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A Note to the Reader

This book contains accounts of suicide, suicidal crisis, and the deaths of family members, friends,
and companion animals. Part Five, in particular, includes detailed accounts of suicidal ideation and
completed suicide.

If you or someone you know is experiencing a mental health crisis, the 988 Suicide and Crisis
Lifeline is available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, by phone or text at 988. The Crisis
Text Line is available by texting HOME to 741741.

This book was written in the belief that honest accounts of loss, including the most painful forms of
loss, serve the reader better than silence. But honesty about grief requires honesty about the reader's
own safety. If any section of this book produces distress that feels unmanageable, please close the
book and seek support. The book will be here when you are ready to return to it.



For Janna, who taught me what grief looks like in the hands.

And for Marshall, who made the call.
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“We lost a good man. My father was a good man.”

“Howard, there are not enough of them.”

Howard Stein and Mark Van Doren, Columbia University

“Go to every funeral. Even if you don’t want to. Even if you don’t know
them. If you know the people around them, you go.”
Overheard in a cafe in Newark, New Jersey

“EYES+FOR+FOR?”

If you have eyes, you can use them to look.
American Sign Language
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Author’s Note

This book is a hybrid. It is a cultural investigation conducted by a writer who came to
the subject through personal loss, and the personal material is not decorative. It is
structural. The argument and the memoir are fused, and neither is subordinate to the
other.

The book draws on neuroscience, evolutionary biology, anthropology, history, and the
accumulated evidence of mourning practices across cultures and centuries. It also draws on
the deaths of people I loved: a neighbor, a mother, a grandfather, a mentor, two friends, and
a cat. These losses are not illustrations of the argument. They are the argument's origin and,
in many cases, its evidence. I did not set out to study grief academically and then discover,
as a bonus, that I had personal experience. I set out to understand my own bewilderment in
the face of death and discovered that the bewilderment was cultural, historical, biological,
and shared by millions of people who, like me, were never taught how to grieve.

The personal material in this book is drawn from my own experience and is presented
as I remember it. Memory is imperfect, and I make no claim that every detail of every
scene is recorded with documentary accuracy. What I do claim is that the emotional truth
of these accounts is intact: the events happened, the people were real, the losses were real,
and the grief persists.

The cultural practices described in this book are presented with respect and with an
awareness that no outside account of another culture's mourning traditions can capture the
full meaning those traditions hold for the people who practice them. I have relied on
published ethnographic and anthropological research, on firsthand accounts, and on the
work of scholars who have spent years embedded in the communities they describe. Where
I have drawn conclusions about the meaning or function of a practice, I have tried to do so
in a way that honors the practice on its own terms rather than measuring it against a
Western standard.

The neuroscience in this book reflects the state of the field as of the time of writing.
Grief research is a young discipline, and its findings are evolving. The core claims are
well-supported by current evidence. More specific claims represent the best available
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evidence but are subject to revision as the research develops.

I wrote this book because a woman in a cafe told her daughter to go to every funeral,
and nobody had ever told me that, and I wanted to understand why it was true. What I
found was not a single answer but a convergence: the biology, the history, the culture, the
economics, and the personal losses all pointed in the same direction, and the direction was
toward other people. The book follows that direction.
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Prologue: The Mandate

Nobody teaches you how to grieve. This is the strange truth at the center of an
experience so common it touches every person who has ever lived long enough to lose
someone. We are taught to read, to count, to drive, to cook, to shake hands, to write
thank-you notes, to look both ways. We are sent to school for mathematics and
grammar. We are coached in sports, tutored in music, trained in trades. But grief, which
will find every one of us, arrives without preparation, without a syllabus, without a
manual. It arrives and it expects you to know what to do.

I did not know what to do, and for most of my life I did not know that I did not
know. I had attended funerals. I had lost people. I had done what seemed to be
required: shown up, worn dark clothes, sat in pews, signed guest books, shaken hands,
said the things people say. But I had never been told why any of it mattered, what it
was for, or what I was supposed to feel while I was doing it. The deaths came. I
absorbed them. I moved on, or believed I did, and nobody asked whether I had
absorbed them well or poorly, completely or not at all.

Then, in a small cafe in Newark, New Jersey, about twenty-five years ago, I
overheard something that unsettled me and has not stopped unsettling me since.

I was teaching at the time, and a colleague from my department was seated at a
table near the window with her daughter, a young woman just beginning her freshman
year of college. We had never been close, my colleague and I, but we knew each other
in the way people who share a department know each other: we exchanged greetings,
asked after each other's work, performed the small courtesies that institutional
proximity requires. When I walked in, she introduced me to her daughter, we said the
pleasant things, and then I sat down at the table beside them and we proceeded to
ignore each other, as is expected in a small cafe in a big, urban city. You create your
own private space and you stay there.

I was contemplating the small plate offerings when I heard them. Their
conversation had risen just above the ambient noise of the room, and my wife Janna's
voice came to me in that moment, as it often does. Janna is Deaf, and she has a phrase
she uses when hearing people get uncomfortable about being watched in public:
"EYES+FOR+FOR?" It is an ASL construction, and what it means, loosely, is this: if
you have eyes, you can use them to look at anything you like, anywhere you like, in
any public space. It is the Deaf way of saying that looking is not trespassing. If people
are talking loud enough to be seen and heard, you are permitted to see and hear them.
So I did both. I watched and I listened.
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The mother was speaking to her daughter in a tone I recognized. It was the tone of
a parent delivering a piece of wisdom that is not a suggestion. Her posture had changed
from the casual lean of cafe conversation to something upright, formal, loaded. She
pointed at her daughter with her index finger, and then she tapped the tiny table with
that same finger, as though nailing the words to the surface between them.

"Go to every funeral,” she said. "Even if you don't want to. Even if you don't know
them. If you know the people around them, you go."

The daughter looked horrified. Or perhaps unconvinced. The expression was the
one young people wear when a parent says something that sounds archaic and
unreasonable, something that belongs to an older world and its exhausting obligations.

The mother was not finished. She pointed again. She tapped again.

"You go to support the family. It will mean something to them. Funerals are not
for the dead. They are for the living. You don't go for yourself. You don't wait to get
invited. You go for the people who are suffering. It will be remembered. You will be
thanked."

The daughter nodded, the kind of nod designed to end a conversation rather than
affirm its content, and the mother nodded back, and then she caught me looking at
them. Our eyes met. She smiled, and I smiled, and I nodded automatically, confirming
something I had not fully understood, and she changed the subject.

That was it. The whole thing lasted perhaps ninety seconds. But I have carried it
for a quarter of a century, and the weight has not diminished. It has increased, because
in the years since that afternoon in Newark I have buried people I loved, and people I
barely knew, and an animal who was my closest working companion for fifteen years,
and in every instance I have returned to that mother's finger tapping the cafe table and
asked myself the question she answered for her daughter and that nobody answered for
me: Why do you go?

Why does it matter? What does showing up for death teach the living? And what
happens to the people who were never told, who were never given the instruction, who
learned about grief the way you learn about a stove: by touching it and getting burned?

This book is an attempt to answer those questions. It is not a memoir, though it
contains pieces of a life. It is not a clinical manual, though it draws on neuroscience,
psychology, and medical research. It is not a religious text, and it does not assume any
particular faith or metaphysical framework. It is an investigation. It asks what grief is,
where it comes from, how we learned it, who controls it, how it has changed, and what
it tells us about what it means to be a living creature capable of attachment and
therefore capable of loss.

The investigation begins in the body, because that is where grief begins: in the
neurons and hormones and cardiovascular events that fire before the conscious mind
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has finished processing the news. It moves through the animal kingdom, where
elephants stand vigil over their dead and crows gather in formations that researchers
can only call funerals. It examines history, tracing how grief has been practiced,
performed, suppressed, and commercialized across the last century and across the
globe. It follows the money, because grief is an industry and death is a market, and the
question of who profits from loss is not separate from the question of how we
experience it. It arrives, eventually, at the question of permission: who is allowed to
grieve, for how long, for whom, and what happens to those who are told to stop.

The title of this book comes from that mother in the Newark cafe, whose name I
do not know and whose face I can no longer fully reconstruct but whose words I have
never forgotten. Go to every funeral. It is an instruction that contains, compressed into
six words, an entire philosophy of human obligation. It says that grief is communal, not
private. That showing up is an act of solidarity, not a social nicety. That the dead
require nothing from us, but the living require everything. That presence in the face of
death is a form of courage. That absence is noticed, and remembered, and held against
you, not out of spite but out of pain.

Nobody told me that. I am writing this book to understand why it is true.

There is a sign in American Sign Language for grieving. It is not a small gesture. The
hands are placed at the chest, one over the other, and they twist in opposite directions,
slowly, with visible effort, as though wringing something out. What they are wringing
is the heart. The motion is the motion of extracting blood from living tissue, of
squeezing an organ that does not want to be squeezed. It is, in any language, one of the
most physically precise descriptions of grief ever articulated: not a word spoken into air
but a movement performed on the body, an enactment of what grief does to the interior
self.

My wife taught me this sign early in our life together, and I have thought about it
at every loss since. Spoken languages describe grief in metaphor: heartbreak, sorrow,
anguish. These are approximations. They gesture toward the feeling without inhabiting
it. The ASL sign for grief does not approximate. It performs. The hands do to the chest
what grief does to the griever, and in doing so they make visible what spoken language
can only suggest: that grief is not a thought or a mood or a stage in a clinical model. It
is a physical event. It happens in the body, to the body, and the body remembers it long
after the mind has decided to move on.

This book is organized around that understanding. Grief is biological before it is
cultural. It is physiological before it is psychological. It is older than language, older
than ritual, older than any civilization that has ever tried to organize it into acceptable
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forms. Before there were funerals, there was grief. Before there were condolence cards
and bereavement leave and stages of acceptance, there was the raw, animal fact of a
living creature registering the absence of another living creature and being unable to
reconcile that absence with the world as it was supposed to be.

Everything that humans have built on top of that raw fact, the rituals, the religions,
the industries, the social expectations, the permissions and prohibitions, is the subject
of this book. But the foundation is the body, and the body does not require instruction.
It knows. It has always known. The question is whether we will let it do what it knows
how to do, or whether we will, as so many cultures and families and institutions have
done, tell it to stop.

12
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Part One: The Biology of Grief
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Chapter One: What the Body Already Knows

Grief arrives in the body before it registers in the mind. Anyone who has received the
phone call, the knock at the door, the sentence that begins with "I'm sorry to tell you,"
knows this. The stomach drops. The hands go cold. The visual field narrows as though
the room has contracted around you. These are not metaphors. They are physiological
events, measurable in cortisol levels and heart rate variability and galvanic skin
response, and they occur before the conscious mind has finished processing the words.

The neuroscience of grief is young, barely two decades old as a distinct research
field, but what it has already revealed is striking. When a person learns of the death of
someone they love, the brain does not treat this information as an abstract fact to be
filed and catalogued. It treats it as an emergency. The amygdala, that ancient
almond-shaped structure responsible for threat detection, fires in patterns nearly
identical to those produced by physical danger. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
axis activates, flooding the bloodstream with cortisol and adrenaline. The sympathetic
nervous system engages. The body prepares to fight or flee, but there is nothing to fight
and nowhere to run.

This mismatch, between a threat response designed for predators and the reality of
an absence, is one of the central puzzles of grief biology. The brain evolved to respond
to things that are present: the snake on the path, the rival at the boundary, the storm on
the horizon. Loss is the opposite of presence. It is a hole in the world where something
used to be. And yet the brain responds to this hole as though it were a predator. The
evolutionary logic, when you trace it, is instructive. For a social species dependent on
cooperative bonds for survival, the disappearance of a bonded partner is a survival
threat. The infant separated from its mother in the ancestral environment did not face
an emotional inconvenience; it faced death. The grief response, at its biological root, is
a separation alarm.

Jaak Panksepp, the Estonian-born neuroscientist who spent his career mapping the
emotional circuits of the mammalian brain, identified what he called the
PANIC/GRIEF system: a neural network centered in the anterior cingulate cortex and
the periaqueductal gray that activates when a bonded relationship is disrupted.
Panksepp demonstrated this circuit in rats, in guinea pigs, in chicks, in dogs. When
young mammals are separated from their mothers, they produce distress vocalizations
governed by this circuit. When the circuit is artificially stimulated, the animal behaves
as though it has been separated even when it has not. When the circuit is suppressed,
the separation distress diminishes. Grief, in Panksepp's framework, is not an emotion
that sits on top of mammalian cognition. It is wired into the hardware.
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Mary-Frances O'Connor, a clinical psychologist and neuroscientist at the
University of Arizona, has spent years placing grieving people inside functional MRI
scanners and watching what their brains do. Her findings, published in a series of
papers and synthesized in her 2022 book on the neuroscience of loss, reveal something
that clinicians had long suspected but could not prove: grief is a form of learning, and
some brains struggle with the lesson.

The core problem is this. The brain maintains an internal model of the world that
includes the people we love. This model, which O'Connor and others describe as a
cognitive map, encodes not just who these people are but where they are, when they are
expected to appear, and what their presence means for our own safety and well-being.
The map is updated constantly, automatically, and below the level of conscious
awareness. When you reach for the phone to call someone who has died, your cognitive
map has not yet registered the death. When you hear a door open and expect, for a
half-second, to see the person who used to walk through it, the map is asserting its
outdated version of reality against the evidence of the present.

Grief, in this model, is the process by which the brain updates its map. Every
context in which the dead person appeared must be revisited, and in each context the
brain must learn, again, that the person is gone. This is why grief comes in waves rather
than as a single event. It is not that the griever "forgets" and then "remembers." It is that
the brain's map is vast, and every room, every holiday, every meal, every song, every
Tuesday afternoon contains an expectation that must be individually revised. The first
Thanksgiving without them. The first time their name comes up and the verb tense has
to change. The first time you drive past their house and understand, at the level of
automatic cognition, that the house is now just a house.

O'Connor's fMRI studies reveal something else: the nucleus accumbens, a region
deep in the brain associated with reward and craving, activates in some grievers when
they are shown photographs of their dead loved ones. This is the same circuit that fires
in addiction, and its activation in grief suggests that part of what the brain is doing
when it grieves is yearning in a neurochemically literal sense. The dead person was a
source of neurological reward, and the brain, confronted with their image, activates the
circuitry of wanting. This is not a metaphor for longing. It is longing, expressed in
dopamine and neural firing patterns, and it explains why grief can feel less like sadness
and more like hunger: a need that cannot be met, recurring without resolution.

O'Connor's cognitive map model has an implication that is easy to state and
difficult to absorb: the grief process is not a single event but a series of thousands of
small events, each triggered by a specific context in which the dead person's presence
was expected. The first morning without them is one event. The first time you cook
dinner for one instead of two is another. The first time their phone number appears in
your recent calls and you realize you can never call it again is another. The first time
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someone who does not know they are dead asks how they are doing is another. Each of
these contexts contains an expectation, embedded in the cognitive map, that the dead
person will be present, and each time the expectation is violated, the brain must
perform a local revision: this context, too, has changed. This room, too, is different.
This Tuesday, too, is a Tuesday without them.

The revisions are not voluntary. They happen automatically, triggered by
environmental cues that the conscious mind does not control. You walk into a grocery
store and your hand reaches for the brand of cereal they liked, and in the half-second
between reaching and recognizing that you are reaching for a dead person's cereal, the
grief hits, not as a thought but as a physical sensation: a contraction in the chest, a heat
behind the eyes, a disorientation that makes the fluorescent lights of the cereal aisle feel
suddenly clinical and hostile. This is the brain updating its map, and the update is
painful because the old map was comfortable, because the old map included a person
whose presence made the world legible, and the new map must be built without that
person, one cereal aisle at a time.

O'Connor's research identified a subset of grievers in whom this revision process
appeared to stall. In these individuals, the nucleus accumbens activation described
earlier, the reward-circuit response to images of the dead, was especially strong, and it
correlated with the severity and duration of their grief symptoms. O'Connor proposed
that in these cases, the brain was caught in a loop: the environmental cue triggered the
expectation of the dead person's presence, the expectation triggered the reward circuit,
the reward circuit produced the yearning, and the yearning was so neurologically
powerful that it interfered with the revision process. The brain wanted the dead person
back more than it wanted to update its map, and so the map remained unrevised, and
the grief remained acute, and the cereal aisle remained a site of ambush rather than a
site of ordinary shopping.

This finding has clinical implications that are still being explored. If prolonged
grief is, at the neurological level, a failure of map revision rather than a failure of
emotional regulation, then the therapeutic approaches should target the revision process
rather than the emotions. The standard advice to "give yourself time" is not wrong, but
it is incomplete, because time alone does not guarantee that the revisions will occur.
The revisions require exposure to the contexts in which the dead person was expected,
and exposure produces pain, and pain produces avoidance, and avoidance prevents
exposure, and the cycle perpetuates itself. The griever who avoids the cereal aisle, who
avoids the restaurant where they used to eat together, who avoids the friends who
remind them of the dead person, is protecting themselves from pain in the short term
and prolonging their grief in the long term, because the map cannot be revised in
contexts the griever refuses to enter.
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This is, incidentally, another argument for going to every funeral. The funeral is a
context. It is a specific physical environment in which the absence of the dead person is
made explicit, communal, and unavoidable. The body is there, or the ashes are there, or
the photograph is there, and the absence is declared publicly, and the griever's brain
receives, in the company of other brains receiving the same information, the signal that
the map must be revised. The funeral is not merely a social ritual. It is a neurological
event: a concentrated, communal occasion for the cognitive map to begin the work that
it will continue, one context at a time, for months or years.

The body, meanwhile, keeps its own ledger. Bereaved individuals show elevated
cortisol levels for months after a loss. Their immune function measurably declines;
natural killer cell activity drops, inflammatory markers rise, and susceptibility to
infection increases. A landmark study published in the journal Circulation in 2012
found that the risk of heart attack in the first twenty-four hours after the death of a
loved one increased by a factor of twenty-one. In the first week, the risk remained
elevated by a factor of six. This is not coincidence or folklore. Loss damages the
cardiovascular system through identifiable mechanisms: sustained sympathetic
activation, catecholamine surges, and the prothrombotic effects of chronic stress.

Takotsubo cardiomyopathy, commonly known as broken heart syndrome, is
perhaps the most literal expression of this phenomenon. First described in Japanese
medical literature in 1990 and named for the takotsubo, a ceramic octopus trap whose
shape the affected heart resembles on imaging, the condition occurs when sudden
emotional stress causes the left ventricle to balloon outward, weakening the heart's
pumping ability. Patients present with chest pain, shortness of breath, and
electrocardiographic changes that mimic a heart attack, but their coronary arteries are
clear. The damage is not caused by blocked blood vessels. It is caused by a flood of
stress hormones, and it occurs disproportionately in the recently bereaved. You can, in
a clinical and measurable sense, die of grief. The phrase "died of a broken heart," used
for centuries in obituaries and eulogies, turns out to be not a sentimental fiction but an
imprecise description of an identifiable medical event.

The clinical literature on Takotsubo cardiomyopathy contains cases that read less
like medical records than like the plots of nineteenth-century novels. A woman in her
seventies presented at a hospital emergency department with chest pain and shortness
of breath hours after learning of her husband's unexpected death. Electrocardiography
showed ST-segment elevation, the classic marker of a heart attack. Cardiac
catheterization revealed clean coronary arteries: no blockage, no plaque, no
obstruction. Echocardiography showed the characteristic ballooning of the left
ventricle, the apical wall expanding outward while the base contracted normally,
producing the narrow-necked, round-bottomed shape that gave the condition its
Japanese name. The woman's heart had changed shape. Grief had deformed the organ.
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She survived. Most Takotsubo patients do. The in-hospital mortality rate has been
estimated at roughly four to seven percent, with worse outcomes for men, and the
majority of patients recover full cardiac function within weeks. The left ventricle
returns to its normal shape. The wall motion normalizes. The heart, having broken,
repairs itself. But the fact that it broke at all, that an emotional event can produce a
measurable, imageable, structural change in the heart muscle, is a piece of evidence
that the grief literature has not fully absorbed.

Takotsubo is not rare. Studies estimate that it accounts for between one and two
percent of all cases initially diagnosed as acute coronary syndrome. It is
overwhelmingly more common in women, who represent approximately ninety percent
of cases, and in postmenopausal women in particular. The triggering event is not
always bereavement: Takotsubo has been documented following natural disasters,
financial crises, public speaking engagements, surprise parties, and even good news (a
variant called "happy heart syndrome"). But bereavement is among the most common
triggers, and the profile of the typical patient, an older woman who has just lost a
spouse or a close family member, is so consistent that cardiologists in emergency
departments now ask about recent deaths as a matter of diagnostic routine.

The mechanism is catecholamine toxicity. The stress hormones, adrenaline and
noradrenaline, released during the acute grief response reach concentrations that are
directly toxic to heart muscle cells. The cells do not die, as they would in a true heart
attack, but they are stunned: temporarily unable to contract, temporarily unable to
perform the coordinated squeeze that moves blood through the body. The stunning is
concentrated at the apex of the left ventricle, where the density of catecholamine
receptors is highest, which is why the apex balloons while the base continues to
function. The heart is, in a clinical and demonstrable sense, overwhelmed by the
chemistry of grief.

The phrase was never a metaphor. It was an imprecise but accurate description of
a physiological event that medicine did not have the tools to identify until 1990 and did
not have the conceptual framework to explain until the catecholamine toxicity model
was developed in the early 2000s. The widow who died within weeks of her husband,
the husband who collapsed at the funeral, the parent who never recovered from the
death of a child: these were not sentimental fictions. They were clinical events, and
they were caused by the same mechanism that this chapter has described in
neurological terms. The body grieves. The heart grieves. And the heart, pushed beyond
its capacity to absorb the chemistry of loss, can change its shape, lose its function, and
stop.

All of this raises the evolutionary question. If grief damages the immune system,
impairs cognition, increases cardiac risk, and reduces the capacity to function, why has
natural selection preserved it? A trait this costly should have been eliminated. The fact
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that it persists, and persists across species, suggests that it serves a function whose
benefits outweigh its considerable costs.

