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DEATH & BEREAVEMENT

CHAPTER 1

When Someone You Love Is No
Longer Here

They were here. They mattered. They are gone.

There are things we understand intellectually before we understand them any other way. Someone has died. You
know what the words mean. You may have been there. You may have planned the funeral. Signed papers. Called
family. Chosen photographs. Written an obituary. Cleaned out a hospital room. Answered messages. You know
the person died.
And still, some part of ordinary life seems to expect them to be here. You reach for the phone. Think of something
you need to tell them. Hear a noise and, for half a second, expect them to walk into the room. See something they
would love. Turn toward the place where they used to sit. Then reality arrives again.
They are not here.

Death Changes Something Very Ordinary
We often talk about death in large language. Loss. Mortality. Bereavement. The end of life.
But death is also intensely ordinary. A toothbrush is still in the bathroom. Their coat is hanging where they left it.
Their coffee cup is in the cabinet. Their name is still in your phone. Mail continues to arrive. The world contains
evidence everywhere that this person existed. But the person is no longer physically present inside it.
That contradiction can take time to comprehend. The belongings remain. The relationship remains part of you.
The memories remain. Love may remain completely intact. But the person is gone.
Sometimes grief begins simply with learning to live inside that reality.

Your Mind May Keep Expecting Them
This can happen long after the death.
You see a headline and think:

I need to tell her about that.
You have a question only he would know how to answer. Something funny happens. Someone in the family does
exactly the thing you both predicted they would do. For an instant, the old pathway activates.

Call them.
Then you remember. These moments can feel strangely shocking because they happen so quickly. You did not
forget the person died. Your life simply spent years learning that this was someone you could reach. The
expectation does not disappear because you intellectually understand that reaching them is no longer possible.
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Sometimes the body and mind learn absence slowly.

There Is No Correct First Feeling
We expect grief to look like sadness. Sometimes it does. Sometimes the first feeling is disbelief. Numbness. Anger.
Fear. Relief. Confusion. Exhaustion. Nothing.
Perhaps the death followed a long illness and part of you is relieved that suffering ended. Perhaps you had been
caregiving for years and suddenly your days are empty. Perhaps the relationship was difficult and your feelings are
complicated. Perhaps the death was unexpected and reality feels impossible. Perhaps you cry constantly. Perhaps
you don't cry at all.
There is no emotional entrance exam for grief. You do not have to feel the correct thing in the correct order to
prove that someone mattered.

The World Keeps Moving, Which Can Feel Almost Offensive
Morning comes. People go to work. The grocery store opens. Someone complains about traffic. A neighbor mows
the lawn. There are emails. Bills. Weather. Television commercials. People laughing in restaurants.
It can feel astonishing that the world has continued without noticing what happened. Someone who occupied an
enormous place in your life is gone. And Tuesday still arrives. There can be something almost insulting about that
ordinary continuity.
But eventually, the same ordinary world that seems indifferent to grief can also help carry us through it. There is
breakfast. The dog needs walking. The plants need water. The trash goes out Thursday. A friend calls. Life
continues before we are ready to participate fully in it.
For a while, perhaps it is enough that it continues around us.

You May Be Grieving More Than the Person
When someone dies, their absence can change many other things. Daily routines. Financial security. Family roles.
Friendships. Holiday traditions. Future plans. Where you live. Who you call. Who calls you.
Perhaps you were someone's wife and now you are a widow. Someone's daughter and now both parents are
gone. Someone's caregiver and suddenly no one needs the care that organized your entire day.
You may be grieving the person and also the life that existed because they were in it. Those losses do not always
become visible at the same time. Some arrive months later. That does not mean grief is getting worse.
Sometimes you are simply discovering how far the loss reaches.

You Don't Have to Understand What It Means Yet
After someone dies, questions often arrive quickly. Why did this happen? What am I supposed to learn? How will I
live without them? What happens now? Who am I now? What would they want me to do?
Some questions may eventually matter. But you do not have to answer them immediately. You do not need to find
meaning while you are still learning what has been lost.
Sometimes the most truthful sentence available is simply:

I wish they were still here.
There is nothing spiritually immature about that. Nothing psychologically deficient. Nothing that needs to be
corrected. Someone mattered. You miss them.

Love Does Not Know What to Do With Absence
Relationships are active things. We speak. Listen. Touch. Argue. Help. Cook. Call. Visit. Apologize. Celebrate. Worry.
Care for each other.
Even difficult relationships involve interaction.
Death changes that.
The love may remain, but many of the things love used to do are no longer possible. You cannot make the phone
call. Bring the soup. Ask the question. Resolve the argument. Sit beside the bed. Say the thing you finally figured
out how to say. That can leave grief feeling strangely restless.
There is still relationship energy. Still memory. Still love. But nowhere obvious for it to go. Part of grieving may
eventually involve discovering what that relationship becomes when physical interaction is no longer possible.
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You do not have to know that yet.

You Are Not Required to Let Go
People sometimes speak about grief as though recovery requires releasing the person who died. Letting go.
Moving on. Finding closure. Perhaps some of that language is useful to you. Perhaps it isn't. You do not have to
stop loving someone because they died. You do not have to stop saying their name. You do not have to remove
every photograph. You do not have to stop telling stories. You do not have to reach a point where their absence no
longer matters.
The task is not to make the relationship meaningless. The task, over time, is learning how to carry a relationship
that has changed in a way you did not choose.

And You Are Still Here
This can be difficult to think about at first. Perhaps even irritating. Because when someone has just died, being
reminded that life goes on can sound suspiciously like being told to move on. That is not what this means. Their
life ended. Yours did not.
That fact may initially feel more like a burden than a gift. There are still mornings. Meals. Responsibilities.
Relationships. Decisions. Years, perhaps.
A future you did not expect to enter without them. You do not have to be grateful for that future yet. You do not
have to know what to do with it.
You only have to recognize that it exists.

For Now, Let the Loss Be Real
There will be time for other questions. What remains unfinished? How do memories change? Who am I now? What
happens to love? How do I participate in life without feeling that I am leaving this person behind?
We will get there. But perhaps the beginning is simpler. Someone you love was here. They occupied space in the
world and in your life. They mattered. Now they are no longer physically here. And that hurts.
You do not have to make the loss meaningful today. You do not have to turn it into growth. You do not have to find
the lesson. You do not have to demonstrate acceptance. You can begin by telling the truth:

They were here. They mattered. They are gone.
And I am learning what it means to live with all four of those things being true.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Grief Hidden Inside Ordinary
Days
Death changes the large things, but grief often appears through very small
ones: a grocery-store aisle, an empty chair, a familiar television program, a
recipe, a joke, or the impulse to make a phone call you can no longer make.
Next, we'll look at why ordinary moments can carry so much grief - and why
encountering them does not mean you are moving backward.



