in particular relationships.
When the other person is gone, it can feel as though those parts disappeared too. They may not have.
The Person Who Remembered With You Is Gone
Shared history is its own form of companionship.
“Remember when?”
And the other person does. They know the house. The neighbor. The terrible vacation. What happened at
Thanksgiving in 1987. Why everyone starts laughing when someone mentions the blue dress. You do not have to
explain the backstory. Then the person who carried those memories with you dies.
You still remember. But now you remember alone. This can become especially noticeable as we get older. Parents
die. Siblings die. Longtime friends die. People who witnessed earlier versions of our lives become fewer.
There is grief in losing someone who helped hold your history.
Caregiving Can Become an Identity
Long-term caregiving can occupy enormous amounts of life. Medication. Appointments. Meals. Transportation.
Insurance. Monitoring. Advocating. Worrying. Planning. Listening. Watching. Perhaps you did this for months.
Perhaps years.
Then the person dies.
People may tell you:
“Now you can take care of yourself.”
That may eventually be true. But first there may be an enormous blank space. The work is gone. The person is
gone. The structure of the day is gone. Even the vigilance may continue after there is nothing left to monitor. Relief
may be present. So may emptiness.
You may have spent so long asking:

What does she need?
that:

What do I want?
feels like a foreign question.
You do not have to answer it immediately.
Being Needed Can Be Hard to Lose
This is not selfish. Being needed gives shape to life. Someone depended on you. Expected you. Called you. Needed
your help. Perhaps you sometimes resented how much they needed you.
Then they are gone, and you would give almost anything to be inconvenienced by them one more time.
Contradictory?
Of course. So are most important relationships. You can be relieved that the responsibility ended and grieve that
nobody needs you in quite that way anymore.
Both can be true.
Family Roles May Shift Around You
Death changes systems as well as individuals. The person who hosted Thanksgiving is gone. The sibling who kept
everyone connected is gone. The parent everyone called for advice is gone. Someone else begins doing those
things. Perhaps you. Perhaps someone you would not have selected if there had been an application process.
Families reorganize. Sometimes gracefully. Sometimes spectacularly badly.
You may find yourself occupying a role you never wanted. Or discovering that a role you assumed would be yours
went to someone else. These shifts can produce grief of their own.
The family after the death is not exactly the family that existed before it.
Other People May Try to Rename You Too Quickly
“You're free now.” “You have your life back.” “You can finally travel.” “You can start dating when you're ready.” “You
should do something just for yourself.”
Perhaps.
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But other people may be several chapters ahead of you. They see available time. You see the person who used to
occupy it. They see possibility. You see absence. Possibility may come. But you do not need to turn immediately
toward reinvention.
An empty calendar is not automatically freedom. Sometimes it is simply empty.
You Were More Than the Role
This can be true without diminishing the role. You were someone's wife. And that mattered. Someone's daughter.
Someone's mother. Someone's caregiver. Someone's closest friend. Those relationships shaped you.
But they did not contain everything that you are. There were other parts of you all along. Interests. Abilities.
Friendships. Work. Faith. Curiosity. Humor. Preferences. Knowledge. Dreams. Parts that remained active. Parts
that became quieter. Parts you may not have needed for a long time.
The person who died occupied an important place in your life. They did not occupy all of it.
You Don't Have to “Find Yourself”
This phrase appears whenever identity changes. Find yourself. Rediscover yourself. Create the new you. That
sounds like another assignment. Perhaps you do not need one. Maybe identity becomes visible more gradually.
You notice what interests you. Who you want to spend time with. What you want your mornings to look like. What
responsibilities still belong to you. What you no longer want. What you miss. What you are curious about.
You participate.
And eventually, the question Who am I now? becomes less urgent because you are busy being someone.
Some Parts of the Relationship Can Continue Through You
Perhaps your mother taught you how to make something. Your husband introduced you to music you still love.
Your friend changed the way you think. Your father taught you how to repair things. Your sister gave you a phrase
you still use. The relationship has shaped you. That influence does not disappear when the person dies.
Sometimes we look for ways to keep the person present outside ourselves. Photographs. Objects. Traditions.
Those can matter.
But some of what remains is already inside you. The person participated in forming a human being who is still
here.
You.
You May Become Someone They Never Knew
This can feel surprisingly tender. Years pass. You change jobs. Move. Meet people. Develop interests. Become a
grandmother. Start something. Stop something. Change your mind about things you once believed.
Eventually, there may be whole parts of your life the person who died never witnessed.
You may think:

Mom doesn't know this version of me.
Or:

He would not believe what I'm doing now.
There can be grief in that. You are continuing to become someone in a world where they are no longer physically
present to know you. But continuing to develop is not leaving them behind. It is what living people do.

You are allowed to become someone the person you loved never got to know.
Your Future Does Not Erase Your Shared Past
This may be the fear underneath identity change.
If I become someone different, what happens to who we were? Nothing.
It happened. The years remain part of your life. The relationship remains part of your history. The person remains
part of who you became. New experiences do not push old ones out of existence. A future does not compete with
a past.
There is room for both.
Identity Can Become Larger Without Replacing What Was Lost
Perhaps this is less about replacing an identity than expanding one. You may always think of yourself as his wife.
Her mother. Their daughter. Her friend. Perhaps those words remain meaningful for the rest of your life.
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And.
There is that useful word again. You can also become other things. A volunteer. A traveler. A student. A mentor. A
gardener. A business owner. A friend to someone you have not met yet. Someone who becomes interested in
something entirely unexpected. Someone who develops a new role at seventy-five.
The old identity does not necessarily have to disappear for life to keep adding to it.
Who Are You Now?
Perhaps you cannot answer. That's okay. You do not need a statement. You do not need a five-year plan. You do
not need to decide what the next chapter is called. For now, perhaps there are smaller questions.
What still matters to me? Who am I connected to? What needs my care now? What am I curious about? What part
of myself would I like to use again? What am I becoming interested in?
And perhaps, eventually:

What is asking me to participate now?
You do not need to sever your identity from the person who died. You do not need to remain exactly who you
were when they were alive. Both would ask something impossible of you. You can carry the relationship. Carry the
history. Carry the ways they shaped you. And continue becoming.

Someone important to your life is gone. The person you were with them still belongs
to you. And the person you are becoming belongs to the life that is still unfolding.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Fear That Living Means Leaving
Them Behind
As life begins asking more of your attention, something unexpected can
happen: participation itself may feel disloyal. Laughing, traveling, changing
the house, making new friends, or simply having a good day can raise the
question, Am I leaving them behind? Next, we'll look at why continuing to live
does not require loosening your hold on love.