The prevailing hypothesis is that grief is the price of attachment. The same neural
circuitry that bonds a mother to an infant, a pair-bonded mate to a partner, or a member
of a social group to its allies is the circuitry that produces grief when the bond is
severed. You cannot have the attachment without the grief. They are the same system,
experienced from opposite ends. The depth of grief, in this framework, is a direct index
of the depth of attachment, and attachment is the mechanism by which social species
survive. We cooperate, we protect, we share resources, we raise young collectively, and
we do all of this because our brains are wired to form bonds so strong that their
severance is registered as a physiological emergency. Grief is not a malfunction. It is
the cost of the bond that kept us alive.

This has an unsettling corollary. If grief is proportional to attachment, then the
absence of grief may indicate the absence of attachment. And the absence of
attachment, in a species that depends on cooperation for survival, is its own kind of
pathology. We will come to that question in Chapter Three. But first, there is the matter
of the elephants.

20



Go to Every Funeral: How Grief Defines the Living

Chapter Two: The Elephant at the Bones

In 2003, in Samburu National Reserve in northern Kenya, the elephant researcher Iain
Douglas-Hamilton and his colleagues documented a sequence of events surrounding
the death of an elephant matriarch named Eleanor. Eleanor had been ill, and on the day
she fell for the final time, a female from another family, an elephant named Grace,
approached and attempted to lift her with her tusks. Grace stayed with Eleanor, pushing
at her, trying to get her back on her feet. When Eleanor could not rise, Grace remained,
standing over her, touching her with her trunk. Other elephants from other families
came. They inspected Eleanor's body, running their trunks over her skin, lingering at
her head and mouth. Over the following days, elephants continued to visit. They did
not feed nearby. They did not use the area as a corridor. They came, specifically, to
where Eleanor lay.

This was not the first time researchers had observed such behavior, and it was far
from the last. Cynthia Moss, who has studied the elephants of Amboseli National Park
in southern Kenya since 1972, has reported repeated instances of elephants returning to
the remains of dead family members weeks, months, and even years after death.
Elephants handle the bones of their dead with their trunks, turning them over, carrying
them short distances, and paying particular attention to the skull and tusks. When
presented with the bones of elephants and the bones of other species in controlled
experiments, elephants show a marked preference for elephant bones, and an even
more marked preference for the bones of individuals they knew.

The debate over whether to call this behavior grief has occupied ethologists for
decades, and the resistance to the term is revealing. The objection, stated plainly, is that
we cannot know what an elephant feels, and therefore we should not use a word that
implies emotional experience. The philosopher Thomas Nagel's famous question,
"What is it like to be a bat?" extends to elephants, to crows, to whales: we cannot
access their subjective experience, and therefore we must be cautious about projecting
our own emotional categories onto their behavior.

The counterargument, which has gained ground steadily since the 1990s, is that
this standard of proof, if applied consistently, would prevent us from attributing
emotions to other humans as well. We do not, after all, have direct access to anyone's
subjective experience. We infer emotion from behavior, from context, from
physiological indicators, and from the evolutionary plausibility of the emotion in
question. By those criteria, the case for animal grief is substantial.

Consider the corvids. Kaeli Swift, who completed her doctoral research at the
University of Washington under the supervision of John Marzluff, spent years studying
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what happens when crows encounter a dead crow. The behavior is consistent and
recognizable: crows gather around the body, sometimes in large numbers, vocalizing in
alarm calls distinct from their ordinary repertoire. They do not feed. They do not
attempt to mate or establish territory. They approach the body, inspect it, retreat, and
approach again. The gathering can last anywhere from minutes to hours, and it often
attracts crows from a wide surrounding area who were not present when the death
occurred.

Swift's research demonstrated that the crows were not merely reacting to a novel
object on the ground. When she placed taxidermied crows in various positions near
feeding stations, the live crows responded with alarm, avoidance, and gathering
behavior specifically when the dead crow was in a "natural" death posture. A crow
mounted on a branch in a perched position did not produce the same response. The
crows were recognizing death, not just a static object. Moreover, crows that
encountered a dead conspecific subsequently avoided the area where the death
occurred, sometimes for weeks, suggesting that the event produced lasting changes in
behavior consistent with what, in a human context, we would call a traumatic memory.

Whether to call this a "funeral" is a question of vocabulary more than substance.
The crows do not bury their dead, deliver eulogies, or organize receptions with
casseroles. But they do halt their normal activities, gather in the presence of death,
vocalize in ways they do not vocalize under other circumstances, and alter their
subsequent behavior in response to what they witnessed. If the function of a funeral is
to acknowledge death communally and to adjust the behavior of the living in light of
that acknowledgment, the crows are doing something that satisfies the definition in
everything but cultural ornamentation.

The most famous case of cetacean grief in recent memory belongs to a Southern
Resident orca designated J35, known to researchers as Tahlequah. In the summer of
2018, Tahlequah gave birth to a calf that died within half an hour. For the next
seventeen days, Tahlequah carried the dead calf on her head, pushing it through the
waters of the Pacific Northwest, diving to retrieve it when it slipped away, traveling
over a thousand miles with a body that was visibly decomposing. Other members of her
pod were observed in close proximity during the carrying, and researchers reported
what appeared to be cooperative support, though the extent to which other individuals
actively carried the calf remains a matter of interpretation among cetacean researchers.
The event was widely covered, and it provoked a public response that was itself
revealing: hundreds of thousands of people followed Tahlequah's movements,
expressed anguish on her behalf, and projected onto her a grief they recognized from
their own lives.

Tahlequah's behavior was not unique. Researchers have documented carrying
behavior in at least seven species of cetaceans, including bottlenose dolphins, spinner
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dolphins, and sperm whales. In most observed cases, the mother is the carrier, and the
dead offspring is the object. The duration varies from hours to days, and the behavior
persists long past any point at which it could serve a practical function like stimulating
a revival. The mother is not trying to resuscitate. She is refusing to leave.

Among primates, the evidence is extensive and emotionally difficult to parse at a
clinical remove. Jane Goodall's observation of the chimpanzee Flint, following the
death of his mother Flo in 1972, remains one of the most cited cases in the animal grief
literature. Flint, who was eight years old and still unusually dependent on Flo,
withdrew from social life after her death. He stopped eating. He returned repeatedly to
the place where Flo had died and sat there, staring, in a posture that Goodall described
as the physical expression of despair. Within a month, Flint was dead. His body
showed signs of gastroenteritis, but Goodall and others who observed his decline
believed the proximate cause was less important than the behavioral trajectory that
preceded it. Flint, in the assessment of the researchers who knew him, gave up.

Dian Fossey reported similar observations among mountain gorillas in the
Virunga Mountains. Gorillas who lost dominant group members showed prolonged
behavioral changes: reduced feeding, social withdrawal, and what Fossey described as
a listless quality that persisted for weeks. Young gorillas who lost their mothers
sometimes attached themselves to other adults, but in several cases they did not, and
their survival rates plummeted.

Among domesticated animals, the evidence for grief is complicated by the long
co-evolutionary history between humans and dogs. Dogs have been bred, over at least
fifteen thousand years of domestication, to attend to human emotional states, to
respond to human facial expressions, to orient their behavior around the presence and
absence of specific human beings. When a dog's owner dies, the behavioral changes
that follow are consistent and well-documented: the dog searches for the absent person,
returning to places where the person was last seen, standing at doors through which the
person used to enter, sniffing objects that carry the person's scent. The searching can
persist for weeks. Some dogs stop eating. Some dogs vocalize in patterns that are
distinct from their ordinary repertoire, producing sounds that observers consistently
describe as mournful.

The most famous cases enter popular culture as sentimental narratives, Hachiko
waiting at the Shibuya train station in Tokyo for nearly ten years after his owner's
death, Greyfriars Bobby lying on his owner's grave in Edinburgh for fourteen years, but
the scientific literature contains hundreds of less dramatic, more representative cases in
which dogs exhibit behavioral disruption following the death of a human or canine
companion. A 2022 study published in Scientific Reports surveyed over four hundred
Italian dog owners whose dogs had lost a canine companion and found that the
surviving dogs exhibited increased attention-seeking, reduced playfulness, increased
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sleeping, and decreased appetite, with the severity and duration of the behavioral
changes correlated to the quality of the relationship between the two dogs rather than to
the duration of cohabitation. The dogs who had been closest to the dead companion
grieved more intensely, which is precisely what the attachment model predicts.

The question of whether dogs grieve for humans, and not merely search for them,
is answerable only by behavioral inference, but the inference is strong. The searching
behavior is not purposeless. It is directed at specific locations associated with the
absent person. It persists long after the scent trails have gone cold, which suggests that
the dog is not tracking a chemical signal but seeking a social partner. The vocalizations
are produced in contexts that have no other apparent function: the dog is not hungry,
not threatened, not in pain. The behavioral changes map onto the same categories used
to describe grief in human children who have lost a parent: searching, calling, reduced
appetite, social withdrawal, and a general diminishment of engagement with the world.
The dogs do not look bereaved in the way that human mourners look bereaved, because
dogs do not have human faces. But their bodies tell the same story that human bodies
tell: something that was here is gone, and the absence has reorganized the animal's
relationship to its environment.

Barbara King, a biological anthropologist at the College of William and Mary,
compiled and synthesized the animal grief literature in her 2013 book on the subject,
and her criteria for grief in nonhuman animals were deliberately conservative: the
surviving animal must alter its normal behavioral routine, the alteration must go
beyond mere curiosity or alarm, and the behavioral change must persist over time
rather than occurring as a single, brief response. By these criteria, King identified grief
behavior in elephants, great apes, monkeys, dolphins, whales, dogs, cats, rabbits, birds,
and, tentatively, in some species of fish. The list is long enough to make the case that
grief is not a uniquely human capacity. It is a mammalian one, at minimum, and
possibly broader.

The question of whether animals are aware of death, as distinct from whether they
respond to it behaviorally, has produced one of the more provocative lines of research
in comparative cognition. Marc Bekoff, an ethologist at the University of Colorado,
reported observations of a magpie funeral in which several magpies gathered around a
dead companion, took turns approaching the body, and appeared to place small objects,
bits of grass and twig, beside the corpse before flying away. Bekoff's description,
published in a 2009 paper, was cautious but clear: the behavior was consistent with a
ritualized response to death, and the placement of objects near the body was difficult to
explain as anything other than a deliberate act directed at the dead.

The observation remains controversial because it was a single reported instance,
and single observations do not constitute a pattern. But it is notable because it extends
the question of animal grief into a territory that most researchers had considered
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exclusively human: the territory of symbolic behavior. If the magpies were placing
objects beside the dead, they were not merely responding to an absence. They were
doing something about the absence, performing an action directed at the dead body that
served no practical function and that resembled, in its structure if not in its content, the
human practice of leaving flowers on a grave. The behavior suggests that the question
"do animals grieve?" may need to be supplemented by a more specific question: "do
animals mourn?" where mourning is defined not merely as the behavioral expression of
distress at a loss but as the performance of ritual actions directed at the dead.

The distinction matters because it bears on the argument of this book. If grief is
biological and mourning is cultural, then the existence of mourning-like behavior in
nonhuman animals suggests that the cultural dimension of grief is not as uniquely
human as the clinical literature assumes. The crows who gather around their dead and
vocalize are doing something that resembles a funeral. The elephants who return to
bones and touch them with their trunks are doing something that resembles a memorial
visit. The magpies who place objects beside a corpse are doing something that
resembles an offering. None of these behaviors are funerals, memorial visits, or
offerings in the human sense. But they occupy the same functional position: a
behavioral response to death that goes beyond distress and enters the territory of action
directed at the dead, action that serves no survival purpose and that appears to be
motivated by something other than alarm or curiosity.

If the universal grammar of mourning described in Chapter Eight has a biological
substrate, as the evidence of this book suggests, then its roots may be visible not only in
the grief responses of nonhuman animals but in their proto-mourning behaviors: the
gatherings, the vocalizations, the vigils, the touchings, and, perhaps, the small offerings
placed beside a body by a bird whose brain is separated from ours by three hundred
million years of evolution but whose response to the dead looks, to anyone watching,
like the response of a creature that knows what it has lost.

The implications extend in two directions. First, if grief is evolutionarily
conserved across species separated by tens of millions of years of divergence, then the
grief response must be very old and very deeply wired. Elephants and humans last
shared a common ancestor approximately 100 million years ago. Corvids and primates
diverged even earlier. The fact that both lineages produce behavior recognizable as
grief suggests that the capacity arose before those lineages split, or that it arose
independently in multiple lineages because the selection pressure (the need to maintain
social bonds) was strong enough to produce convergent solutions. Either way, grief is
not a late addition to the emotional repertoire. It is foundational.

Second, animal grief forces us to reconsider the relationship between grief and
cognition. The standard assumption in much of the clinical grief literature is that grief
is a cognitive-emotional process: it involves memory, anticipation, a sense of self, a
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concept of time, and the capacity to imagine a future that the dead person will not
inhabit. If this is true, then grief requires a degree of cognitive sophistication that would
place it beyond the reach of most nonhuman animals. But the evidence does not
support this restriction. Crows do not, as far as we know, imagine the future. Elephants
do not, as far as we know, construct narratives about their dead. And yet both behave in
ways that meet any reasonable behavioral definition of grief. Either grief does not
require the cognitive apparatus we assume it does, or these animals possess more of
that apparatus than we have credited.

The more parsimonious explanation is that grief, in its basic form, is not primarily
a cognitive event at all. It is a bonding event, a separation response, a neurochemical
alarm triggered by the absence of a bonded individual. Cognition elaborates this
response in humans, adding narrative, meaning, ritual, and projection. But the
substrate, the raw, painful recognition that someone who was here is gone, appears to
be shared across a wide range of species capable of forming social bonds.

This is, depending on your perspective, either comforting or devastating.
Comforting because it places grief within the continuity of life rather than as a uniquely
human burden. Devastating because it means that the suffering of grief is distributed far
more widely across the animal kingdom than comfortable anthropocentrism would
prefer. The elephant at the bones is not performing a quaint behavior that resembles
human mourning. She is doing something that arises from the same deep structure that
produces human mourning, separated by evolutionary time but connected by shared
biology.

The question, then, is not whether animals grieve. The question is what it means
that they do.
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Chapter Three: The Dry Eye

There is a man, described in the clinical literature, who arrived at a bereavement
support group not because he was overwhelmed by grief but because he was puzzled by
its absence. His wife of thirty years had died. He understood, intellectually, that this
was a significant loss. He could enumerate the ways his daily life had changed. He
could acknowledge, when asked, that he missed her presence at breakfast and her voice
in the next room. But he did not feel grief. He did not cry. He did not experience the
waves of yearning, the physical distress, the intrusive memories, the sense that the
world had been reorganized around an absence. He came to the group because the
absence of these experiences worried him. He wanted to know if something was wrong.

This case, and others like it, poses a question that the grief literature has generally
preferred to leave unexamined: what does it mean when grief does not arrive? We have
extensive clinical frameworks for grief that is too intense, too prolonged, too disabling.
Prolonged grief disorder was added to the DSM-5-TR in 2022, giving clinicians a
formal diagnostic category for grief that persists at debilitating intensity beyond twelve
months. But there is no corresponding diagnosis for grief that is absent. The clinical
apparatus assumes that grief is the default response to loss, and when the default does
not appear, the silence is difficult to interpret.

Several explanations compete. The simplest is that the relationship was not what it
appeared to be. The man who does not grieve his wife may not have been attached to
her in the way that grief requires. Thirty years of marriage is a long time, but duration
is not the same as depth, and it is possible to share a life with someone without forming
the kind of neurological bond whose severance triggers the grief response described in
the previous chapter. In these cases, the absence of grief is not a disorder. It is accurate
information about the nature of the relationship.

A second explanation is that some individuals grieve differently in ways that do
not match the expected presentation. They do not cry, but they work compulsively.
They do not talk about their feelings, but they develop insomnia, lose weight, or begin
drinking in quantities that alarm their friends. Somatic and behavioral expressions of
grief are well documented and widely underrecognized, in part because the cultural
template for "real" grief is performative: tears, visible distress, verbal expressions of
loss. A person whose grief routes through the body rather than through visible emotion
may appear, to themselves and to others, as someone who is not grieving at all. They
are grieving. They just do not look like it.

A third explanation is more unsettling. Some people do not grieve because they
lack the neurological equipment for it. The clinical category most closely associated
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with this absence is psychopathy, a condition characterized by shallow affect, reduced
empathy, and impaired attachment. Individuals with high psychopathic traits, as
measured by instruments like the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised developed by Robert
Hare, consistently show diminished emotional responses to the suffering of others and,
by extension, diminished grief responses when others die. This is not because they are
suppressing their grief. It is because the neural circuitry that produces grief, the same
attachment-and-separation ~ system  described by  Panksepp, the same
reward-and-yearning circuit identified by O'Connor, is functioning differently in their
brains. They do not grieve for the same reason that a person born without taste buds
does not enjoy food. The apparatus is not there.

Psychopathy exists on a spectrum, and its relationship to grief is not binary. Many
individuals with elevated psychopathic traits do form some attachments and do
experience some distress at loss, but the intensity and duration of their grief responses
are attenuated compared to the general population. At the far end of the spectrum,
where psychopathy is most severe, the grief response is essentially absent. The death of
a parent, a partner, or a child registers as an event requiring logistical adjustment
(funeral arrangements, inheritance, changes to the household) rather than as an
emotional catastrophe. This is not stoicism. It is not resilience. It is the absence of a
response that the brain was never wired to produce.

The question of whether grief requires empathy follows from this observation.
Empathy, in its most basic form, is the capacity to represent another person's internal
state within your own nervous system: to feel, in some attenuated version, what another
person feels. If grief is the response to the severing of a bond, and if bonds are formed
through the recognition of another being as someone whose existence matters to your
own, then empathy is the precondition. You cannot grieve for someone whose inner life
you never recognized in the first place. The death of a stranger on the other side of the
world does not produce grief (though it may produce pity, or sadness, or a generalized
sense of sorrow) because you were not bonded to them. And you were not bonded to
them because your empathic system never engaged with them at a level deep enough to
incorporate them into your cognitive map.

This framework helps explain one of the more counterintuitive findings in the
grief literature: that people often experience more intense grief at the death of a pet than
at the death of certain humans they knew. The finding is uncomfortable, and many
people who experience it feel guilty about it, as though their disproportionate grief for a
dog or a cat reveals something shameful about their emotional priorities. But the
framework of attachment and empathy makes the pattern legible. The relationship with
a companion animal is, for many people, among the most uncomplicated bonds they
have. The animal does not judge, does not compete, does not betray, does not demand
performances of selfhood that strain the authentic self. The bond is direct, physical,
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daily, and uncontaminated by the psychological complexity that makes human
relationships both richer and more fraught. When that bond is severed, the grief
response is proportional to the attachment, and the attachment was, in many cases,
unusually pure.

A further factor is that pet grief is one of the most frequently disenfranchised
forms of loss. Friends and colleagues who would bring casseroles and send flowers
after the death of a family member will often respond to the death of a pet with
awkward minimization: "It was just a dog." "You can get another one." "At least it
wasn't a person." These responses, intended as consolation, function as grief
suppressors. They communicate that the loss is not real, that the grief is not legitimate,
and that the griever should calibrate their emotional response to match the social
hierarchy of acceptable losses. The effect is to make pet grief more painful, not less,
because the griever is now carrying both the loss itself and the isolation of being told
that the loss does not count.

This brings us to a category of grief absence that is distinct from psychopathy:
alexithymia, a condition in which individuals have difficulty identifying and describing
their own emotional states. Alexithymia is not the absence of emotion; it is the inability
to recognize and articulate emotion as it occurs. A person with alexithymia may
experience all the physiological markers of grief (elevated cortisol, disrupted sleep,
somatic distress) without being able to name what they are feeling or connect it to the
loss that triggered it. They may report feeling "nothing" while their bodies are in full
mourning. They may appear cold and unaffected while their immune systems
deteriorate and their blood pressure climbs.

Alexithymia is more common than most people assume. Estimates of its
prevalence in the general population range from roughly ten to thirteen percent, with
higher rates in men, in individuals with autism spectrum conditions, and in populations
that experienced early childhood trauma. The connection to early trauma is particularly
relevant to grief, because it suggests a feedback loop: a child who is taught not to feel
(or who learns not to feel as a survival adaptation in a hostile environment) grows into
an adult who cannot grieve, whose inability to grieve is then interpreted as coldness or
indifference, which further isolates them from the social support that might otherwise
help them develop emotional literacy. The dry eye is not always an indication of a dry
heart. Sometimes it is the result of a heart that was sealed shut very early, by hands that
should have been gentle.

The broader lesson of grief's absence is that grief is not automatic. It depends on
conditions. It requires a bond. It requires the neural architecture to form that bond. It
requires the emotional literacy to recognize the bond's severance. And, as we will see in
the chapters that follow, it requires cultural permission: a context in which grief is
recognized, validated, and allowed to run its course. When any of these conditions is
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missing, grief either does not appear or appears in forms so distorted that neither the
griever nor those around them can recognize it for what it is.

George Bonanno, a psychologist at Columbia University who has spent decades
studying loss and resilience, has complicated the clinical picture in important ways. His
research, based on longitudinal studies of bereaved individuals, suggests that the most
common response to loss is not prolonged grief but resilience: a relatively brief period
of distress followed by a return to normal functioning. Bonanno estimates that between
half and two-thirds of bereaved individuals follow this resilient trajectory, experiencing
genuine sadness and disruption but recovering within weeks or months without clinical
intervention. This finding was controversial when first published because it challenged
the grief industry's assumption that everyone who loses someone needs professional
help. Bonanno's point was not that grief is trivial but that the human capacity to absorb
loss and continue functioning is greater than the clinical literature had assumed.

The distinction between resilience and absence matters. The resilient griever feels
grief but recovers. The absent griever does not feel it, or feels it in a form they cannot
access. The resilient griever's brain updates its cognitive map efficiently: it processes
the loss, revises its expectations, and reorganizes. The absent griever's brain either
never had the map entry to update, or cannot perform the update because the emotional
processing systems are offline. These are different conditions with different origins,
and collapsing them into a single category ("people who seem fine after a loss") is a
diagnostic error with real consequences, because the absent griever may need a kind of
help that the resilient griever does not.

Bonanno's resilience findings, while important and well-supported, created an
unintended consequence in the culture: they gave institutions permission to expect
resilience. If the majority of bereaved people recover without clinical intervention, the
reasoning goes, then the majority of bereaved people do not need accommodation, do
not need extended leave, do not need the indulgence of their colleagues, and should be
capable of returning to full function within days rather than weeks or months.

This is a misreading of Bonanno's data, and Bonanno himself has argued against
it, but the misreading is convenient for employers, for insurance companies, and for
anyone whose institutional interest is served by the assumption that most people are
fine. The resilient trajectory that Bonanno describes is not painless. It involves genuine
sadness, genuine disruption, genuine impairment of function, and genuine suffering.
What distinguishes it from the prolonged grief trajectory is not the absence of these
experiences but their duration and intensity: the resilient griever experiences them
acutely and then recovers, while the prolonged griever experiences them acutely and
does not. The difference is important clinically, but it does not mean that the resilient
griever did not suffer, or that their suffering did not deserve support, or that the three
days of bereavement leave were sufficient to contain it.
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The resilience trap operates by converting a descriptive finding (most people
recover) into a normative expectation (most people should recover quickly). The
conversion erases the variability within the resilient population: some resilient grievers
recover in weeks, some in months, and the factors that determine the pace of recovery
(the nature of the relationship, the circumstances of the death, the availability of social
support, the presence or absence of concurrent stressors) are individual and
unpredictable. Telling a griever that most people recover is not helpful if that particular
griever is not recovering at the expected rate, because the expectation becomes an
additional source of distress: I should be better by now. Everyone else is better by now.
What is wrong with me?

Nothing is wrong. Grief operates on its own schedule, and the schedule is
determined by the depth of the attachment, the architecture of the cognitive map, and
the pace at which the brain can perform its revisions, none of which are under the
griever's conscious control. The resilient griever does not recover because they try hard
or because they are strong or because they have a positive attitude. They recover
because their brain completes the map revision efficiently, and the efficiency is a
function of neurology, not character.

The framework that has largely replaced the Kubler-Ross model in contemporary
bereavement research is the Dual Process Model, developed by Margaret Stroebe and
Henk Schut at Utrecht University in 1999. Stroebe and Schut proposed that grievers do
not move through stages in a linear progression. They oscillate. On any given day, the
griever moves back and forth between two orientations: loss-oriented coping, which
involves confronting the grief directly (crying, yearning, reviewing memories,
processing the pain of the absence), and restoration-oriented coping, which involves
attending to the changes in life that the death has produced (learning new skills the
dead person used to handle, developing a new identity as a single person rather than a
partner, taking on new roles in the family or workplace, and, critically, taking breaks
from the grief itself). The oscillation is not a failure to progress. It is the mechanism by
which progress occurs. The griever who spends Monday morning weeping and
Monday afternoon reorganizing the kitchen is not unstable. They are doing exactly
what the Dual Process Model predicts: engaging with the loss and engaging with the
changed world in alternation, because the brain cannot sustain either orientation
indefinitely and because both are necessary for the eventual integration of the loss into
a life that continues.

The model's most counterintuitive contribution is the insistence that avoidance of
grief is not always pathological. The restoration-oriented activities, the moments when
the griever is not thinking about the dead, are not escapism. They are part of the
process. They allow the brain to rest from the neurologically expensive work of
loss-oriented processing and to begin constructing the revised cognitive map in which
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the dead person's absence is accounted for. The griever who watches a comedy, who
goes for a walk, who spends an hour on a task that has nothing to do with the death, is
not avoiding grief. They are oscillating, and the oscillation is what allows the grief to
be metabolized in doses the nervous system can absorb rather than in a single
overwhelming flood that the system cannot process.

Stroebe and Schut's model has been tested across cultures, across types of loss,
and across age groups, and it has held up considerably better than the stage model it
supplanted. It does not promise an endpoint. It does not tell the griever where they
should be at three months or six months or a year. It describes what grievers actually
do, which is move back and forth, unevenly, unpredictably, between the pain and the
repair, and it says that the movement itself is the work.

Where does this leave us? Grief, at the biological level, is the cost of connection.
It requires a bond, a brain capable of forming that bond, and a neurochemical system
that registers the bond's rupture as an emergency. When these conditions are met, grief
arrives whether it is wanted or not, in the body before the mind, in the immune system
before the tears. When these conditions are not met, grief does not arrive, and its
absence is data: about the nature of the relationship, about the architecture of the brain,
about the history of the heart.

The biology of grief tells us what grief is. It does not tell us what to do with it. For
that, we need history, culture, and the accumulated weight of human practice across
centuries and continents. The body knows how to grieve. The question is whether the
world allows it.
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Part Two: The History of Grief
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Chapter Four: The Viewing Room

The first dead body I ever saw was a woman named Horomus. We called her Grandma
Horomus, though she was not my grandmother. She was a neighbor, a babysitter, an
old woman who occupied a fixed position in the architecture of my early childhood,
and when she died I was five years old and I did not understand what had happened to
her.

My mother dressed me in my Sunday church clothes and drove us to the funeral
home. She did not explain where we were going. She did not prepare me for what I
would see. When we arrived, the viewing chapel was empty. We were the only people
there, which should have told me something about Grandma Horomus's social world in
her final years, but I was five and did not know how to read a room. My mother stood
in the back of the chapel and pointed me toward the front, where the casket sat under
bright lights at the end of a long, dim aisle that sloped gently downward, like a ramp
into a place you could not climb back out of.

"Go say goodbye to Grandma Horomus," my mother said.

I did not want to go. She pushed me in the back and dug her fingernail into the
nape of my neck.

"Go. Now. We're in a hurry."

I walked down the aisle as slowly as a five-year-old can walk while still
technically moving. The smell of flowers hit me first, then the heat of the candles, then
the sight of Grandma Horomus lying flat on her back in the casket with her hands
crossed over her chest, holding a rosary. She was not sleeping. Sleeping people breathe.
Sleeping people shift and twitch and make small sounds. Grandma Horomus was doing
none of these things, and the stillness of her was more frightening than any monster or
thunderstorm or dark closet I had encountered in my short life.

My mother's voice came from the back of the chapel, louder now: "Go say
goodbye to her!"

I stood at the foot of the casket. I could not speak. I did not know what goodbye
meant in this context. Goodbye, as I understood it, was what you said to someone who
was leaving a room with the expectation of returning. Grandma Horomus was not
going to return.

"Go give her a kiss! Kiss her goodbye! And hurry up!"

I always obeyed my mother. The cost of disobedience was not a punishment I
could afford: no dinner that night, and three days of having the incident recounted to
me in a voice calibrated to produce maximum shame. So I took four steps forward,
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stood on the tips of my toes, leaned into the casket, and kissed Grandma Horomus on
the cheek.

She was cold. She was chalky. She smelled of something medicinal, something
chemical, something that did not belong on human skin. I had never kissed Grandma
Horomus in life, had never been that physically close to her, and the forced intimacy of
kissing her in death was a shock that registered in my body before my mind could make
sense of it. My lips on cold, preserved skin. The smell of formaldehyde mixed with
flower arrangements. The silence of the chapel.

"Good," my mother called from the back. "Now let's go."

We did not attend the funeral service. We had come only for the viewing. We both
signed the visitor book, my mother writing both our names, and then we left.

That was my education in grief. The entirety of it. No explanation of what death
was, what a funeral home did, why we sign books, why we look at the dead, what the
dead need from us, or what we are supposed to feel. The instruction was logistical: go,
kiss, sign, leave. The emotional content was not discussed because, I think, my mother
did not consider it her responsibility to discuss it. She had grown up in a world where
death was handled, not talked about, and she handled it accordingly: get in, get the
obligation done, get out. Whatever the child feels about the experience is the child's
problem.

I tell this story not because it is unusual but because it is common. Millions of
children have their first encounter with death in exactly this way: bewildered,
unprepared, pushed by adults toward a body they do not understand, told to perform
gestures whose meaning has not been explained, and then ushered out before they can
process what they have seen. The adults around them, in most cases, are not being
cruel. They are doing what was done to them. They are repeating a pattern that reaches
back generations, a pattern in which death is managed through proximity and procedure
rather than through conversation and emotional preparation. The child is brought to the
body. The child touches or kisses the body. The child signs the book. The child is taken
home. The grief, if it appears, appears later, privately, without context, and without
help.

But for most children, Grandma Horomus is not the first death. The first death is
smaller, and closer, and handled with a tenderness that the funeral home will never
replicate. The first death is a goldfish floating sideways at the top of the bowl. It is a
hamster found stiff in the cedar shavings one morning before school. It is the family
dog who stopped eating and had to be taken on a final car ride from which the dog did
not return. And the rituals that surround these deaths are invented on the spot, by
children and parents together, with a sincerity that no funeral director could
manufacture. The goldfish is flushed down the toilet with a few words spoken over the
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bowl. The hamster is wrapped in a washcloth and buried in a shoebox in the backyard,
twelve inches deep, with a popsicle stick cross or a painted rock to mark the spot. The
dog gets a hole dug under the elm tree, tears in the dirt, a collar hung on a nail in the
garage. These are real funerals. They are small and homemade and insufficient, and
they are conducted with more genuine grief than many of the professional ceremonies
that will follow later in life. The child who buries a goldfish understands something
that the funeral industry has spent a century obscuring: that death is physical, that the
body must go somewhere, that the living must do something with their hands, and that
the place where the dead are put matters because the living will need to visit it. The
disconnect arrives later, when the child grows up and discovers that human death does
not work this way. Human bodies are not wrapped in washcloths and placed in the
earth by the people who loved them. Human bodies are taken away by strangers,
prepared in rooms the family will never see, displayed under professional lighting in
rented rooms, and buried by machinery in plots purchased from corporations. The
tenderness of the backyard funeral, the directness of it, the physical participation of the
grievers in the act of burial, is replaced by a transaction. And something in the griever
knows that the transaction is not enough, that the goldfish got something the
grandfather did not: the honest hands of the people who cared.

This is how grief was taught in mid-twentieth-century America: by not being
taught at all. And the history of how we arrived at that silence is the history of how
death moved from the center of domestic life to its margins, how the dead were
relocated from the family parlor to the professional funeral home, and how an entire
culture lost, over the span of about a hundred years, the language and the rituals that
once made grief legible to the people experiencing it.

Before the Civil War, Americans died at home. They were washed and dressed by
family members. They were displayed in the front room of the house, which is why the
front room was called the parlor, a word derived from the French "parler," to speak,
because it was the room in which you received visitors and, when the time came,
displayed the body for the community to see. The wake was held in the home. The
body was carried to the burial site by people who knew the dead person. The grave was
dug by neighbors. The rituals of death were communal, physical, and inescapable: you
did not outsource grief because there was nobody to outsource it to.

The Victorian era produced the most elaborately codified grief system in Western
history, and its codification is instructive because it reveals what a culture looks like
when it takes grief seriously enough to regulate it in detail.

When Queen Victoria's husband, Prince Albert, died of typhoid fever in December
1861, the Queen entered a mourning that would last for the remaining forty years of her
life. She wore black every day. She had Albert's clothes laid out each morning as
though he were still alive. She ordered that his rooms at Windsor Castle remain exactly
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as he had left them, with hot water brought for shaving and fresh linens placed on the
bed. She withdrew from public life for years, earning the nickname "The Widow of
Windsor" and provoking political criticism that bordered on demands for abdication.
Victoria's grief was extreme by any standard, but it was not deviant within the
framework of her culture. It was an amplified version of what the culture expected of
every widow, and the culture expected a great deal.

The rules of Victorian mourning were published in etiquette manuals, fashion
magazines, and household guides, and they were specific enough to constitute a legal
code of grief. A widow was expected to observe full mourning for one year and one
day after her husband's death. During full mourning, she wore only black: black dresses
of bombazine or crepe, a black bonnet with a long black veil (the weeping veil,
designed to conceal the face and signal to strangers that the woman was in acute grief
and should not be approached), black gloves, and black-bordered handkerchiefs. Her
stationery was edged in black. Her visiting cards were bordered in black. Her jewelry,
if she wore any, was restricted to jet, a black fossilized stone mined primarily in
Whitby, Yorkshire, whose hardness and high polish made it suitable for mourning
brooches, earrings, and necklaces.

After the first year, the widow entered half mourning, during which the strict
black could be relieved with grey, purple, and eventually white. The transition from full
mourning to half mourning to ordinary dress was visible to the entire community: your
clothing announced the stage of your grief to everyone who saw you, and the
announcement was understood by everyone who saw it. The system was a form of
communication, a visual language that told the world how long ago the death had
occurred, how close the relationship was, and what the mourner's current social status
required of the people around her. A woman in full mourning was not to be invited to
parties. A woman in half mourning could be invited but was expected to decline
celebrations. A woman who had emerged from mourning was re-entering the social
world, and the community could resume its normal relationship with her.

Men were subject to less elaborate but still specific regulations. A widower wore a
black armband, a black hatband, and dark clothing for a prescribed period that was
shorter than the widow's, reflecting the culture's assumption that men grieved less
deeply or, more accurately, that men's economic roles could not accommodate the same
duration of social withdrawal. Children were mourned for the same period as spouses.
Parents were mourned for one year. Siblings were mourned for six months. Aunts,
uncles, and cousins were mourned for progressively shorter periods, with the duration
shrinking as the kinship distance increased, producing a grief taxonomy that mapped
the family tree in units of time.

The material culture of Victorian mourning extended beyond clothing. Hair
jewelry, made from the actual hair of the dead person, was among the most intimate
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and most common forms of mourning art. The hair was braided, woven, or coiled into
intricate patterns and set into brooches, rings, lockets, and watch chains. Workshops
specializing in hair work operated in major cities, and pattern books circulated that
taught women how to create their own hair jewelry at home. The practice strikes
modern sensibilities as macabre, but within the logic of Victorian grief it was coherent
and even tender: the hair was the most personal physical remnant of the dead, more
specific than a photograph and more enduring than fabric, and wearing it against the
body was a way of keeping the dead in physical contact with the living.

Mourning portraits, posthumous photographs of the dead posed as though alive or
sleeping, were another element of the Victorian grief apparatus. Photography was new
and expensive, and for many families the posthumous portrait was the only photograph
that would ever be taken of the deceased. The dead were propped in chairs, placed with
their eyes open, arranged with living family members in group portraits that preserved
the visual fiction of presence. These images are disturbing to modern viewers, but their
function was the opposite of disturbing: they provided the bereaved with a visual
record of the dead as they had been, a document that the cognitive map could reference
when the memory began to fade.

The Victorian system was excessive, rigid, gendered, class-bound, and
occasionally punitive. It imposed obligations on women that restricted their social and
economic lives for years. It made grief a performance, and the performance was
policed by the community: a woman who abandoned her mourning dress too early was
judged; a woman who maintained it too long was pitied. The system was, in many
ways, a form of the same grief suppression this book has described in other contexts: it
told the mourner what to feel and when to stop feeling it, and the penalties for
noncompliance were social.

And yet the Victorian system accomplished something that its elimination did not
improve upon. It made grief visible. It told the community, without words, that a
person was in mourning and that the community's behavior should adjust accordingly.
The modern mourner carries no visible marker. There is no black armband, no weeping
veil, no bordered stationery. The griever walks through the world indistinguishable
from any other person, and the world, not knowing that this person is in grief, treats
them normally: makes small talk, tells jokes, expects productivity, invites them to
parties. The mourner must then decide, in each interaction, whether to disclose the grief
or to suppress it, and the disclosure is always awkward, always a disruption of the
social flow, always an imposition on the person who asked "how are you?" and
received an honest answer.

The Victorian system, for all its faults, spared the mourner this burden. The veil
said it all. The community knew. The community adjusted. The mourner was permitted
to be in grief without having to explain, announce, or justify it, and the permission was
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built into the clothing, visible from across the street, requiring no conversation to
activate. When the system was abandoned, in the early twentieth century, as part of the
broader cultural movement toward informality and the professionalization of death,
nothing replaced it. The visible marker of grief disappeared from public life, and the
mourner was left to carry their grief invisibly, in a world that could no longer see it and
therefore could no longer respond to it.

The Civil War changed the calculus. The sheer volume of death, approximately
750,000 soldiers over four years, created a logistical crisis that domestic death practices
could not absorb. Bodies needed to be preserved for transport from southern
battlefields to northern homes, and this need produced the widespread adoption of
arterial embalming, a technique that had existed for decades but had never been
practiced at scale. Thomas Holmes, who would later be called the father of modern
embalming, reportedly embalmed over four thousand soldiers during the war and
charged families one hundred dollars per body, a figure that established embalming as a
commercial enterprise rather than a medical curiosity.

The most consequential embalming of the war was Abraham Lincoln's. After his
assassination in April 1865, Lincoln's body was embalmed and placed on a funeral
train that traveled approximately 1,700 miles over thirteen days, stopping in cities from
Washington to Springfield, Illinois, where an estimated one million people viewed the
body. The Lincoln funeral train was a national spectacle, and it accomplished
something that no previous event had done: it demonstrated to the American public that
a body could be preserved, displayed, and transported over long distances while still
looking recognizably human. The implication was powerful. Death did not have to be
ugly. Death could be managed. Death could be made presentable.

The professionalization of death accelerated over the following decades. By the
early twentieth century, the "undertaker" had become the "funeral director," a title that
signaled a shift from manual labor to professional service. Funeral homes replaced
family parlors. Embalming became standard practice. Caskets replaced coffins, a
distinction that mattered more than it appeared: a coffin is shaped to the body,
widening at the shoulders and narrowing at the feet, a form that acknowledges the
human inside it; a casket is a rectangle, a box, a container that could hold anything. The
shift in terminology was a shift in philosophy. The dead person was becoming an
object to be managed rather than a member of the community to be mourned.

Jessica Mitford's 1963 book on the American funeral industry exposed the
commercial machinery that had grown up around death. Mitford documented the
upselling techniques of funeral directors, the artificial demand for expensive caskets
and elaborate services, the legal and cultural pressure to embalm bodies that did not
require embalming, and the transformation of death from a family event into a
consumer transaction. Her reporting was scathing, and it provoked a brief period of

40



Go to Every Funeral: How Grief Defines the Living

reform, but the fundamental structure she described remains intact. The American
funeral industry generates tens of billions of dollars in annual revenue. The average
cost of a funeral with burial in the United States now exceeds ten thousand dollars, and
this figure does not include the cemetery plot, the headstone, or the ongoing
maintenance fees that many cemeteries charge in perpetuity. Death, in America, is
expensive, and the expense is structured to arrive at the moment when the bereaved are
least able to negotiate, least inclined to comparison shop, and most vulnerable to the
suggestion that spending less means caring less.

What Mitford did not fully examine, because it was not her subject, was the effect
of this professionalization on grief itself. When death moved from the home to the
funeral home, something was lost beyond physical proximity to the body. What was
lost was the integration of death into the rhythm of daily life. When your grandmother
died in the front bedroom and was washed and dressed by your mother and laid out in
the parlor where you played on Sundays, death was continuous with life. It happened in
the same rooms, was handled by the same hands, and was witnessed by the same eyes
that saw everything else. Grief did not require a special location or a special outfit or a
special protocol because it was not separate from the rest of living.

When death was professionalized, grief was professionalized with it. There was
now a right way to do it and a wrong way. There was a timeline, a sequence of events, a
schedule of services. There was a receiving line and a guest book and a reception with
food provided by the funeral home or the church. The griever was given a role to play,
and the role had a script, and the script had a beginning, middle, and end. After the
funeral, you went home, and the implication was that the grief went with the casket into
the ground.

Ten years after Grandma Horomus, my grandfather died. By then I was fifteen,
and I had acquired what I thought of as competence in the face of death. I had been to
enough viewings and funerals to know the procedure. When I saw my grandfather lying
in the church, cold and wearing makeup that made him look like a wax replica of
himself, I knew not to flinch. I had learned, from my mother and from the culture she
inhabited, that composure was the expected response. You stood. You looked. You did
not touch if you could avoid it. I refused to kiss him. I had learned from Grandma
Horomus what kissing the dead felt like, and I did not need to learn it again.

What I remember most clearly about my grandfather's funeral was not the body in
the church or the ceremony or the drive to the cemetery. It was my cousin, a few years
older than me, sobbing with an intensity that seemed to belong to a different event
entirely. She wept as though the world had been pulled apart at its center. She could not
be consoled. The sound of her grief filled the church.
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I did not understand her. I had spent the last five years of my grandfather's life
visiting him. Every weekend, my mother drove us three hours from Lincoln to North
Loup, Nebraska, on Friday evening and three hours back on Sunday night. My entire
adolescence was organized around the schedule of watching a man die slowly, in
hospital beds and assisted-care facilities and spare bedrooms in the small towns of the
Great Plains. I knew the smell of his decline, the sound of his breathing as it thinned,
the trajectory of his body as it retreated from the world. I had grieved him in real time,
in increments, over years. By the time he died, I had already absorbed the loss. What
remained was the ceremony, and the ceremony felt like a formality.

My mother, Wilma, died in the summer of 2024 at the age of eighty-five. She had
preplanned her funeral. She had preplanned everything. She had, in the manner of a
woman who had spent her entire adult life refusing to be caught unprepared, arranged
every detail of her own disposition before the event that required it. The casket was
selected. The plot was purchased. The service was outlined. The paperwork was
organized in a filing cabinet with labels she had typed herself. When the day came, the
survivors did not have to make decisions. The decisions had already been made, years
earlier, by the woman who would be the subject of them, and who had no intention of
leaving something this important to the judgment of people she did not trust to handle it
correctly.

I played the part of the grieving son. I am not sure I was acting, and I am not sure I
was not. Wilma and I had spent the first twenty-three years of our life together in a
relationship that was, by any honest assessment, more complicated than the word
"mother" suggests. She was the woman who pushed me down the aisle of Grandma
Horomus's viewing chapel with a fingernail in my neck. She was the woman who drove
three hours every Friday to watch her father die in North Loup and three hours back
every Sunday. She was a single mother, divorced at twenty-six with a five-day-old
infant, who had been given a teaching job across the street from her house and who
held that job for thirty-five years while carrying a depression so deep and so permanent
that it became indistinguishable from her personality. She was, in the way of
small-town Nebraska women of her generation, stoic in public and devastating in
private. She wore the mask. She wept behind closed doors. She saved her monsters for
the people who lived with her.

When Wilma died, she left behind the material evidence of a compartmentalized
life. Tax returns that revealed donations and expenditures she had never mentioned.
Correspondence with people her family did not know she knew. The paper trail of a life
that had been divided into public and private compartments with such discipline that no
single person had ever held the complete picture. The dead leave behind inescapability.
You cannot ask them to explain what the documents mean. You cannot call them to ask
why the checkbook tells a different story than the one they told at dinner. You are left
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with the evidence and the silence, and the silence is permanent.

What struck me about Wilma's death was not the grief, which was real but which
had been accumulating in installments for decades, the way my grief for my
grandfather had accumulated over those Friday-to-Sunday weekends. By the time
Wilma died, I had already grieved for the mother I wished she had been, and for the
mother she was, and for the distance between those two women, and for the
understanding that the distance was not going to close. What struck me was the
machinery of the preplanned funeral itself. Wilma had, in planning every detail,
removed from her survivors the physical tasks that every culture in human history has
used to process grief. There was nothing to decide. Nothing to build. Nothing to
arrange. The communal labor of death, the labor that Part Three of this book identifies
as a universal element of mourning practice, had been eliminated by a woman who
wanted control more than she wanted to be mourned. The funeral ran like a program
she had written. The grievers were the audience, not the participants.

I signed the visitor book. Again.

My cousin had not had this experience. Her father was in the military, and the
family moved constantly, across states and continents. She had not made the weekend
drives. She had not sat in the hospitals or the care homes. She had not watched the slow
subtraction of a man from his own life. She arrived at the funeral having last seen our
grandfather alive and vital, and the distance between that memory and the body in the
church was so vast that it broke something open in her. She grieved all at once what I
had grieved over years, and the difference between our responses was not a difference
in love or in character. It was a difference in exposure. She had been spared the slow
death, and the cost of being spared was that the full weight of loss arrived in a single
afternoon.

This, too, is a consequence of how death is managed in the modern world. When
dying is sequestered in hospitals and care facilities, when the trajectory of decline is
visible only to those who make the regular visits, the death itself arrives as a shock to
everyone else. The funeral becomes the first encounter with the reality of the loss rather
than the final act in a process the community has witnessed together. And the grief that
erupts at the funeral is not merely grief for the dead. It is grief for the time that was not
spent, the visits that were not made, the distance that was maintained, and the
recognition, too late to act on, that the chance to be present has passed.

The twentieth century, in its management of death, created a paradox. It made
death cleaner, more orderly, more professional, and more expensive. It removed the
smell and the mess and the physical labor from the domestic sphere and placed them in
the hands of specialists. It gave the bereaved a script to follow and a schedule to keep.
And in doing all of this, it made grief harder, because it stripped away the scaffolding
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that once supported it. The long wake at home, the communal preparation of the body,
the procession through the streets, the neighbors digging the grave: these were not
quaint customs from a simpler time. They were grief technologies, mechanisms by
which a community distributed the weight of loss across many shoulders so that no
single mourner had to carry it alone. When the funeral industry replaced those
communal practices with professional services, the weight was not eliminated. It was
concentrated. The mourner walked out of the funeral home carrying the same grief, but
now carrying it alone, into a culture that had lost the vocabulary for helping.

The medicalization of grief completed the transformation. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross
published her landmark study in 1969, and her five-stage model, denial, anger,
bargaining, depression, acceptance, entered the culture with a speed and a tenacity that
its author neither predicted nor, in later years, endorsed. Kubler-Ross developed the
model to describe the experience of people who had been given terminal diagnoses, not
the experience of those who survived them. But the culture seized the model and
applied it to bereavement, and in doing so created an expectation that grief was a linear
process with a defined endpoint. You denied, you raged, you bargained, you despaired,
and then you accepted, and acceptance meant the grief was over and you could get back
to your life.

The damage this model inflicted is difficult to overstate. It took an experience that
is cyclical, recursive, unpredictable, and deeply individual and made it sound like an
assembly line. Grievers who did not progress through the stages in the expected order
were told, implicitly or explicitly, that they were doing it wrong. People who returned
to anger after reaching acceptance were treated as though they had failed a test.
Therapists organized treatment around the model. Self-help books codified it. The
culture absorbed it so thoroughly that millions of people still believe, decades after the
model's limitations were documented, that grief is supposed to follow a five-step
sequence that ends in resolution.

Kubler-Ross herself, before her death in 2004, expressed regret at the rigidity with
which the stages were applied. She had never intended them as a prescriptive
framework. But the culture wanted a map, and the five stages looked like a map, and so
the map was adopted and the territory it was supposed to describe was forced into its
contours. The result was a generation of grievers who were told that their grief had a
shape, a timeline, and an expiration date, and who suffered not only the loss itself but
the additional burden of believing they were failing to grieve correctly.

The shift from communal grief to managed grief to medicalized grief is the arc of
the twentieth century, and it is an arc that points in one direction: toward the isolation
of the griever. The community that once gathered in the parlor was replaced by the
funeral home that organized the viewing. The neighbors who dug the grave were
replaced by the cemetery that sold the plot. The family that washed the body was
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replaced by the embalmer who preserved it. The elder who told you that grief takes as
long as it takes was replaced by the clinician who measured your symptoms against a
diagnostic manual. At every step, something that was once held collectively was
handed to a professional, and the mourner was left with less to do, less to hold, less to
participate in, and therefore less opportunity to transform the raw experience of loss
into something the body and mind could metabolize.

This is the history that explains why showing up at a funeral became optional. A
hundred years earlier, there was no option. You went because the dead were in your
parlor, because your hands were needed, because there was no one else. The instruction
to attend became necessary only in a culture that had professionalized death to the point
where the living could opt out without violating any visible rule.
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Chapter Five: The Uncountable Dead

In the autumn of 1918, the city of Philadelphia held a parade. The Liberty Loan Parade,
organized to sell war bonds, drew approximately 200,000 spectators to Broad Street on
September 28, despite warnings from public health officials that the influenza virus
sweeping military camps had reached the civilian population. Within seventy-two
hours of the parade, every bed in Philadelphia's thirty-one hospitals was full. Within
two weeks, more than four thousand Philadelphians were dead. Within six weeks, the
total exceeded twelve thousand.

The scale of death overwhelmed every mechanism the city possessed for handling
it. Undertakers ran out of coffins. Morgues stacked bodies in hallways and corridors.
The city opened six emergency morgues and they filled immediately. Families who
could not afford professional burial, or who could not find an undertaker willing to
enter their homes, were told to dig graves themselves or to leave their dead on the front
porch for collection by horse-drawn carts that made rounds through the neighborhoods.
The smell was inescapable. The living walked past the dead on their way to buy bread.

What happened to grief in Philadelphia in October 1918 is what happens to grief
whenever death arrives at a scale that exceeds the community's capacity to mourn.
Individual grief does not disappear. It is simply denied the conditions it requires: time,
attention, ritual, communal acknowledgment. When there are too many dead to mourn
individually, when the funerals cannot be held because the undertakers are dead or the
churches are closed or the bodies are accumulating faster than they can be buried, grief
goes underground. It does not resolve. It waits.

The 1918 influenza pandemic killed an estimated 50 to 100 million people
worldwide, a range so large that the uncertainty itself tells a story about how little
attention was paid to the counting. The pandemic arrived during the final year of the
First World War, and in many countries the wartime censorship that suppressed bad
news also suppressed the documentation of influenza deaths. Spain, which was neutral
in the war and therefore did not censor its press, reported the pandemic openly, which
is how the disease acquired the misleading name "Spanish Flu" despite almost certainly
originating elsewhere.

The cultural memory of the 1918 pandemic is strangely thin. Unlike the two
World Wars, which produced vast literatures of mourning, commemoration, and
reflection, the influenza pandemic left almost no cultural monuments. There are no
influenza memorials on the National Mall. There is no canonical novel of the
pandemic. The literary and artistic responses that exist are scattered and marginal
compared to the cultural production that surrounded the wars. Historians have puzzled
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over this silence for decades, and the most persuasive explanation is that the pandemic
produced a form of grief so overwhelming that it could not be processed through the
usual cultural channels. When everyone is bereaved, there is no one left to hold the
ceremony. When the death toll is so high that every family is affected, the rituals of
individual mourning collapse under their own weight, and what replaces them is not a
larger, communal grief but a kind of collective amnesia. The dead are buried. The
survivors go back to work. The experience is not discussed. A generation later, their
grandchildren will ask what it was like, and the answer will be a shrug, or a silence, or
a sentence that closes the conversation: "It was bad. We don't talk about it."

This pattern, mass death followed by suppressed grief followed by cultural
silence, repeats throughout the twentieth century. The trenches of the First World War
produced a generation of men whose grief was so thoroughly suppressed by military
culture that it manifested instead as what was then called shell shock: tremors, mutism,
paralysis, dissociative states. These men had watched their friends die in conditions of
such horror that the mind could not integrate the experience, and the culture they
returned to did not have the language or the patience for their grief. They were told to
be men, to carry on, to get jobs, to stop dwelling. Many of them did. Many of them
drank themselves to death instead, or sat in back rooms for decades, staring at walls,
unreachable by their families, trapped in a grief the culture refused to name.

The Second World War produced grief at an industrial scale. The Holocaust alone
killed six million Jews and millions of others in a campaign of extermination so
systematic that the usual categories of mourning were rendered meaningless. How do
you hold a funeral for a million people? How do you grieve an entire community, an
entire culture, an entire way of life that was destroyed not by accident or disease but by
deliberate policy? The answer, for many survivors, was that you did not. You could
not. The grief was too large, too complete, too entangled with horror and guilt and the
simple disbelief that such a thing had happened. Many survivors did not speak of their
experiences for decades. Some never spoke of them at all. The grief was carried
silently, and it was passed, in ways that researchers are still documenting, to their
children and their grandchildren, who inherited not the memories themselves but the
emotional climate that the memories produced: an anxiety, a watchfulness, a sense that
the world was capable of unthinkable violence and that safety was provisional. The
mechanism of this transmission, whether it operates through epigenetic changes in gene
expression, through the behavioral patterns of traumatized parents, or through some
combination of the two, remains an active area of research. What is not in dispute is the
transmission itself: the children of the traumatized carry something that the trauma
deposited, even if the precise vehicle of delivery has not yet been identified.

The AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 1990s produced a different kind of grief
emergency, one defined not by scale alone but by stigma. The disease killed
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selectively, targeting gay men, injection drug users, hemophiliacs, and communities of
color, and the culture's response to the dying was shaped by its attitude toward the
dead. In the early years of the epidemic, before effective treatments existed, young men
died in enormous numbers while the broader society looked away, or actively blamed
them, or used their deaths as evidence of divine judgment. The grief of the surviving
partners, friends, and communities was disenfranchised not merely by neglect but by
hostility. Families who had disowned their gay sons in life reclaimed their bodies in
death, excluding partners who had nursed them through years of illness. Hospitals
refused to recognize same-sex partners as next of kin. Funeral homes, in some
documented cases, refused to handle the bodies of AIDS patients out of fear of
contagion.

The response of the gay community to this grief emergency was one of the most
significant cultural innovations in the history of mourning. The NAMES Project AIDS
Memorial Quilt, begun in 1987, was an act of collective memorialization that rejected
every convention of how the dead are supposed to be honored. It was not a headstone
or a monument or a building with a name on it. It was a quilt, a domestic object, made
by hand, panel by panel, by the people who loved the dead. Each panel measured three
feet by six feet, the dimensions of a grave, and bore the name and some representation
of a single person who had died of AIDS. By 1996, the quilt contained more than forty
thousand panels and covered the entire National Mall when displayed in Washington. It
was, simultaneously, the largest community art project in history and the largest funeral
in American history, and it existed because every other institution that was supposed to
handle grief, the government, the medical establishment, the churches, the families, had
failed.

The AIDS crisis produced a specific and terrible innovation in the history of grief:
the fear of the dead body. For most of human history, the body of the dead was an
object of tenderness, an object to be washed, dressed, held, kissed, carried, and placed
in the earth by the hands of the people who loved the person it had contained. The
AIDS epidemic shattered that relationship. The body of the person who had died of
AIDS was treated, by hospitals, by funeral homes, and by families, as a contaminated
object, a source of danger rather than an occasion for care. The fear was not entirely
irrational in the early years of the epidemic, when the modes of transmission were not
yet fully understood and the virus carried an aura of contagion that exceeded its actual
infectiousness. But the fear persisted long after the science was settled, and it persisted
because the fear was never purely medical. It was moral. The body of the AIDS patient
was feared not only because it might harbor a virus but because it represented a life that
the dominant culture considered contaminated before the virus arrived.

Funeral directors who refused to handle AIDS patients were making a medical
excuse for a moral judgment. Families who insisted on closed caskets were, in many
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cases, not protecting the public from a pathogen but protecting themselves from the
visible evidence of what the disease had done to their son, their brother, their friend,
and from the social contamination of being associated with a death that carried stigma.
The result was that the bereaved were denied the physical intimacy with the dead that
every other form of death permits. They could not wash the body. In some cases, they
could not view it. The grief was conducted at a distance, mediated by protective
equipment and institutional protocols, and the distance was itself a form of
disenfranchisement: the message was that this body, and by extension this life, was too
dangerous to touch, too shameful to see, too contaminated to mourn in the ordinary
way.

The quilt did something that individual funerals could not. It made the dead
countable, nameable, and visible in a culture that wanted them to be invisible. It forced
a confrontation with scale. A single death can be managed, absorbed, filed away. Forty
thousand panels, stretching from the Capitol to the Washington Monument, cannot be
absorbed. They can only be witnessed, and the witnessing produces a grief that is both
personal and collective, because you stand before a panel bearing the name of someone
you loved and you see, stretching in every direction around you, that your loss is one of
thousands, and that the thousands are still accumulating, and that each panel represents
not just a name but a life and a set of relationships and a grief as specific and as total as
your own.

The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in early 2020 and killed more than seven
million people worldwide by the time the global health emergency was formally
declared over, tested every grief structure that remained. The wvirus killed
indiscriminately but not equally: the elderly, the immunocompromised, the poor, and
communities of color died at disproportionate rates, and the conditions of their dying
were unlike anything the modern world had experienced. Hospitals banned visitors.
Patients died alone, connected to their families only by tablet screens held by exhausted
nurses. Funerals were restricted to small gatherings or prohibited entirely. Bodies
accumulated in refrigerated trucks outside hospitals in New York City because the
morgues were full.

The pandemic demonstrated, with brutal clarity, that the professionalized death
infrastructure of the twenty-first century was not designed for a crisis. It was designed
for individual deaths arriving at a manageable pace: one funeral at a time, one family at
a time, one casket at a time. When the pace accelerated beyond its capacity, the system
did not scale. It simply stopped. And the grievers were left with nothing: no viewing,
no funeral, no wake, no gathering, no casket to touch, no body to see, no community to
hold them.

The image that came to define the grief crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic in New
York City was not a hospital ward or a funeral home. It was a row of white refrigerated
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trucks parked outside Bellevue Hospital in April 2020, serving as temporary morgues
because the permanent morgue was full. The trucks had been requisitioned from
commercial fleets, the same kind of trucks that, under normal circumstances,
transported frozen food to supermarkets and restaurants. Inside them, the bodies of the
dead were stacked on shelves or on the floor, sealed in body bags, waiting for a
disposition that the overwhelmed funeral infrastructure could not provide.

The trucks were visible from the street. Pedestrians walked past them on their way
to buy groceries. Television cameras filmed them from a respectful distance. The
trucks became, for the city and for the country, the visual proof that the death toll was
not an abstraction. The numbers on the news, five hundred dead in a day, a thousand
dead in a day, could be processed as statistics. The trucks could not be processed as
statistics. They were physical objects on a public street, and they contained the bodies
of people who had been alive the previous week, and the fact that they were necessary
meant that the systems designed to handle death in an orderly, professional, dignified
manner had been overwhelmed so completely that the dead were being stored in
containers designed for frozen chicken.

The families of the dead in the trucks could not see them. Hospitals were locked
down. Visitors were banned. Many of the dead had died alone, their last human contact
a nurse in full protective equipment holding a tablet so that the family could watch the
dying on a screen. There was no viewing. There was no wake. There was no gathering
at the bedside. There was a phone call, sometimes a video call, and then the body went
to the truck, and then, eventually, to a funeral home or a crematorium that was
operating at capacity and scheduling dispositions days or weeks into the future.

The families waited. They waited for the body to be released. They waited for the
funeral home to have an opening. They waited for the crematorium to schedule a time.
They waited in their apartments, unable to gather with other family members because
of social distancing orders, unable to hold a funeral because gatherings were
prohibited, unable to do any of the things that the universal grammar of mourning says
the bereaved must be allowed to do: gather, touch, see, bury, sit with each other in the
presence of the loss. The pandemic did not merely kill people. It killed the rituals by
which the living metabolize the death of the people they love, and the absence of those
rituals left a generation of mourners with grief that had no container, no structure, no
communal witness, and no physical outlet.

The lasting effect of pandemic grief is still being measured. Early clinical data
suggests elevated rates of prolonged grief disorder among people who lost family
members during lockdown periods, particularly among those who were unable to be
present at the death, unable to view the body, or unable to hold a funeral. The absence
of ritual is not merely symbolic deprivation. It is functional deprivation: the rituals
perform cognitive and physiological work that cannot be performed in their absence,
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and the work that is not performed does not disappear. It accumulates, and its
accumulation is the unfinished business of a pandemic that the culture has largely
declared over but whose grief remains, for millions of people, unresolved.

What the history of mass death reveals is that grief is infrastructure. It requires
physical space (the parlor, the church, the cemetery), human labor (the washers, the
diggers, the cooks, the sitters), institutional support (the religious authorities, the civic
organizations, the employers who grant leave), and cultural permission (the norms that
say this is how long you grieve, this is how you grieve, this is what the community
owes you while you grieve). When any of these elements is overwhelmed or destroyed,
grief does not disappear. It persists, unprocessed, in the bodies and minds of the
survivors, and it reappears in forms that the culture does not always recognize as grief:
in alcoholism, in domestic violence, in chronic illness, in the passing of an emotional
inheritance to the next generation that carries the weight without understanding where
it came from.

Every mass death event leaves behind a generation of people who were not
allowed to grieve, and the effects of that suppression outlast the event itself by decades.
The grandchildren of 1918 influenza survivors reported family cultures of emotional
reserve that they could not explain. The children of Holocaust survivors exhibited rates
of post-traumatic stress that exceeded population norms despite having been born after
the war. The partners who survived the first decade of the AIDS epidemic carry a grief
that, thirty and forty years later, remains largely unexamined by the culture that failed
them. These are not anecdotal observations. They are documented patterns, and they all
point in the same direction: grief that is not processed does not expire. It compounds.
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Chapter Six: The Afterlife of Grief

Late one night, many years ago, my wife and I were in bed. I was drifting toward sleep
when she turned to me and asked if I was still awake. I said I was, or something close
to it, and she asked me, in a voice I had rarely heard from her, soft, unguarded, stripped
of the toughness that she wears like a second skin, if I would bury her under a tree
when she died.

I promised her I would.
Then she asked if I would bury her under a tree with shade.
I promised her I would.

Then she asked if I would bury her under a tree with shade that had leaves that
changed color in the fall, from red to purple to orange.

I promised her I would.

I closed my eyes to hide the impulse to cry. In the morning, I woke up with tears
still in my eyes.

Janna did not ask me for a casket. She did not ask for a headstone, a funeral home,
a ceremony, or a memorial service. She asked for a tree, shade, and leaves that change
color. She asked, in the most precise terms available to her, for a place in the natural
world where her body could participate in something ongoing, something that would
outlast the grief and become, over time, something beautiful in its own right. The tree
would shade people who did not know her. The leaves would turn and fall and return.
She would not be preserved under the tree. She would become part of it.

That conversation was not shaped by any of the language that now surrounds the
green burial movement, the conservation burial movement, or the broader
transformation in how Americans think about what happens to the body after death.
Janna was not making a political statement or an environmental argument. She was
telling me what she wanted, and what she wanted was older and simpler than any
movement: she wanted to go back to the ground under something alive.

But her instinct, expressed in a dark bedroom without preamble or context,
anticipated a shift that has been accelerating across the developed world for the past
two decades. The conventional American burial, embalmed body in a sealed casket in a
concrete vault in a manicured cemetery, is losing its hold. It is losing it for economic
reasons: the cost is prohibitive for a growing percentage of the population. It is losing it
for environmental reasons: the annual volume of embalming fluid, metal caskets,
concrete vaults, and herbicide-maintained cemetery turf represents a significant
ecological cost. And it is losing it for reasons that are harder to quantify but no less
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real: a growing number of people, when they think about what will happen to their
bodies, do not want to be preserved. They want to decompose. They want to become
soil. They want, like Janna, to be under a tree.

Cremation surpassed traditional burial in the United States in 2015 and has
continued to rise, exceeding sixty percent of all dispositions in recent years. The shift
has been driven partly by cost (cremation is substantially cheaper than burial) and
partly by a decline in the religious prohibitions that once made cremation unthinkable
for many Christians and some Jewish communities. But cremation, while cheaper and
less resource-intensive than traditional burial, is not without its own complications. The
process requires temperatures exceeding 1,400 degrees Fahrenheit, consumes
significant quantities of natural gas, and releases mercury and other pollutants from
dental amalgams and medical implants. The resulting calcium phosphate material,
about five to seven pounds of mineral fragments that are then mechanically processed
into the powder commonly called ashes, bears no resemblance to the person it came
from, and the question of what to do with the ashes has produced its own set of rituals,
anxieties, and market opportunities. Scattering at sea. Scattering from a mountaintop.
Pressing into vinyl records. Compressing into synthetic diamonds. Launching into
space. Mixing into concrete for artificial reef structures. The ashes are a commodity,
and the grief industry has found ways to monetize every possible disposition.

Alkaline hydrolysis, sometimes called aquamation or water cremation, is gaining
legal authorization in a growing number of states. The process uses heated water and an
alkaline solution to reduce the body to bone fragments over several hours, producing
less carbon output than flame cremation and avoiding the combustion of mercury and
other contaminants. Human composting, legalized in Washington State in 2019 and
subsequently in several other states, goes further: the body is placed in a vessel with
organic material and, over a period of weeks, is converted into approximately one cubic
yard of nutrient-rich soil that can be used to plant gardens, nourish forests, or restore
degraded land. The first commercial human composting facility, Recompose, opened in
Kent, Washington, in late 2020.

Mushroom burial suits, conservation cemeteries that prohibit embalming and
require biodegradable containers, and "forever forests" where bodies are buried beneath
newly planted trees are all part of the same movement, and the movement is driven by a
desire that goes beyond environmentalism. It is a desire to make death productive
rather than merely final. To turn the body into something that feeds the living world
rather than resisting it behind concrete and steel. To answer the question "what happens
after?" with something other than preservation or destruction: with transformation.

The implications for grief are significant and largely unexplored. Traditional
burial gives grief a fixed address. The grave is a location. You can visit it, place flowers
on it, sit beside it, talk to the headstone. The cemetery is a geography of loss,
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organized, maintained, and legible. You can find your dead there. Cremation disrupts
this geography. The ashes are portable, divisible, and potentially losable, and the
absence of a fixed location can leave the griever without a place to direct their grief.
Human composting and conservation burial disrupt it further. If your mother has
become soil in a forest, the forest is, in some sense, her grave, but a forest does not
function like a cemetery. It does not maintain itself. It does not have rows and markers
and visiting hours. It grows, it changes, it absorbs, and over time the specific location
of the body becomes indistinguishable from the ground around it. This can be
experienced as a kind of peace, the dead person becoming part of something larger, or
as a kind of erasure, the dead person disappearing into the earth without a marker to
hold their name.

The digital afterlife poses different questions. Social media profiles persist after
death. Facebook alone has an estimated thirty million deceased users, a number that
grows daily and that will, at some point within the next several decades, produce a
platform on which the dead outnumber the living. These profiles become, for the
bereaved, something between a memorial and a ghost. Friends post birthday messages
to dead people. Partners write letters to profiles that will never reply. The timeline of
the dead person remains frozen at its last update, and the algorithm, indifferent to the
distinction between living and dead, periodically surfaces old photos, old posts, old
comments, delivering the dead into the feeds of the living without warning.

The grief implications are double-edged. For some mourners, the persistence of
the digital profile is comforting: it provides a place to visit, a surface to address, a
record of the person as they were. For others, it is an obstacle: the profile's continued
existence interferes with the brain's slow work of updating its cognitive map, because
every time the algorithm surfaces the dead person's face, the map receives a signal that
contradicts the reality of the absence. The dead person is gone, but their profile is still
here, still smiling in the photographs, still present in the architecture of your social life,
and the dissonance between these facts can stall the grief process in ways that were not
possible before the digital era.

More aggressive forms of digital persistence are already in use and multiplying.
Companies now offer services that train conversational models on the text messages,
emails, voice recordings, and social media posts of the dead, producing interactive
systems that mimic the voice, vocabulary, syntactic patterns, and conversational habits
of a specific deceased individual. The technology, which was crude and experimental
as recently as 2020, has advanced to the point where surviving partners report that the
generated responses are, at times, indistinguishable from what the dead person would
have said. Voice cloning adds another layer: the generated text is delivered in the dead
person's actual voice, reconstructed from audio recordings, producing a simulation that
engages not just the linguistic processing centers of the brain but the auditory and
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emotional circuits that respond to a specific, familiar voice.

The neurological implications are severe, and they connect directly to the
cognitive map model described in Chapter One. Mary-Frances O'Connor's research
demonstrated that the brain maintains a map of the world that includes the people we
love, and that grief is the process by which the brain revises that map to account for an
absence. The revision requires repeated exposure to the reality of the absence: each
context in which the dead person was expected must be visited, and in each context the
brain must learn, again, that the person is gone. The revision is painful because the old
map was comfortable and the new map must be built without the person who made the
world legible.

A grief chatbot may interfere with this revision. Every interaction with the bot
sends the brain a signal that contradicts the absence. The dead person is texting you.
The dead person's voice is speaking to you. The dead person is responding to your
questions with answers that sound like answers they would have given. The cognitive
map receives contradictory information: the person is dead, but the person is also here,
responding, present in the auditory and linguistic channels through which presence has
always been established. The brain cannot revise its map under these conditions
because the conditions for revision, the full and uncompromised confrontation with the
absence, are never met. The map remains unrevised. The grief remains acute. The
yearning, driven by the nucleus accumbens activation that O'Connor identified in her
fMRI studies, is fed rather than starved, because the bot provides a neurological reward
(the sound of the voice, the pattern of the words) without the reality of the presence that
produced the reward in life.

The result is not comfort. It is stalled grief, a condition in which the mourner is
suspended between the knowledge that the person is dead and the experience of
interacting with something that behaves as though they are not. The clinical literature
on this phenomenon is in its infancy, but the early observations suggest a pattern: users
of grief chatbots report initial relief followed by increased difficulty disengaging, a
pattern that researchers have compared, cautiously, to the tolerance and withdrawal
cycle seen in other contexts. The bot may not resolve the grief. It may extend it, by
interfering with the brain's capacity to complete the work that grief is designed to do.
The research is young, but the direction is consistent with what the neuroscience of
Chapter One would predict.

The broader trajectory is clear. The next hundred years will see the continued
fragmentation of the death and grief practices that organized human societies for
millennia. The religious frameworks that once provided both the rituals of death and
the metaphysical consolation that made those rituals bearable are declining in the
developed world. Church attendance, belief in an afterlife, and participation in
organized religious funerals are all trending downward. What is replacing them is not a
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single alternative but a proliferation of alternatives: secular celebrations of life, green
burials, digital memorials, private scatterings, and an expanding menu of options that
reflects the consumer logic of the culture that produces them. You can now choose
your death experience the way you choose your wedding venue or your vacation
package: with a budget, a set of preferences, and an expectation of personalization.

The question of whether grief can be sustained without a metaphysical framework
is not hypothetical. It is the question that the developed world is currently answering, in
real time, through the lived experience of millions of people who grieve without
recourse to any narrative of afterlife, resurrection, ancestral realm, or spiritual
continuity.

The secular celebration of life, which has increasingly replaced the religious
funeral in Western Europe, Canada, Australia, and the less religious regions of the
United States, attempts to fill the void with a different kind of ceremony. Instead of
prayers for the soul of the dead, there are stories about the life of the dead. Instead of
hymns, there are playlists of the dead person's favorite music. Instead of Scripture
readings, there are poems, or passages from books the dead person loved, or letters
written by friends and family. The ceremony is personal, specific, and often moving. It
honors the dead person as they were, without the theological overlay that the religious
funeral provides and that many secular mourners find dishonest or irrelevant.

What the celebration of life cannot do, and what the religious funeral does, is
answer the question of what has happened to the dead person. The religious funeral
says: the soul persists, the person is with God, the separation is temporary, and reunion
is promised. Whether one accepts these claims as literally true is a matter of personal
faith, but their structural function is clear, because they give the griever something to
believe that makes the loss bearable. The celebration of life offers no such claim. It
says, implicitly: the person is gone, and what remains is our memory of them, and the
memory will persist as long as we persist, and when we are gone, the memory is gone
too. This is honest, and for many people honesty is more valuable than comfort, but
honesty does not change the neurological reality described in Part One: the brain is
searching for the dead person, the reward circuit is firing, the cognitive map is
demanding revision, and the body is in a state of physiological emergency. The honest
answer, "they are gone and they are not coming back and there is nothing on the other
side," is accurate information delivered to a system that is not currently processing
information well.

The emerging field of secular grief practice is attempting to develop rituals that
serve the functions of religious mourning without requiring religious belief. Secular
memorial services are being designed with more attention to the temporal structure
(specific durations, specific phases, specific transitions) that Part Three identified as a
universal element of mourning practice. Secular mourning groups, organized around
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shared loss rather than shared faith, are providing the communal framework that the
religious congregation once supplied. Secular keening, or its functional equivalent, is
being explored by grief therapists who recognize that the body needs to produce sound,
that vocal expression of grief serves a physiological function that silent composure
does not, and that the suppression of sound in grief is as damaging as the suppression of
tears.

These are early experiments, and they are unevenly distributed, and they reach a
fraction of the bereaved population. The vast majority of secular mourners in the
developed world grieve without any formal structure at all: no shiva, no sheloshim, no
year of Kaddish, no scheduled points of transition, no communal obligation to visit or
sit or cook or pray. They grieve in the privacy of their homes, on the timelines their
employers permit, with the support of whatever friends and family happen to be
available, and with the vague cultural instruction that they should "take care of
themselves" and "reach out if they need anything," which is the secular world's
replacement for the religious world's elaborate scaffolding of communal grief, and
which is, by any measure, inadequate.

The question for the next century is not whether secular grief can work. Secular
people grieve successfully every day. The question is whether secular grief can be
organized, whether the structures that religious traditions developed over thousands of
years to support the bereaved can be replicated without the metaphysical foundations
on which they were built. The evidence of this book suggests that the structures are
more important than the metaphysics: what the griever needs is communal
acknowledgment, physical tasks, temporal boundaries, and an ongoing relationship
with the dead, and none of these elements requires a belief in God or an afterlife. They
require only a community willing to show up, a set of things to do, a framework that
says how long and what comes next, and some mechanism, however modest, for
keeping the dead present in the memory of the living.

Whether this proliferation serves grief well is the open question. Consumer choice
is not the same as communal support. A personalized memorial is not the same as a
community gathered in a parlor. The risk of the current trajectory is that death becomes
another lifestyle decision, organized around individual preference rather than collective
obligation, and that grief, which has always depended on the presence of others,
becomes something you manage alone, with the assistance of professionals you hire
and technologies you subscribe to, but without the weight of a community that shows
up because it has to, because it was told to, because someone along the way insisted
that presence is not optional.

The question for the next century is not what new forms death and burial will take.
Those forms are already emerging, and many of them are thoughtful, ecologically
sound, and responsive to genuine needs. The question is whether the new forms will

57



Go to Every Funeral: How Grief Defines the Living

carry with them the one thing that every grief practice in every culture in every era has
depended on: the presence of other people. Not professionals. Not algorithms. Not
simulations. People, showing up, sitting down, saying nothing of particular value, and
staying anyway.

That is what funerals are for. That is what presence means. That is what the
professionalization of death made optional and what the next century must decide
whether to restore.
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Part Three: The Culture of Grief
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Chapter Seven: The Whole World Mourns

In the Torajan highlands of South Sulawesi, Indonesia, death is not an event. It is a
process, and the process can take years. When a Torajan person dies, the body is not
immediately buried. It is wrapped in layers of cloth, treated with a formalin solution,
and kept in the family home, sometimes in the room where the person slept, for
months, years, or even decades. During this period, the dead person is not considered
dead. They are referred to as "to makala," a person who is sick, and they are spoken to,
offered food, given cigarettes, and included in the daily rhythms of the household. The
family saves money, slaughters water buffalo to accumulate the resources necessary for
the funeral ceremony, and waits.

The funeral, when it finally occurs, is the most important social event in Torajan
life. It can last for days. Dozens or even hundreds of water buffalo are sacrificed, their
value serving as a measure of the deceased's social standing and the family's devotion.
Guests arrive from across the region, and the ceremony includes processions, chanting,
ritual weeping, and elaborate constructions of bamboo and wood built specifically for
the occasion and dismantled after it ends. The body is then placed in a carved stone
grave on a cliff face, or in a hanging coffin suspended from the rock, or in a hollowed
chamber cut into the limestone. Wooden effigies called tau tau, carved to resemble the
dead person, are placed on balconies overlooking the valley below, so that the dead
may watch over their land and their descendants.

Every few years, in a ceremony called Ma'nene, the Torajan return to the graves.
They remove the bodies, clean them, dress them in fresh clothes, repair the coffins, and
walk the dead through the village. The dead are photographed with the living. They are
paraded in the sunlight. They are, in every visible sense, still members of the
community, participating in its rituals, receiving its attention, occupying its physical
space. After the ceremony, the bodies are returned to their graves, and the living go
home.

The cost of a Torajan funeral is staggering by any standard, and the economics of
the ceremony reveal something important about the relationship between grief and
obligation that Western cultures have largely abandoned. A single funeral can require
the sacrifice of dozens of water buffalo, and each animal represents a significant
financial investment. A common water buffalo might cost several hundred dollars; a
prized spotted buffalo, the kind whose sacrifice confers the greatest honor on the dead,
can cost tens of thousands. Families save for years, sometimes decades, to accumulate
the resources necessary for a funeral that satisfies the social expectations of their
community. Some families go into debt. Some sell land. The financial burden is so
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great that the period between death and funeral, the period during which the dead
person is kept in the house and treated as to makala, is often determined not by custom
alone but by the time required to assemble the economic resources for a ceremony the
family cannot afford to conduct poorly.

This is not, as outside observers sometimes assume, a form of economic
irrationality. It is a different calculus, one in which the social cost of an inadequate
funeral exceeds the financial cost of an extravagant one. A family that buries its dead
with too few buffalo sacrificed, too short a ceremony, too modest a construction, risks
not only the displeasure of the ancestors but the diminishment of its social standing
within the community. The funeral is, among other things, a public demonstration of
the family's commitment to its dead and, by extension, to the social bonds that organize
Torajan life. To economize on a funeral is to announce, in front of the entire
community, that the dead person was not worth the expense, and the announcement
carries consequences that extend far beyond the ceremony itself.

The tau tau, the wooden effigies carved to represent the dead and placed on the
cliff-face balconies overlooking the valley, serve as permanent witnesses to this
system. They are not decorative. They are functional: they stand watch over the land,
guarding the family's territory and its crops, serving as a visible link between the living
community and the ancestors who preceded it. The effigies deteriorate over time and
must be periodically replaced, which means that the relationship with the dead requires
ongoing investment, ongoing attention, ongoing labor. The dead in Torajan culture are
not a one-time expense. They are a continuing obligation, and the obligation is
understood not as a burden but as a form of reciprocity: the ancestors gave the living
their land, their lineage, and their place in the social order, and the living repay that
debt through ceremony, sacrifice, and the maintenance of the effigies that keep the
ancestors present in the visible world.

The Western instinct to see this as wasteful or irrational is itself revealing. In a
culture that spends tens of billions of dollars annually on an industrialized funeral
system, that charges thousands of dollars for sealed caskets designed to resist
decomposition, that maintains cemeteries as permanent real estate holdings requiring
perpetual maintenance fees, the objection to Torajan funeral spending is not an
objection to spending on the dead. It is an objection to spending on the dead in a way
that is communal, visible, and governed by social obligation rather than by individual
consumer choice. The American who finances a ten-thousand-dollar funeral on a credit
card is engaged in the same economic behavior as the Torajan family that saves for
years to buy water buffalo. The difference is that the American transaction is private,
invisible, and conducted between the individual and the corporation, while the Torajan
transaction is public, communal, and conducted between the family and the
community. The grief is the same. The economics are the same. The visibility is
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different, and the visibility matters, because visible expenditure on the dead is visible
evidence that the dead mattered, and invisible expenditure produces no such evidence.

To a Western observer trained in the conventions of American or European death
practice, the Torajan relationship with the dead can appear macabre, unsanitary, or
pathological. The instinct to recoil is strong, and the instinct is itself informative,
because it reveals the degree to which Western death culture depends on a sharp
boundary between the living and the dead. In the Western model, death is a line. You
cross it once, in one direction, and the living are expected to acknowledge the crossing,
grieve it, and then reorganize their lives around the absence. The body is processed,
disposed of, and visited only at the fixed location of the grave. The Torajan model
draws no such line. Death is a gradient, and the dead move along it slowly, remaining
accessible to the living for as long as the living need them. The question is not "when
do you let go?" but "why would you?"

This chapter is a survey, not a catalogue. It does not attempt to describe every
death practice on earth, which would require an encyclopedia and would still be
incomplete. What it attempts is something narrower and more useful: to examine a set
of mourning traditions from different cultures, different geographies, and different
religious frameworks, and to ask what they share, where they diverge, and what the
divergences reveal about the assumptions each culture makes about death, grief, and
the obligations of the living.

The Jewish practice of shiva is among the most precisely structured mourning
rituals in the world, and its precision is itself a form of compassion. When a close
family member dies, the immediate relatives observe a seven-day mourning period
(shiva is derived from the Hebrew word for seven) during which they remain in one
home, sit on low chairs or the floor, cover the mirrors, refrain from bathing or
grooming for pleasure, and receive visitors. The community comes to them. The
mourners do not cook; the community brings food. The mourners do not entertain; the
visitors sit with them, and the custom is to let the mourner speak first, to follow their
lead, to not fill the silence with platitudes unless the mourner invites conversation. A
minyan, the quorum of ten adults required for communal prayer, gathers in the shiva
house so that the mourner does not have to leave to pray. The Kaddish, the prayer for
the dead, is recited, and its recitation is not a private act but a communal one: you
cannot say Kaddish alone.

The structure of shiva accomplishes something that many grief traditions attempt
but few achieve as explicitly: it tells the mourner exactly what to do, exactly how long
to do it, and exactly what the community owes them while they do it. The mourner is
not left to figure out how to grieve. The tradition has already figured it out. Sit low. Do
not look in the mirror. Do not pretend you are fine. Receive the people who come. Let
them feed you. Let them pray with you. After seven days, rise. Walk outside. Re-enter
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the world. The grief does not end at seven days, and the tradition knows this:
sheloshim, the thirty-day period that follows shiva, carries its own set of reduced
restrictions, and the full year of mourning for a parent carries others. But the initial
seven days provide a container, a physical and temporal structure within which the
worst of the grief can be held without the mourner having to decide, moment by
moment, what they are supposed to be doing.

The genius of shiva is not merely structural. It is psychological, and it operates on
a principle that modern grief therapy has only recently begun to articulate: the mourner
should not be left to decide how to grieve. Decision-making in the acute phase of grief
is compromised. The prefrontal cortex, which governs executive function, planning,
and judgment, is impaired by the cortisol flood described in Part One. The mourner
who is asked, in the days immediately following a death, to make decisions about
funeral arrangements, meal planning, social obligations, and their own schedule is
being asked to perform cognitive tasks for which their brain is temporarily unequipped.
Shiva removes these decisions. The structure decides. You sit low. You stay home. The
community comes to you. The food arrives. The prayers are said. The mourner's only
task is to be present in their grief, and the tradition handles everything else.

The covering of mirrors during shiva is often explained as a prohibition against
vanity, a reminder that the mourner should not be concerned with appearance during a
time of loss. But the practice serves a deeper function. The mirror confronts you with
your own face, and your face in the days after a death is a face you may not recognize.
Grief alters the body visibly: the skin changes, the eyes swell, the posture shifts, the
musculature of the face reorganizes around an expression that does not correspond to
any social expectation. The covered mirror says: you do not need to see yourself right
now. You do not need to manage your appearance. You do not need to compose your
face into a shape that the world will find acceptable. The world is not looking. The
mirrors are covered. You are permitted to look like what you are, which is a person
whose life has been broken open by loss.

The transition from shiva to sheloshim, the thirty-day period that follows, and
from sheloshim to the full year of mourning for a parent, is a graduated re-entry into the
world. Each phase lifts restrictions incrementally: after shiva, the mourner may leave
the house; after sheloshim, the mourner may attend social gatherings but not
celebrations; after the year, the mourner resumes normal life but continues to recite the
Kaddish on the anniversary of the death for as long as they live. The graduation is
calibrated to the actual pace of neurological recovery. The brain's cognitive map, as
described in Part One, revises itself context by context, and the revision takes months,
not days. Shiva covers the worst of it. Sheloshim covers the middle. The year covers
the slow, grinding work of encountering every anniversary, every holiday, every season
for the first time without the dead person. The tradition anticipated the neuroscience by
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several thousand years.

The Irish wake, in its traditional form, is the opposite of shiva in temperament but
serves a similar function. When a person dies in Ireland, the body is brought home and
laid out in the front room, washed and dressed by the family, and displayed with
candles lit at the head and feet. The community comes. They come in large numbers,
and they stay for hours, sometimes through the night. There is food. There is drink,
often in quantities that alarm outside observers. There are stories about the dead person,
and the stories are not exclusively solemn. They are funny, embarrassing, outrageous,
affectionate. The wake is, by design, a raucous event, and its raucousness is not a
failure of decorum but a deliberate strategy. The laughter does not replace the grief. It
sits beside it. The mourner who laughs at a story about the dead person and then breaks
into tears in the same sentence is not confused about their emotions. They are
experiencing the full range of what the loss contains, and the wake gives them
permission to do so in the company of people who are doing the same thing.

The keening tradition, once widespread in Ireland, Scotland, and parts of Wales,
adds another dimension. Keening (from the Irish "caoineadh," to cry or wail) is a form
of vocal lamentation performed by women, traditionally at the wake and at the
graveside. The keen is not a song in the conventional sense, though it has melodic
structure. It is a sustained, rhythmic wail that rises and falls in patterns passed from one
generation of women to the next. The keener gives voice to grief in a register that
ordinary speech cannot reach: a sound pitched between singing and screaming, a sound
that makes the interior experience of grief audible to everyone in the room. The keen
says, without words, that this loss is real, that it is enormous, and that the community is
entitled to hear it expressed at full volume.

Keening was actively suppressed by the Catholic Church in Ireland over the
course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, on the grounds that it was pagan,
unseemly, and incompatible with Christian resignation to the will of God. The
suppression was largely successful. By the twentieth century, keening had retreated to
isolated rural communities, and by the twenty-first it had become an object of
ethnographic study rather than a living practice. The loss is significant, not because the
specific sound of the keen was irreplaceable, but because the function it served, giving
grief a public, communal, and unapologetic voice, was not replaced by anything. The
Catholic funeral liturgy that took its place offered prayers for the soul of the dead and
promises of eternal life, but it did not offer a sound. It did not give the mourner
permission to scream.

The suppression of keening in Ireland is a case study in what happens when an
institution decides that a grief practice is too raw, too physical, too female, and too loud
to be permitted. The Catholic Church's objections to keening were multiple and, from
the Church's perspective, consistent. Keening was associated with pre-Christian
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funerary practice. It was performed almost exclusively by women, often by
professional keening women (bean chaointe) who were hired by the family to lead the
lament and who held a recognized social role that the Church considered dangerously
close to priesthood: they presided over the ritual, they determined its form, and they
held authority over the emotional temperature of the ceremony. The keen itself was
theologically problematic because its sound expressed a grief so absolute, so
unconsoled, that it left no room for the promise of resurrection and eternal life that the
Church considered the appropriate response to a Christian death. The keen said: this
loss is total. The Church said: this loss is temporary, because the soul endures. The two
messages were incompatible, and the Church, which had the institutional power to
enforce its preference, chose to enforce it.

The methods of suppression ranged from gentle discouragement to outright
prohibition. Parish priests preached against keening as pagan and unseemly. Diocesan
regulations banned the practice from churches and churchyards. Social pressure,
applied through the confessional and through the parish network, made keening women
objects of suspicion rather than respect. By the mid-nineteenth century, the practice had
retreated from the towns to the rural west, where it persisted in isolated communities
that maintained the older traditions. By the mid-twentieth century, the last generation
of women who had learned keening from their mothers and grandmothers was dying,
and the knowledge was dying with them.

What was lost was not merely a sound. What was lost was a technology for
making interior grief exterior, for converting the private experience of loss into a public
event that the entire community could hear and respond to. The keen accomplished
something that no spoken eulogy, no written prayer, no instrumental music can
accomplish: it gave grief a voice that was not mediated by language, not shaped by
theology, not constrained by decorum. It was a sound that came from the body, that
used the body as its instrument, that required the keener to open her throat and her chest
and produce a noise that the body recognizes, at a level below conscious interpretation,
as the sound of genuine distress. Hearing a keen, according to the ethnographic
descriptions that survive, was not like hearing a song or a speech. It was like hearing
someone in pain, because the keener was in pain, or was channeling the pain of the
family through her own body, and the sound she produced was the auditory equivalent
of the ASL sign for grief: the wringing of the heart made audible rather than visible.

The Church replaced the keen with the funeral mass, which is dignified,
theological, and controlled. The priest speaks. The congregation responds. The hymns
are sung. The grief is expressed within a framework that points toward hope and
redemption. Nothing about the funeral mass is wrong, and much about it is beautiful.
But the funeral mass does not scream. It does not give the mourner permission to
produce a sound commensurate with their loss. It gives them words, and words are
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useful, but words are not the same as the sound that grief makes when it is allowed to
make its own sound. The keening women knew this. The Church decided it did not
matter. The sound was taken, and nothing of equal force was offered in its place.

The New Orleans jazz funeral, which originated in the late nineteenth century
within the African American communities of the city, solves the problem of grief's dual
nature, the coexistence of sorrow and celebration, with a structural elegance that no
other tradition in American life has matched. The funeral begins with a slow procession
from the church or funeral home to the cemetery, accompanied by a brass band playing
dirges and hymns. The pace is deliberate. The music is minor-key, mournful, heavy.
The mourners walk behind the band, and the sound of the trombone and the tuba and
the clarinet fills the streets with a sadness that is communal and inescapable. This is the
first line, and the first line belongs to grief.

At the cemetery, after the burial, the band strikes up again, but the music has
changed. The tempo accelerates. The key shifts to major. The drums kick in. The
second line begins, and the second line belongs to the living. Bystanders join the
procession. Umbrellas are opened and twirled. People dance in the streets. The music is
exuberant, defiant, joyful, and loud. The transition from dirge to dance is not a denial of
the grief that preceded it. It is its necessary counterpart. The jazz funeral says that both
things are true: the dead person is gone, and this is terrible, and the living are still here,
and this is worth celebrating. Neither truth cancels the other. They exist
simultaneously, expressed in the same procession, by the same musicians, on the same
streets, and the mourners move through both without having to choose.

The tradition has its roots in West African funeral practices, in the mutual aid
societies of nineteenth-century Black New Orleans, and in the convergence of brass
band culture with the social architecture of a community that had been given every
reason to treat death as an occasion for despair and chose, instead, to treat it as an
occasion for a more complicated truth. The jazz funeral is an act of cultural resistance.
It refuses the dichotomy between mourning and joy that mainstream American death
culture insists upon, and it does so in public, on the streets, with instruments and
dancing, where everyone can see.

The jazz funeral did not emerge from a single tradition. It was assembled, over the
course of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, from at least three distinct
cultural streams that converged in New Orleans because New Orleans was the one
place in America where those streams were permitted to flow into each other.

The first stream was West African. The peoples of the Senegambia region, the
Kongo Basin, and the Gold Coast, who constituted the majority of enslaved Africans
brought to Louisiana, carried with them funeral traditions that centered on music,
dance, and communal procession. In many West African societies, the funeral was not
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a solemn event but a celebratory one, because death was understood not as an ending
but as a transition to the ancestral realm, and the transition deserved a send-off
commensurate with its importance. Drumming, dancing, and singing accompanied the
dead from the village to the burial site, and the energy of the ceremony was understood
as assistance: the music helped the dead person complete the passage. These practices
survived the Middle Passage and adapted themselves, under the brutal constraints of
enslavement, to the conditions of the New World. They survived because they were not
merely aesthetic preferences. They were theological imperatives, and they persisted in
the secret and semi-secret gatherings of enslaved communities throughout Louisiana.

The second stream was the mutual aid society. In the decades following the Civil
War, Black communities in New Orleans organized benevolent associations, fraternal
orders, and social aid and pleasure clubs that served as collective insurance systems.
Members paid weekly or monthly dues, and in return the society guaranteed them a
proper funeral, including a brass band, a procession, and the costs of burial that
individual families could not afford. The mutual aid society solved the economic
problem of Black death in a city where Black families were systematically excluded
from the institutions that served white populations. It also solved the social problem:
the society guaranteed that no member would be buried alone, that the community
would turn out, that the death would be marked with the full apparatus of communal
mourning. The phrase "going home with the band" meant that you had lived your life
within a community that would see you out of it properly, and the guarantee of the band
was a guarantee of dignity that the broader society refused to provide.

The third stream was the brass band itself. New Orleans brass band culture
developed in the late nineteenth century from the convergence of military band
traditions, European concert music, and the improvised music that was beginning to be
called jazz. The instruments, tuba, trombone, trumpet, clarinet, snare drum, bass drum,
were military instruments, and the early bands played military marches, hymns, and
popular songs in a style that was, at first, recognizably European. What changed the
music, and what made the New Orleans brass band unlike any other brass ensemble in
the world, was the influence of African American musical practice: the syncopation,
the call-and-response, the willingness to depart from the written score and play what
the moment demanded. The funeral became the brass band's most important venue,
because the funeral demanded exactly the kind of emotional range that the band was
uniquely equipped to provide: the slow hymn for the procession to the cemetery, and
then, after the burial, the up-tempo explosion that said the mourning was done and the
living would continue.

The second line, the crowd that joins the procession after the burial and dances in
the streets behind the band, is not an audience. It is a participant. The second line is
open to anyone: you do not need an invitation, you do not need to know the dead
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person, you do not need to be a member of the social aid club. You hear the music, you
see the umbrellas, you join. The joining is itself an act of communal solidarity, because
it says: I did not know your dead, but I am here, and I am alive, and I will dance with
you because dancing in the street after a funeral is what we do, and the "we" includes
everyone within earshot. The second line is the New Orleans answer to the question
this book has been asking since the Prologue: what does it mean to go to every funeral?
It means you join the line. You do not need permission. You do not need a relationship
with the deceased. You need only to be present, and to move your body, and to add
your weight to the collective assertion that death, while real, does not get the last word.

In Ghana, the Ga people of the Greater Accra region have developed a funeral
tradition that is, in its visual audacity, unlike anything else on earth. The fantasy coffin,
developed in the mid-twentieth century by carpenters like Seth Kane Kwei and later
refined by his apprentice Paa Joe, is a custom-built casket carved and painted to
represent something significant about the dead person's life. A fisherman is buried in a
coffin shaped like a fish. A taxi driver is buried in a coffin shaped like a
Mercedes-Benz. A farmer is buried in a coffin shaped like a cocoa pod. A pilot is
buried in a coffin shaped like an airplane. A woman who sold peppers in the market is
buried in a coffin shaped like a giant red pepper. The coffins are carved from a single
piece of wood, painted in vivid colors, and displayed at the funeral before burial.

The fantasy coffin is not folk art in the pejorative sense. It is an assertion about the
relationship between identity and death. It says that who you were in life matters at the
moment of death, that your work, your passions, your daily presence in the world are
worth commemorating in a form as specific and as physical as the body itself. The
coffin is not generic. It is not a rectangle that could hold anyone. It is made for one
person, representing one life, and when it goes into the ground it takes with it a record,
carved in wood and paint, of who that person was. The grief of the survivors is directed
not at an abstraction but at a specific absence: not just "someone died" but "the woman
who sold peppers in the market is gone, and here is a pepper the size of a casket to
prove she was real."

Seth Kane Kwei did not set out to change how the Ga people buried their dead. He
was a carpenter in Teshie, a fishing town on the outskirts of Accra, and in the late
1950s, according to the oral history that his family and apprentices have preserved, he
built a cocoa pod-shaped palanquin for a local chief who wanted to be carried through
town in a form that represented his livelihood. The chief died before he could use the
palanquin, and the family, seeing the object and recognizing something right about it,
decided to bury him in it. The cocoa pod became a coffin, and the coffin became a
tradition.

Kwei refined the practice over the following decades, taking commissions from
families across the Greater Accra Region and carving coffins in forms that grew
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increasingly ambitious and specific. A fisherman received a coffin shaped like a tuna,
four feet long, painted silver, with fins and a tail that curved upward. A pilot received a
coffin shaped like an airplane, complete with wings and a propeller. A businesswoman
received a coffin shaped like a Mercedes-Benz, painted black with chrome detailing.
The coffins were carved from a single log of wawa wood, a fast-growing tropical
timber, and the carving could take anywhere from two weeks to several months
depending on the complexity of the design. Each coffin was painted in vivid, saturated
colors: reds, yellows, blues, greens that burned against the red earth of the Accra coast
with an intensity that photographs do not fully convey.

Kwei's most gifted apprentice, Paa Joe, took the craft further. Where Kwei had
worked within the conventions of the recognizable, Paa Joe expanded the vocabulary of
the fantasy coffin to include objects that were whimsical, surreal, and sometimes
absurd: a coffin shaped like a running shoe, a coffin shaped like a mobile phone, a
coffin shaped like a Bible, a coffin shaped like a Coca-Cola bottle. Paa Joe's coffins
attracted the attention of the international art world in the 1990s, and his work has since
been exhibited in museums in London, Paris, and New York, where the coffins are
displayed as sculpture rather than as functional burial objects. The tension between
these two contexts, the museum and the grave, is itself instructive. In the museum, the
coffin is art: an object to be admired, photographed, discussed in the vocabulary of
contemporary art criticism. In the ground, the coffin is something else entirely: a
container for a specific body, commissioned by a specific family, representing a
specific life, and buried with the intention that it will never be seen again.

The fantasy coffin tradition insists, with a stubbornness that no amount of
art-world attention can dilute, that identity persists into death, and that the container for
the dead should reflect who the dead person was rather than conforming to a standard
rectangle that could hold anyone. The Western casket is deliberately anonymous. Its
design says: death is universal, and the universal container is appropriate. The fantasy
coffin says the opposite: death is individual, and the container must be as specific as the
life it commemorates. The fisherman is not buried in a generic box with a satin interior.
He is buried in a fish, because he was a fisherman, and the fish is the proof, visible to
everyone at the funeral and remembered by everyone afterward, that this particular man
lived this particular life and that his death is the loss of something that cannot be
replaced by another fisherman in another fish.

The craft has commercial dimensions that are not incidental to its meaning. A
fantasy coffin costs between four hundred and six hundred dollars, a significant sum in
a country where the average annual income is a fraction of that figure. Families save
for these coffins with the same determination that Torajan families save for water
buffalo. The expense is justified by the same logic: the dead deserve the best the living
can provide, and the best is measured not in generic luxury but in specificity, in the
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precision with which the coffin captures the person it will contain. The family that
commissions a coffin shaped like a pepper for the woman who sold peppers in the
market has made a decision about what matters at the moment of death, and what
matters is not material opulence but representational accuracy. The coffin does not say
"she was wealthy." It says "she was real."

The Malagasy people of Madagascar practice famadihana, the turning of the
bones, a ceremony in which the remains of the dead are exhumed every five to seven
years, wrapped in fresh silk shrouds, and danced with by their living relatives. The
ceremony is accompanied by music, feasting, and storytelling. The dead are held,
literally, in the arms of the living. They are carried through the crowd. They are told the
family news: who married, who was born, who graduated, who moved away. The old
shrouds are given to newly married couples who wish for fertility, because the cloth
that wrapped the dead is believed to carry blessings for the living.

Famadihana is, in practical terms, a scheduled renegotiation of the relationship
between the living and the dead. It acknowledges that grief does not end at the funeral,
that the dead continue to occupy a place in the emotional and social lives of their
descendants, and that this ongoing relationship requires maintenance. The ceremony is
not morbid. It is festive, expensive, eagerly anticipated, and socially mandatory. A
family that fails to perform famadihana risks not only the displeasure of the ancestors
but the judgment of the community, because the ceremony is public evidence that you
have not forgotten your dead, that you still care for them, that the bond persists.

The most striking element of famadihana, for outside observers, is not the
exhumation or the dancing but the conversation. The living talk to the dead. They hold
the wrapped remains and they speak to them, updating them on the events of the
intervening years. A daughter tells her father that she has married. A son tells his
mother that the harvest was good. A grandchild introduces herself to a grandparent she
never met in life. The conversation is not performed for the audience of the living. It is
directed at the dead, and it is conducted with the same tone and the same informational
specificity that one would use in a telephone call to a relative who has been away for a
long time and needs to be caught up.

The assumption underlying this practice is that the dead care. That they are
interested in the ongoing lives of their descendants. That they are capable of receiving
information, of being pleased by good news and concerned by bad news, and that the
relationship between the living and the dead is not merely commemorative but
communicative. The living are not simply remembering the dead. They are talking to
them, and the talking is understood to be bilateral even if the dead do not answer in any
audible sense: the quality of the harvest, the health of the family, the behavior of the
rains are all interpreted as evidence of ancestral approval or disapproval, and the
famadihana is the occasion at which the ledger is reviewed and the accounts are settled.
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This understanding of the relationship between the living and the dead is shared,
in varying forms, across cultures that otherwise have little in common. The Hindu
practice of shraddha, the annual ceremony in which food is offered to the ancestors,
assumes the same bilateral relationship: the ancestors receive the offerings and, in
return, bestow blessings on their descendants. The Chinese practice of ancestor
veneration, expressed through offerings at the family altar and at the grave during the
Qingming festival, assumes the same communicative relationship: the dead are
informed of family events, consulted on important decisions, and treated as active
participants in the ongoing life of the lineage.

What these practices share is a refusal to treat death as the end of the social
relationship. The dead person is not removed from the social network. They are
repositioned within it, from an active participant to an absent-but-consulted participant,
from a living voice to an influence that must be maintained through ritual attention.
The ongoing relationship with the dead, identified in Chapter Eight as one of the four
universal elements of mourning practice, is not a sentimental attachment that the
culture tolerates. It is a structural feature of the social order, maintained through
specific practices, at specific intervals, with specific expectations about what the dead
require and what they provide in return.

The Western secular world has largely abandoned these practices without
replacing them. The decline of religious frameworks for communication with the dead
has left secular mourners without a sanctioned way to maintain the relationship. The
visit to the grave persists, but it is increasingly understood as a private, individual act
rather than a communal, ritualized one, and the conversation at the graveside, if it
happens at all, is conducted with a self-consciousness that the Malagasy mourner at
famadihana does not share. The secular mourner who talks to a headstone knows, or
believes, that nobody is listening. The Malagasy mourner who talks to wrapped bones
believes, with the full support of a cultural system that has been maintained for
centuries, that someone is.

The Hindu cremation at the ghats of Varanasi represents a different set of
assumptions about death, grief, and the body. In Hindu tradition, Varanasi is the holiest
of cities, and to die there, or to have one's body cremated on the banks of the Ganges, is
to achieve moksha, liberation from the cycle of death and rebirth. The burning ghats of
Varanasi, principally Manikarnika and Harishchandra, operate continuously,
twenty-four hours a day, with funeral pyres burning at all times. The body is carried
through the narrow streets on a bamboo stretcher, draped in cloth and covered with
marigolds, brought to the ghat, placed on a pyre of sandalwood and other woods, and lit
by the eldest son or closest male relative. The fire burns for approximately three hours.
The mourners watch. The skull is cracked, either by the heat or by the attendant, to
release the soul. The ashes are swept into the Ganges.
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What strikes Western observers, beyond the openness of the burning and the
proximity of the mourners to the fire, is the absence of concealment. Nothing about this
process is hidden. The body is visible. The fire is visible. The transformation of flesh
into ash is visible, and it happens in a public space, on the banks of a river where
people are simultaneously bathing, washing clothes, performing morning prayers, and
going about the daily business of living. Death at Varanasi is not separated from life. It
is embedded in it, physically and geographically, and the grief of the mourners is
expressed in a setting where the rest of life continues without pause.

Islamic mourning practice operates on a principle of urgency that distinguishes it
from nearly every other tradition in this survey. When a Muslim dies, the body is to be
washed, shrouded, prayed over, and buried as quickly as possible, ideally within
twenty-four hours. The washing of the body (ghusl) is performed by family members of
the same gender as the deceased, following a specific sequence prescribed by hadith:
the body is washed three times, or five, or seven, always an odd number, with water
and sometimes camphor, and then wrapped in a simple white shroud (kafan) made of
plain cotton or linen. There is no embalming. There is no casket. There is no cosmetic
preparation. The body is presented as it is, wrapped in cloth, and lowered into the grave
on its right side, facing Mecca.

The janazah prayer, the funeral prayer performed by the community, is obligatory:
it is a communal duty (fard kifayah), meaning that if a sufficient number of community
members perform it, the obligation is discharged for all, but if nobody performs it, the
entire community bears the sin. The prayer is performed standing, without prostration,
and it is brief. There is no eulogy in the Western sense. The prayer asks God to forgive
the dead and to grant them mercy, and it is directed at God rather than at the assembled
mourners.

The mourning period in Islam is three days for most relationships. During this
period, the community visits the bereaved, brings food, and sits with them. Extended
mourning beyond three days is discouraged for everyone except the widow, who
observes iddah, a period of four months and ten days during which she remains in her
home and refrains from adornment. The logic of the three-day limit is theological:
excessive mourning is understood as a failure to accept the will of God, and the culture
draws a firm line between legitimate grief (permitted and expected) and excessive grief
(understood as a challenge to divine wisdom). Wailing, tearing of garments, and other
dramatic expressions of grief are specifically prohibited in many Islamic traditions, a
prohibition that parallels the Catholic suppression of keening in Ireland and that raises
the same question: what happens to the grief that the culture does not permit to be
expressed?

Buddhist funeral traditions vary enormously across the schools and cultures of
Buddhism, but certain elements recur. In many Mahayana traditions, the period of
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mourning extends to forty-nine days, a number derived from the belief that the
consciousness of the dead person wanders in the bardo, the intermediate state between
death and rebirth, for up to forty-nine days before entering its next incarnation. During
this period, the living perform rituals intended to generate merit that can be transferred
to the dead, easing their passage through the bardo and improving the conditions of
their rebirth. Chanting, prayer, and the offering of food to monks are the primary
mechanisms of merit transfer, and the rituals are performed at regular intervals: every
seven days for seven weeks.

The Tibetan practice of sky burial, in which the body is placed on a mountaintop
and left for vultures to consume, represents the most radical departure from Western
assumptions about what should happen to the dead. The practice is grounded in the
Buddhist understanding that the body is an empty vessel after death, that attachment to
the body is a form of the same attachment that causes suffering in life, and that
returning the body to the cycle of nature through the feeding of other creatures is an act
of generosity (dana) that generates merit for the deceased. For the Western observer
accustomed to sealed caskets and embalming, sky burial is shocking. For the
practitioner, it is logical: the body is no longer needed, the vultures are hungry, and the
gift of flesh to a living creature is a final act of compassion performed by a body that
can no longer perform any other.

The diversity of Buddhist practice across cultures, from the elaborate funeral
processions of Thailand to the minimalist cremations of Zen temples in Japan to the sky
burials of the Tibetan plateau, demonstrates the same principle that emerges from every
other tradition in this chapter: the biological substrate of grief is universal, but the
cultural expression is shaped by the specific metaphysical framework through which a
culture understands what death is and what it means.

What distinguishes Varanasi from every other death practice in this survey is the
refusal to separate death from the ordinary business of living. In Western cultures, the
places where bodies are processed, funeral homes, crematoria, hospital morgues, are
architecturally and socially isolated. They are set apart. You go there for one purpose,
and when the purpose is served, you leave and return to the world of the living. The
burning ghats of Varanasi make no such separation. Manikarnika Ghat is a place where
bodies burn around the clock, and it is also a place where children play, where sadhus
meditate, where tourists photograph, where dogs sleep in the shade of the woodpiles,
and where the Ganges flows past carrying the offerings and the ashes and the marigolds
and the sewage of a city of millions. Death at Varanasi is not an event you attend. It is a
condition of the place, continuous and permanent, and the living move through it the
way they move through weather: aware of it, affected by it, but not stopped by it.

The Dom Raja, the hereditary keeper of the sacred flame at Manikarnika,
maintains a fire that is said to have burned continuously for thousands of years. Every
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funeral pyre on the ghat is lit from this fire, which means that every cremation in
Varanasi is connected, through an unbroken chain of flame, to every cremation that
preceded it. The symbolism is literal: your fire is not your fire alone. It is the same fire
that consumed your parents, your grandparents, and their grandparents before them,
back to an origin point that is measured not in years but in the continuity of practice.
The fire does not distinguish between the rich and the poor, the holy and the ordinary.
It burns everything. And the ashes go into the river, which carries them to the sea,
which distributes them across the planet. The Hindu cremation at Varanasi is, in this
sense, the most egalitarian death practice on earth: everyone ends up in the same water.

The Mexican observance of Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead, celebrated
on November 1 and 2, operates on the premise that the dead return. Families construct
ofrendas, elaborate altars decorated with marigolds (cempasuchil), candles,
photographs of the dead, and the foods and drinks the dead person enjoyed in life. Pan
de muerto, a sweet bread baked specifically for the holiday, is placed on the ofrenda
alongside tequila, mole, fruit, and whatever else the dead person favored. Sugar skulls
inscribed with the names of the dead are placed as offerings. Families visit cemeteries,
clean and decorate the graves, and spend hours or entire nights at the graveside, eating,
drinking, playing music, and talking to the dead.

Dia de los Muertos is neither a Halloween variant nor a funeral. It is a reunion.
The dead are not mourned so much as hosted. They are invited back, welcomed with
their favorite things, and given a night in which the membrane between the living and
the dead is treated as permeable. The grief is present, certainly, because the dead are
missed and their absence is felt every other day of the year. But on this day, the absence
is temporarily suspended by an act of collective imagination and ritual practice, and the
suspension is experienced not as denial but as contact. You set a place for the dead
because the dead are coming, and if the dead are coming, then death is not absolute,
and if death is not absolute, then grief does not have the final word.

The ofrenda is the architectural center of Dia de los Muertos, and its construction
is an act of memory so specific that it functions as a biography of the dead written in
objects rather than words. A well-built ofrenda may contain two, three, or seven levels,
with the number varying by region, family, and local custom. The bottom level is the
earth. The top level is the sky, where the photograph of the dead person is placed,
surrounded by candles and cempasuchil, the marigold whose strong scent is believed to
guide the dead back to the world of the living. Between the levels are arranged the
objects that made the dead person who they were: their favorite foods, their preferred
brand of cigarettes or mezcal, their tools, their clothing, their music, a glass of water for
the thirst of the long return. The ofrenda is not symbolic. It is literal. The dead are
expected to consume the essence of the offerings, and in many families the food and
drink placed on the ofrenda are understood to be diminished, if not physically then
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spiritually, by the time the ceremony ends. The dead have eaten. The dead have drunk.
The dead have been home.

The roots of Dia de los Muertos reach deep into pre-Columbian Mesoamerican
culture, predating the arrival of Catholicism by centuries. The Aztec, the Maya, the
Zapotec, and other peoples of Mesoamerica all maintained elaborate relationships with
their dead, and the Spanish conquest did not eliminate these practices so much as drive
them underground, where they merged with the Catholic observance of All Saints' Day
and All Souls' Day to produce the syncretic celebration that exists today. The Aztec
goddess Mictecacihuatl, Lady of the Dead, presided over a month-long festival
honoring the dead that fell in what is now August, and her image persists in the figure
of La Catrina, the elegantly dressed skeleton woman who has become the most
recognizable icon of Dia de los Muertos. La Catrina was originally a political cartoon
created by the Mexican printmaker Jose Guadalupe Posada around 1910, satirizing
Mexicans who adopted European fashions and pretensions. Her subsequent adoption as
the face of Dia de los Muertos adds a layer of irony that the celebration carries
comfortably: even the dead, the skeleton says, are better dressed than you are, and even
death has a sense of humor about itself.

The humor is not incidental. It is essential. Dia de los Muertos is, among other
things, a refusal to be solemn about death, or more precisely, a refusal to be only
solemn. The sugar skulls are bright and gaudy and inscribed with the names of the dead
in icing that will dissolve in the rain. The papel picado, the perforated tissue paper that
decorates the ofrendas and the streets, is fragile by design: it tears and blows away and
must be replaced, because impermanence is the point. The food on the ofrenda will rot.
The candles will burn down. The marigolds will wilt. Every element of the celebration
is temporary, which is the celebration's argument: that death is not the opposite of life
but its companion, that the dead do not stay dead on this one night each year, and that
the appropriate response to impermanence is not despair but a party at which the guest
of honor happens to be a skeleton.

The Scandinavian approach to death and grief occupies the other end of the
spectrum. In Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland, the dominant grief culture is
characterized by restraint, privacy, and an aversion to public emotional display that can
be difficult for outsiders to read. Funerals in Scandinavian countries tend to be small,
quiet, and controlled. The bereaved are expected to manage their grief with composure.
Extended mourning is not socially encouraged. The cultural norm, rooted in Protestant
theology and reinforced by the Nordic emphasis on social egalitarianism and personal
autonomy, is that grief is a private matter to be handled privately, and that imposing
your grief on others is a form of social imposition.

This does not mean that Scandinavians do not grieve. They grieve intensely, and
the clinical literature suggests that rates of complicated grief in Scandinavian countries
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are comparable to those elsewhere. What it means is that the grief is contained, directed
inward, processed alone or with very close intimates, and rarely performed in public.
The funeral is brief. The condolence period is short. The return to normal social
functioning is expected to happen quickly. The cultural message is not "do not grieve"
but "grieve on your own time, in your own space, without requiring others to witness
it."

The Scandinavian approach to grief raises a question that the more demonstrative
traditions do not: what is the cost of containment? If the Torajan mourner and the Irish
mourner and the New Orleans mourner are expressing grief outwardly, communally,
and at high volume, and the Scandinavian mourner is containing grief inwardly,
privately, and at low volume, are the clinical outcomes the same? The evidence is
mixed, but it leans in a direction that the restrained cultures may not welcome.

Scandinavian countries have among the highest rates of antidepressant use in the
world. Sweden, Iceland, and Denmark consistently rank in the top ten globally for
antidepressant prescriptions per capita. The causes of this are multiple and debated, and
it would be irresponsible to attribute them entirely or even primarily to grief culture.
Seasonal affective disorder, the long winters, the social isolation that can accompany a
culture that prizes personal autonomy, the high rate of single-person households: all of
these contribute. But grief researchers who have studied Scandinavian mourning
practices have noted that the cultural expectation of composure may contribute to a
pattern in which grief is not expressed but medicalized. The mourner who cannot cry in
public does not stop feeling the need to cry. They go to a doctor, and the doctor
prescribes a medication that does not address the grief but manages the symptoms of
the grief in a way that allows the mourner to maintain the composure the culture
demands.

This is not a criticism of antidepressants, which are appropriate and effective
medications for clinical depression. It is an observation that the category of clinical
depression may, in cultures that suppress grief expression, absorb cases that are more
accurately described as unprocessed grief. The mourner who presents with low mood,
sleep disruption, appetite changes, and loss of interest in daily activities six months
after a bereavement is presenting with symptoms that are consistent with both major
depression and normal grief, and in a culture that does not provide a visible, communal
framework for the expression of grief, the diagnostic default may be depression rather
than bereavement, and the treatment default may be medication rather than mourning.

The keening women of Ireland would not have needed antidepressants. They had
the keen. Their grief was expressed, at full volume, in the presence of the community,
and the expression served the physiological function that suppression prevents: the
discharge of the neurochemical tension that grief produces. The Scandinavian mourner
who sits in a quiet room and contains their grief is performing the opposite of what the
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body wants to do, and the containment, maintained over weeks and months, produces a
chronic stress that looks, on a diagnostic checklist, indistinguishable from depression.

The contrast with Torajan culture, or with the Irish wake, or with the jazz funeral,
could not be more stark, and the contrast is instructive because it demonstrates that the
same biological substrate, the same grief response described in Part One of this book,
can be channeled into radically different cultural expressions. The Torajan mourner and
the Swedish mourner share the same neurochemistry. Their brains respond to loss in
the same way: the amygdala fires, the cortisol rises, the cognitive map demands
revision. But the cultures they inhabit shape that response into forms so different that
they would barely recognize each other's grief as grief. The Torajan keeps the dead in
the house for years. The Swede buries the dead within days and returns to work. Both
are grieving. Neither is doing it wrong.

But if the cultural expression of grief varies this widely, from the Torajan home to
the Swedish parlor, then the integrity of the expression matters enormously, because
when the form is corrupted, the grief it was designed to serve is betrayed.

When grief ceremonies become political spectacles, the risk of corruption is not
metaphorical. It is literal. In December 2013, at the memorial service for Nelson
Mandela in Johannesburg, attended by dozens of heads of state and broadcast to a
global audience of hundreds of millions, a man positioned beside the speakers on the
platform performed what appeared to be sign language interpretation throughout the
ceremony. He stood within arm's reach of President Barack Obama, Prime Minister
David Cameron, and other world leaders, his hands moving in patterns that, to hearing
observers, looked like the smooth and fluid gestures of a professional interpreter.

He was not interpreting. He was producing gibberish. Deaf viewers around the
world recognized immediately that the man's signs corresponded to no known sign
language. His movements were repetitive, random, and semantically empty. He was, in
the terminology of the Deaf community, a fraud, and his fraud was being broadcast to a
global audience at a memorial service for one of the most important political figures of
the twentieth century.

The incident was widely covered as a security failure, which it was, and as a
bizarre spectacle, which it was. But for the Deaf community, and for anyone who takes
the rituals of death seriously, the incident was something more specific: it was the
corruption of a grief ceremony by a performance so hollow that it inverted the purpose
of the event. A memorial service exists to make grief communal, to give the
community a shared language for its loss. The interpreter's function at such a service is
to extend that shared language to people who communicate in a different modality, to
ensure that the Deaf members of the community are included in the communal act of
mourning. The fake interpreter did the opposite. He excluded them. He stood on the
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platform and moved his hands and produced nothing, and the nothing was broadcast to
every Deaf person watching, and the message they received was not the eulogy for
Mandela but the information that their access to this communal grief had been faked.
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Chapter Eight: The Grammar of Mourning

The comparative survey of the preceding chapter reveals something that the clinical
grief literature, with its Western bias and its emphasis on individual psychology, has
been slow to acknowledge: grief is not a single experience with cultural variations. It is
a set of biological impulses that are organized, amplified, suppressed, redirected, and
given meaning by the culture in which they occur. The relationship between the
biological substrate and the cultural expression is not one of nature versus nurture. It is
one of grammar: the biology provides the raw material, and the culture provides the
syntax that arranges it into a coherent expression. Just as every human language uses
the same vocal apparatus to produce sounds but organizes those sounds into radically
different systems of meaning, every human culture takes the same grief response and
organizes it into a radically different system of mourning.

This analogy is not casual. It leads to a specific question: is there a universal
grammar of grief, a set of structural features that every mourning tradition shares,
regardless of the specific cultural content? The evidence suggests that there is, and that
it has approximately four components.

First, every culture that has been studied marks death with a physical act
performed in the presence of the community. The specific act varies enormously, from
the washing of the body to the building of the pyre to the carving of the fantasy coffin.
But virtually no documented culture treats death as a purely private event. Even the
most restrained Scandinavian funeral involves a gathering, however small, at which the
fact of the death is publicly acknowledged. The communal marking of death appears to
be a human universal, and its universality suggests that it serves a function the species
cannot do without: the collective recalibration of the group in response to the loss of
one of its members.

Second, nearly every documented mourning tradition provides the bereaved with
something to do. Shiva tells you to sit low and cover the mirrors. The Hindu tradition
tells you to light the pyre. The Torajan tradition tells you to feed the dead. The Ga
tradition tells you to commission the coffin. The Malagasy tradition tells you to dance
with the bones. The Irish tradition tells you to keep the candles lit through the night.
The specifics are culturally determined, but the principle is universal: the mourner must
have a task, a physical action that occupies the hands and the body while the mind
processes the loss. Grief without action becomes paralysis. Every culture seems to
know this, and every culture has invented tasks to prevent it.

Third, nearly every documented mourning tradition establishes a temporal
boundary, a point at which the most intense period of mourning ends and a different
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phase begins. For shiva, it is seven days. For sheloshim, it is thirty. For the Torajan, it
is the funeral itself, which may occur years after the death. For the Victorian mourner,
it was the prescribed period of wearing black, which could last two years for a widow.
The specific duration varies, but the principle does not: grief must be given a shape in
time, a beginning and an end, or at least a transition point at which the expectations
change. This is not because grief actually ends at the boundary. It is because the
community needs to know when to resume its normal relationship with the mourner,
and the mourner needs to know when the culture expects them to begin the work of
re-entry.

Fourth, nearly every documented mourning tradition contains a mechanism for the
ongoing relationship with the dead. Famadihana does this most literally, by exhuming
the dead and holding them. Dia de los Muertos does it through the ofrenda. The Jewish
tradition does it through the annual observance of the yahrzeit, the anniversary of the
death, at which a memorial candle is lit and the Kaddish is recited. Christianity does it
through prayers for the dead and the promise of reunion in heaven. Even the most
secular, most restrained grief cultures maintain some form of ongoing
acknowledgment: the annual visit to the grave, the photograph on the mantelpiece, the
story told at the holiday table. No culture, as far as the ethnographic record shows,
expects the living to sever all connection to the dead. The relationship continues. It is
transformed, not terminated, and every culture provides tools for that transformation.

These four elements, communal acknowledgment, physical task, temporal
structure, and ongoing relationship, constitute something like a universal grammar of
mourning. They are not identical across cultures, any more than the grammars of
Mandarin and Finnish are identical. But they occupy the same structural positions,
serve the same functional roles, and appear to be responses to the same underlying
need: the need of a social species to process the loss of a bonded member in a way that
preserves the group's cohesion and the individual's capacity to continue functioning.

The interesting cases are the cultures in which one or more of these elements has
been disrupted or removed. Modern Western death culture, as described in Part Two,
has weakened all four. The communal acknowledgment has been outsourced to the
funeral industry. The physical tasks have been taken from the mourner and given to
professionals. The temporal structure has been replaced by the vague expectation that
you should be "over it" within a socially acceptable window that nobody can define.
And the ongoing relationship with the dead has been made awkward by a secularism
that dismantled the religious frameworks for communication with the dead without
building secular replacements.

The result is the grief crisis that the mother in the cafe was trying to address with a
single sentence. Go to every funeral. She was trying to repair, with six words, one piece
of a grief grammar that her culture had broken.
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The question is not whether the Western model is better or worse than the Torajan
model or the Jewish model or the Ga model. The question is what happens when a
culture loses the structures that make grief workable. The answer, which the clinical
literature has documented extensively and which the next section of this book will
explore in detail, is that the grief does not disappear. It migrates. It moves from the
communal space where it can be shared, distributed, and gradually integrated into
something bearable, and it takes up residence in the individual, where it sits,
unprocessed, unsupported, and unnamed, waiting for a trigger that may arrive years or
decades later, in a form the mourner does not recognize as grief.

Every culture on earth has built mechanisms for handling grief. The mechanisms
differ wildly in their content, their aesthetics, their duration, and their theology. But
they all share the same structural logic: gather the living, give them something to do,
tell them how long to do it, and make sure the dead are not forgotten. When those
mechanisms work, grief is survivable. When they break, grief becomes something else:
isolation, pathology, inherited silence, or the quiet bewilderment of a person standing
in a funeral home with no idea why they are there or what they are supposed to feel.
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Part Four: The Economy of Grief
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Chapter Nine: The Price of the Casket

There is a moment, in the days immediately following a death, when the bereaved are
asked to go shopping. The moment arrives in a room at the funeral home, usually
carpeted and softly lit, where the funeral director presents the options. The options are
caskets, and they are arranged in a showroom, and the showroom is designed with the
same retail psychology that governs the layout of an automobile dealership: the most
expensive models are positioned at eye level, in the best lighting, and the least
expensive models are placed low, in the corners, where you have to bend down and
look hard to find them.

The casket is the centerpiece of the American funeral transaction, and its pricing
reveals the logic of the industry. A basic metal casket, the kind that meets the minimum
requirements for burial in most cemeteries, can be purchased wholesale for a few
hundred dollars. The same casket, or one nearly identical, is sold by funeral homes at a
markup that can exceed a thousand percent. A mid-range casket with a satin interior
and brushed hardware retails for two to five thousand dollars. A premium casket, solid
hardwood or heavy-gauge steel with a sealing gasket, can cost ten thousand dollars or
more. At the top of the market, bronze and copper caskets sell for prices that would
purchase a car.

The Federal Trade Commission's Funeral Rule, enacted in 1984 and revised
periodically since, requires funeral homes to provide itemized price lists, to allow
customers to purchase individual services without being forced into packages, and to
inform customers that embalming is not required by law in most states. The rule was a
response to decades of documented abuse: funeral directors who quoted lump-sum
prices to prevent comparison shopping, who insisted that embalming was legally
mandatory when it was not, who told families that less expensive caskets would leak or
degrade or fail to protect the body, and who exploited the emotional vulnerability of the
bereaved to push upgrades they could not afford.

The Funeral Rule improved transparency, but it did not change the fundamental
dynamic. The dynamic is this: the bereaved are making purchasing decisions at the
moment of greatest emotional vulnerability, under time pressure (the body must be
dealt with, the funeral must be scheduled, the family is waiting), in an environment
controlled by the seller, with no prior experience and no basis for comparison. Under
these conditions, rational consumer behavior is nearly impossible. The funeral director
who says, "This is our most popular model, and your mother would have loved the
interior," is not lying. The mother might well have appreciated the satin lining. But the
statement is calibrated to convert grief into expenditure, to make the mourner feel that
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the quality of the casket is a proxy for the quality of their love, and that choosing the
cheaper option is a form of disrespect.

The total cost of a funeral in the United States now averages between ten and
twelve thousand dollars, a figure that includes the funeral home's basic services fee
(which covers overhead, staff, and the use of the facility), the embalming and body
preparation, the viewing and visitation, the ceremony, the hearse, the service car, the
casket, and the printed materials. It does not include the cemetery plot, which can range
from one thousand dollars in a rural cemetery to tens of thousands in a metropolitan
one. It does not include the vault or grave liner, which most cemeteries require and
which adds another one to three thousand dollars. It does not include the headstone or
grave marker, which can cost anywhere from several hundred to several thousand
dollars depending on size, material, and engraving. It does not include flowers, which
are a separate industry. It does not include the reception, the obituary notice in the
newspapetr, or the travel costs of family members who must come from out of town.

For a substantial portion of the American population, these costs are prohibitive.
A 2023 survey by the National Funeral Directors Association found that cost was the
primary factor driving the shift from burial to cremation, and that a significant
percentage of families reported financial strain or debt as a result of funeral expenses.
GoFundMe campaigns for funeral costs have become common enough to constitute
their own category on the platform. The poor bury their dead in debt, or they accept the
minimum disposition available: direct cremation, no viewing, no ceremony, no
gathering, the body reduced to calcium fragments and returned to the family in a
cardboard box or a plastic container.

The class dimension of American death practice is stark and rarely discussed in
polite company. The wealthy die and are memorialized in ceremonies that affirm their
social standing: large gatherings, expensive caskets, prime cemetery plots, headstones
that will endure for centuries, endowed gifts to institutions that will bear their names.
The poor die and are disposed of as cheaply as possible, their remains stored in closets
and garages because the family cannot afford a cemetery plot or an urn, their funerals
attended by whoever could get off work, their grief compressed into whatever time
their employer will allow, which is often three days and sometimes none.

The funeral industry is not a monolith. It includes small, family-owned funeral
homes that serve their communities with genuine care, and it includes large corporate
chains that have acquired those family operations and converted them into revenue
centers. Service Corporation International, the largest funeral company in North
America, operates more than 1,500 funeral homes and 480 cemeteries across the
United States and Canada. It frequently acquires local funeral homes and retains their
original names, so that families who believe they are patronizing the same
neighborhood establishment their grandparents used are, in fact, paying a publicly
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traded corporation whose obligation is to its shareholders. The consolidation of the
industry has not reduced prices. It has, by reducing competition in local markets,
tended to increase them.

None of this is to say that funeral directors are villains. Many of them entered the
profession out of a genuine desire to serve the bereaved, and many of them perform
that service with dignity, skill, and compassion. The problem is not the people. The
problem is the structure: an industry organized around a transaction that occurs under
conditions of maximum emotional vulnerability, in a culture that has outsourced every
other aspect of death to professionals and therefore has no alternative infrastructure to
fall back on. If you do not use the funeral home, what do you do? In most American
jurisdictions, you are legally permitted to handle the body yourself, to wash it, to
transport it, to bury it on private land with appropriate permits. But almost nobody
knows this, and the funeral industry has no incentive to advertise it. The knowledge
that was once communal, passed from generation to generation in the parlor and at the
graveside, has been lost, and in its absence the industry fills the vacuum.
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Chapter Ten: Grief as Weapon

On September 14, 2001, three days after the attacks on the World Trade Center,
President George W. Bush stood on a pile of rubble at Ground Zero in Lower
Manbhattan, put his arm around a retired firefighter named Bob Beckwith, and spoke
through a bullhorn to the assembled rescue workers. When someone in the crowd
shouted that they could not hear him, Bush replied that he could hear them, and that the
people who knocked the buildings down would hear from all of them soon. The crowd
erupted. It was a powerful moment, and it was a moment built on grief.

The grief was real. Nearly three thousand people had died. The towers were still
smoldering. Body parts were being recovered from the wreckage. Firefighters had lost
343 of their own. The nation was in a state of shock that met every clinical definition of
acute grief response: disorientation, hypervigilance, a sense that the world had been
irrevocably altered. The grief was genuine, and it was enormous, and it was available.

What followed was one of the most consequential acts of grief weaponization in
American history. The grief of September 11 was channeled, over the following
eighteen months, into political support for a war in Iraq that had no connection to the
attacks. The emotional logic was not complex: we are grieving, and grief demands a
response, and the response must be proportional to the loss, and the loss was so great
that only the most dramatic possible response will satisfy it. The fact that the proposed
response (the invasion of a country that had not attacked the United States) was
disconnected from the cause of the grief did not matter, because grief does not operate
on facts. Grief operates on the need to do something, and the political apparatus
supplied the something.

This is not a partisan observation. The weaponization of grief is a bipartisan
practice, a multipartisan practice, a practice as old as governance itself. Every
government that has ever taken its people to war has done so, in part, by mobilizing
their grief: grief for the fallen, grief for the wounded, grief for the national honor, grief
for an imagined past in which the nation was whole and strong and respected.
"Remember the Maine" was a grief weapon. "Remember Pearl Harbor" was a grief
weapon. The invocation of grief in political rhetoric functions by collapsing the
distance between a legitimate emotional response (the sorrow of loss) and a
predetermined policy objective (the thing the government wanted to do anyway), so
that opposing the policy feels like betraying the dead.

The mechanism is effective because grief, as described in the biological chapters
of this book, impairs the cognitive functions that would normally evaluate the logical
connection between the emotion and the proposed action. A grieving population is not
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a thinking population. It is a feeling population, and feelings are easier to direct than
thoughts. The political leader who stands in front of a grieving nation and says "we
must act" is not making an argument. He is issuing an emotional command, and the
grief supplies the compliance.

The specific mechanism by which September 11 grief was converted into support
for the invasion of Iraq repays close examination, because the mechanism is replicable
and has been replicated since.

The grief of September 11 was, in its first days, politically neutral. It did not point
toward any particular policy response. It pointed toward the fact that nearly three
thousand people were dead and that the country was in pain. The pain was real, and it
was shared across political lines, and in the first weeks after the attacks the political
response was genuinely bipartisan: authorization for the use of military force against
the perpetrators passed the Senate 98-0 and the House 420-1.

What changed between September 2001 and March 2003, when the invasion of
Iraq began, was not the grief. The grief was the same. What changed was the target.
The grief was redirected, through a sustained campaign of rhetorical association, from
the people who had actually perpetrated the attacks (al-Qaeda, based in Afghanistan) to
a government that had not (Iraq, under Saddam Hussein). The association was never
made explicit in the form of a direct factual claim that Iraq was responsible for
September 11. It was made implicitly, through the repeated juxtaposition of September
11 imagery with arguments for invading Iraq, through the repeated invocation of the
grief of the victims' families in the context of discussions about Iragi weapons
programs, and through the emotional logic that a loss this large demanded a response
this large, and that anything short of a full-scale military operation in the Middle East
was an inadequate answer to the scale of the suffering.

Polling data from the period confirms the effectiveness of this strategy. By
September 2003, a Washington Post poll found that nearly seventy percent of
Americans believed Saddam Hussein was personally involved in the September 11
attacks. This belief was not supported by any evidence, and the administration had not
directly stated it, but the belief had been cultivated through the systematic association
of the two subjects in public rhetoric, and the association was effective because grief
does not evaluate evidence. Grief evaluates emotional fit. The invasion of Iraq felt like
a proportional response to the grief of September 11, and in a population whose
cognitive functions were impaired by sustained collective mourning, feeling
proportional was sufficient.

This is the danger of grief at the political scale. Individual grief, as described
throughout this book, is a process that temporarily impairs judgment, narrows attention,
and increases susceptibility to emotional appeals. When an entire population is grieving
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simultaneously, the impairment is collective, and the susceptibility is exploitable by
any political actor who can position their preferred policy as the emotional answer to
the grief. The policy does not need to be logically connected to the cause of the grief. It
needs only to feel connected, and the feeling is produced not by argument but by
association, by proximity, by the repeated placement of the grief and the policy in the
same sentence, the same speech, the same news cycle, until the two become
neurologically linked in the public mind.

The lesson is not that populations should not grieve. Populations must grieve, and
the failure to grieve produces consequences that are, as this book has documented, at
least as dangerous as the failure to think. The lesson is that collective grief creates a
window of vulnerability during which the population is susceptible to manipulation,
and that political actors have learned to exploit this window, and that the exploitation is
most effective when it is least visible, when the grief and the policy feel like a single
thing rather than two separate things that have been deliberately fused.

Grief is also weaponized at smaller scales, in families, in workplaces, in
interpersonal relationships. The parent who says "your grandmother would be so
disappointed in you" is using grief as a disciplinary instrument. The partner who
invokes a dead relative to win an argument ("my mother always said you were selfish,
and she was right, and now she's dead and you can't even apologize to her") is
converting grief into leverage. The colleague who reminds you, pointedly, that the late
founder of the company "would never have approved of this" is using the dead as a
proxy for their own authority. In each case, the grief is real, or at least references a real
loss, but it is being deployed not as an expression of sorrow but as a tool of control.

Media organizations participate in grief weaponization through the selective
amplification of certain deaths over others. The phenomenon is well documented and
has its own terminology: Missing White Woman Syndrome, a phrase coined by the
journalist Gwen Ifill in 2004, describes the tendency of American news media to
devote disproportionate coverage to cases involving young, white, attractive,
middle-class women while ignoring comparable cases involving women of color, poor
women, or women whose lives do not conform to the narrative templates that drive
television ratings. The grief that the public is invited to feel for the missing white
woman is not less real than the grief that would be felt for a missing Black woman or a
missing Indigenous woman. But it is selectively provoked, selectively amplified, and
selectively sustained, and the selectivity is determined not by the severity of the loss
but by the demographics of the audience and the advertising revenue that audience
represents.

The selectivity of media grief extends beyond gender and race, though gender and
race are its most visible axes. Age, class, nationality, and the narrative potential of the
death all determine whether a death receives coverage, how much coverage it receives,
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and how the coverage frames the grief of the survivors.

The death of a child produces more media grief than the death of an adult. The
death of a child in a wealthy suburb produces more media grief than the death of a child
in an urban housing project. The death of a child by abduction or by a stranger
produces more media grief than the death of a child by a family member, even though
the latter is statistically far more common. The death of an American abroad produces
more media grief than the death of a foreign national in the same incident. The death of
a tourist in a natural disaster produces more media grief than the death of a local
resident in the same disaster. The hierarchy is not secret. It operates openly, governed
by editorial judgments that are themselves governed by audience demographics,
advertising revenue, and the narrative templates that have proven, over decades of
television news production, to produce the highest ratings.

The consequence is that the public's grief is rationed. Not by the public itself,
which is capable of mourning anyone whose story reaches them, but by the
intermediaries who decide which stories reach them and which do not. A school
shooting in a suburban community dominates the news cycle for weeks. A series of
shootings in an urban neighborhood over the same weekend receives a paragraph in the
metro section. The parents of the suburban children appear on morning television, their
grief amplified and validated by the machinery of national media. The parents of the
urban children grieve at home, in apartments that no television crew will visit, their loss
recorded in a police blotter and a brief obituary and nowhere else.

The effect on the bereaved is not merely symbolic. It is material. The families
whose grief is amplified by media coverage receive an outpouring of communal
support: donations, letters, vigils, legislative attention, the sense that the nation shares
their loss. The families whose grief is not amplified receive none of this. Their loss is
private because the media has decided it is not public, and the decision is permanent,
because media attention does not return to a story it has already decided not to tell. The
hierarchy of grief coverage is the hierarchy of whose death is considered interesting,
which is the hierarchy of whose life is considered valuable, which is the hierarchy of
everything else in a society organized around the principle that some people matter
more than others.

The social media era has introduced new forms of grief weaponization that
operate without centralized control. Performative grief, the public display of mourning
on social media platforms, has become a form of social currency. When a celebrity
dies, the speed with which public figures and ordinary users post their condolences has
become a measure of social attentiveness, and the failure to post is noticed and
sometimes punished. The posts themselves follow a recognizable formula: a
photograph of the deceased, a statement of shock and sorrow, a brief personal anecdote
or connection (however tenuous), and a closing statement of love and loss. The formula
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is so consistent that it has been parodied, but the parodies have not reduced its
frequency, because the function of the post is not primarily to express grief. It is to
perform belonging: to demonstrate that you are the kind of person who feels things,
who notices when important people die, who participates in the communal rituals of the
digital public square.

The problem with performative grief is not that the grief is insincere. Some of it is
sincere. Some of it is not. The problem is that the performance can crowd out the
reality. When the public feeds are flooded with grief posts after a celebrity death, the
person who is actually, privately, devastated by the loss, the person who had a real
connection to the deceased, who is not performing but drowning, finds their grief
indistinguishable from the performance. Their signal is lost in the noise. The communal
mourning that is supposed to support the bereaved instead competes with them,
reducing their specific, irreplaceable loss to one post among thousands, all using the
same photographs, the same phrases, the same hashtags.

The digital attention economy has produced a new form of grief commodification
that operates independently of the traditional funeral industry. When a death goes viral,
the death becomes content. The content generates engagement. The engagement
generates advertising revenue. The grief of the survivors, amplified and distributed
across platforms designed to maximize emotional response, becomes a commodity that
produces value for shareholders who have never met the dead.

The mechanics are visible in every viral death event. A young person dies in a
manner that is photogenic, sympathetic, or dramatically unjust. The death is reported.
The story is shared. The algorithms, which are calibrated to prioritize content that
produces strong emotional responses, amplify the story across millions of feeds.
Comments accumulate. Tribute posts multiply. Memorial hashtags trend. Advertisers
whose products appear alongside the grief content pay rates determined by the volume
of engagement, and the volume of engagement is determined by the intensity of the
emotional response, and the intensity of the emotional response is driven by the grief of
the audience, which the platform has cultivated and exploited without the audience's
awareness that their grief is a product being sold.

The family of the dead person occupies a specific position within this economy.
They are the producers of the raw material (the death, the photographs, the story) and
the consumers of the output (the condolences, the donations, the public attention). They
did not choose to enter this market. The market entered them, the moment the death
became content, and the market's interests and the family's interests are not aligned.
The market wants the story to continue: updates, follow-ups, anniversary posts, the
sustained engagement that keeps the content producing revenue. The family wants the
grief to resolve, which requires, as this book has argued, the gradual withdrawal of
attention and the slow, private work of revision. The market and the grief process pull
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in opposite directions, and the market, which has more resources and more reach, tends
to win.
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Chapter Eleven: The Purchase of Immortality

"You are immortal until the last person who remembers you dies." The line is widely
attributed and variously sourced, but its logic is simple and its implications are severe.
If immortality is measured in memory, then the duration of your immortality depends
on who remembers you, and who remembers you depends, to a degree that is
uncomfortable to acknowledge, on what you can afford.

The wealthy have always purchased the tools of remembrance. The pyramids at
Giza are, among other things, memorials: structures designed to preserve the names
and the remains of specific individuals across millennia. They succeeded. Khufu,
Khafre, and Menkaure are remembered, four and a half thousand years after their
deaths, by millions of people who know nothing else about them. The pyramids are the
most expensive grief technology ever built, and they worked.

The practice of purchasing immortality did not end with the pharaohs. It evolved.
The medieval cathedral was, in part, a memorial: the wealthy patrons who funded its
construction had their names inscribed in stone, their likenesses carved into the walls,
their remains interred in the crypt. The Renaissance patronage system produced
artworks that memorialized not only their subjects but their patrons: the Medici are
remembered not because of any particular virtue they possessed but because they spent
lavishly on artists who made beautiful things and attached the Medici name to them.
The endowed university chair, the named hospital wing, the philanthropic foundation:
these are modern versions of the same impulse. They are grief technologies designed to
preserve the name of the dead beyond the lifespan of the people who knew them
personally, and they are available, overwhelmingly, to people who can write large
checks.

The scale of memorial spending at the elite level is staggering. A naming gift to a
major university can run from ten million to several hundred million dollars. A named
building at a hospital costs tens of millions. A named professorship costs one to five
million at most institutions. These gifts are tax-deductible, which means they are
subsidized by the public, and they produce a form of immortality that is simultaneously
generous (the gift funds real work) and self-serving (the name persists on the building
long after the work funded by the gift has been spent). The donor is remembered. The
building bears their name. The students walk through doors inscribed with the name of
someone they never met, and the name becomes part of the architecture of their
education, a permanent fixture that outlasts the memory of any individual student.

What does a person without wealth do to be remembered? The question is not
hypothetical. It is the question that the vast majority of human beings face, and the
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answer, for most of history, has been: not much. The poor are buried in unmarked
graves, or in graves whose markers erode within a generation, or in common plots, or
in the cheapest available containers in the least desirable sections of the least expensive
cemeteries. Their names appear in no buildings, on no endowed chairs, on no plaques
in hospital lobbies. Their immortality, measured by the standard of the phrase, extends
only as far as the memory of the people who knew them, and when those people die,
the name dies with them.

The potter's field is the institutional expression of this erasure. The term derives
from the Gospel of Matthew, in which the chief priests use the thirty pieces of silver
returned by Judas to purchase a potter's field as a burial place for strangers, for those
who die without family, without resources, without anyone to claim their body. The
potter's field is, by design, a place for the unclaimed, and its history in the United States
is a history of what happens to the dead when the economy of remembrance fails
completely.

Hart Island, in the Long Island Sound off the coast of the Bronx, is the largest
tax-funded cemetery in the United States. Since 1869, more than one million people
have been buried there in mass graves, their coffins stacked three deep in trenches dug
by incarcerated laborers from Rikers Island. The dead of Hart Island include indigent
New Yorkers, unclaimed bodies from city hospitals, stillborn infants, and, during the
AIDS crisis, hundreds of people who died of the disease at a time when many private
cemeteries refused to accept their remains. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when
New York City's morgues overflowed and the refrigerated trucks lined up outside
hospitals, Hart Island received a surge of burials that overwhelmed even its grim
capacity.

For most of its history, Hart Island was closed to the public. Family members who
knew their relatives were buried there could not visit. The island was accessible only to
the incarcerated workers who dug the graves and to city officials. The names of the
buried were recorded in ledgers that were difficult to access and, for decades,
impossible to search. The dead of Hart Island were not merely poor. They were
administratively invisible, buried in a place that the living could not reach, recorded in
documents that the living could not read.

In recent years, legal challenges and advocacy efforts have forced the city to open
Hart Island to limited public visitation and to digitize the burial records. These are
improvements. They are also a reminder that the improvements were necessary, that for
a century and a half the largest city in the richest country on earth buried its poorest
residents on an island that their families were forbidden to visit. The geography of Hart
Island is the geography of forgetting: an island, visible from the mainland but
unreachable, separated by water that might as well be a wall, holding the bodies of
people whose immortality, measured by the standard of memory, ended at the water's
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edge.

This is not a sentimental complaint. It is a structural observation about the
distribution of grief resources in a society organized around capital. The capacity to be
remembered, to have your name persist beyond the span of living memory, is a
resource, and like all resources in a capitalist economy, it is distributed unequally. The
pharaoh is remembered because he commanded the labor of thousands. The hedge fund
manager is remembered because he wrote a check for a hundred million dollars. The
woman who cleaned hotel rooms for thirty years, who raised four children, who held
the family together through three recessions and a pandemic, is remembered by her
children and her grandchildren and perhaps a few friends, and when they are gone, she
is gone. The obituary runs for three days in the local paper and then the archive charges
for access. The cemetery maintains the plot as long as the fees are paid, and when they
are not, the marker is removed.

The digital age has partially disrupted this economy, but the disruption is more
limited than it appears. Social media profiles persist after death, but they persist on
platforms controlled by corporations that reserve the right to delete content, change
terms of service, and shut down entirely. A Facebook memorial page is not a pyramid.
It is a file on a server owned by a company that did not exist thirty years ago and may
not exist thirty years from now. The digital memorial is portable in theory but fragile in
practice, dependent on the continued operation of infrastructure that the memorialized
person does not own and the bereaved do not control.

The cemetery, for all its expense and its association with the professionalized
death industry, retains one advantage over every other memorial technology: it is
physical. The headstone is a rock. It sits in a specific place. It can be visited, touched,
read. It endures weather, neglect, and time in a way that digital files do not. The poor
person whose family scrapes together the money for a modest granite marker has
purchased something that will outlast the server farm, the social media platform, and
the business model. They have purchased a location, and a name on a stone, and the
possibility that someone walking through the cemetery a hundred years from now will
stop, read the name, and wonder, for a moment, who that person was.

This is the thinnest form of immortality, but it is real, and its thinness is
instructive. The gap between the pyramid and the popsicle stick in the backyard,
between the named university building and the modest granite marker, between the
endowed foundation and the GoFundMe for funeral costs, is not a gap in grief. The
grief of the hotel maid's daughter is no less severe, no less neurologically real, no less
deserving of support than the grief of the hedge fund manager's son. The gap is in the
infrastructure of remembrance: the tools, the spaces, the resources that a society makes
available to the bereaved for the purpose of preserving the dead in the memory of the
living. That infrastructure is expensive, and its expense is a form of rationing. Some
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deaths are memorialized elaborately, publicly, and permanently. Others are absorbed
by the earth without a trace.

The moral question is whether this is acceptable, and the answer depends on what
you believe a society owes its dead. If death is a private matter and memorialization is a
consumer good, then the distribution is simply the market at work: you get the
memorial you can afford, and the inability to afford a large one is unfortunate but not
unjust. If death is a communal event and memorialization is a social obligation, then
the distribution is a failure: a society that remembers its rich and forgets its poor has
decided, in effect, that some lives matter more than others, and has encoded that
decision in stone and in the absence of stone.

The mother in the Newark cafe did not tell her daughter to go to every funeral of
people who could afford nice ones. She told her to go to every funeral. The instruction
was democratic. It extended the obligation of presence equally, regardless of the
economic circumstances of the dead or the social standing of the mourners. In a culture
that rations remembrance by wealth, the act of showing up at a funeral, any funeral, is a
form of resistance. It says that this death matters, that this life was real, that the person
in the casket, however modest the casket, deserves to be acknowledged by the living. It
is the cheapest and most powerful memorial technology available: a human being,
standing in a room, bearing witness.
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Part Five: The Permission of Grief
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Chapter Twelve: Cry Later

The commands arrive early. They arrive in childhood, in the voices of parents and
teachers and coaches and older relatives, and they are delivered with the authority of
instructions that are not to be questioned. Cry later. Hold it in. Do not show your
emotions. Do not embarrass us. Be strong. Be brave. Be a man. Do not make a scene.
There will be time for that later. Not here. Not now. Not in front of people.

These are grief suppressors, and they are issued so routinely, so casually, and
across so many cultures that they have the appearance of common sense rather than the
appearance of what they actually are: commands to override a biological response that
the body is producing for a reason. When a child is told not to cry at a funeral, the child
is being told to suppress a neurochemical cascade that is already in progress. The
cortisol is already elevated. The amygdala has already fired. The body is already doing
what millions of years of evolution designed it to do in response to loss. The command
to suppress this response does not eliminate it. It drives it underground, where it will
persist in forms the child does not understand and the adults who issued the command
will not recognize as grief when it resurfaces weeks or months or years later as
insomnia, stomach pain, an inability to concentrate, a persistent anxiety that has no
identifiable source.

The clinical literature on grief suppression is extensive and consistent. James
Pennebaker, a psychologist at the University of Texas at Austin, spent decades
studying the relationship between emotional disclosure and physical health. His
findings, replicated across multiple studies and populations, are blunt: people who
suppress emotional responses to traumatic events, including bereavement, show
measurable declines in immune function, higher rates of physician visits, and elevated
incidence of stress-related illness. The mechanism is not mysterious. Suppression
requires effort. It is not the absence of feeling; it is the active containment of feeling, a
sustained exertion that consumes physiological resources and diverts them from other
functions, including immune surveillance and cardiovascular regulation. The person
who holds it in is not resting. They are working, constantly, to keep the lid on
something that the body wants to express, and the work takes a toll that accumulates
over time.

The suppression commands are not distributed equally. They fall with particular
weight on men, on children, on employees, on members of cultures that prize emotional
restraint, and on anyone whose grief is judged to be inappropriate, excessive, or
inconvenient by the people around them. The gendered dimension is the most visible.
Boys are told not to cry with a frequency and an intensity that girls generally are not,
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and the instruction begins early enough that by adolescence many boys have
internalized it so completely that they experience the suppression not as a command
they are obeying but as a natural feature of their own personality. They do not cry
because they are "not the kind of person who cries," a self-description that obscures the
years of training that produced it.

The consequences are legible in the epidemiological data. Men die by suicide at
rates roughly four times higher than women in the United States. Men are less likely to
seek mental health treatment. Men are more likely to self-medicate with alcohol. Men
are more likely to convert emotional distress into physical aggression. These are not
biological inevitabilities. They are the downstream effects of a culture that tells half its
population to suppress the emotional responses that the other half is permitted to
express. The man who cannot cry at his father's funeral because he was told, at age six,
that men do not cry, is not displaying strength. He is displaying the result of a training
program that disconnected him from his own grief response, and the disconnection
does not make the grief go away. It makes the grief dangerous, because grief that
cannot be expressed as grief will be expressed as something else.

The workplace is another theater of grief suppression. The standard bereavement
leave in the United States is three days for the death of an immediate family member.
Three days. The body has not even begun to metabolize the cortisol surge in three days.
The cognitive map has not begun to update. The neurological process described in Part
One of this book, the slow, context-by-context revision of the brain's internal model of
the world, has barely started. And the employer expects you back at your desk,
functioning, producing, participating in meetings about quarterly targets while the fact
that your mother is dead has not yet reached the parts of your brain that govern
concentration and short-term memory.

The three-day standard is not based on any clinical evidence about the duration of
grief. It is based on the minimum the labor market will tolerate. Some companies offer
five days. Some offer none. Some distinguish between the death of a spouse and the
death of a parent and the death of a sibling, granting fewer days as the relationship
moves outward from the nuclear center, as though the grief for a brother is
mathematically less than the grief for a child and can therefore be processed in less
time. The taxonomy of bereavement leave is a document written by human resources
departments, not by neuroscientists or psychologists, and it tells the employee, in the
plainest possible terms, how long their grief is permitted to inconvenience the
organization.

The phrase "how long is one allowed to grieve?" echoes the old riddle about the
length of a piece of string. The answer depends on who is measuring and why. The
employer measures in business days. The insurance company measures in covered
sessions with an approved provider. The social circle measures in invitations declined
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before someone says, "It's been six months, maybe you should get out more." The
clinical manual measures in diagnostic thresholds: twelve months for prolonged grief
disorder, beyond which the grief is officially a mental illness. Each of these
measurements serves the measurer, not the griever. Each of them establishes a
boundary that says: your grief is legitimate up to this line, and beyond this line it is a
problem, not for you but for us.

The people who are told to suppress their grief do not have the option of refusing.
The child who cries at the funeral despite being told not to is punished, not with a
formal sanction but with disapproval, with the withdrawal of warmth, with the sense
that they have failed a test of character. The employee who takes a fourth day of
bereavement leave is docked pay or required to use vacation time, a policy that
converts grief into a leisure activity. The man who breaks down in public is treated
with discomfort by the people around him, who do not know where to look or what to
say, because his grief has violated the terms of the social contract that says men are
permitted to feel anger, frustration, and determination but not sorrow.

The cost of this suppression is paid in private, in the quiet accumulation of
unprocessed loss that converts, over years and decades, into conditions that the culture
treats as separate problems: depression, anxiety, substance dependence, chronic pain,
relational dysfunction, the vague and persistent sense that something is wrong but you
cannot name it because you were told, long ago, not to name it. The grief is still there.
It did not go anywhere. It was simply forbidden from using the front door and found
another way in.

The suppression of children's grief deserves particular attention because it is the
point of origin for adult grief dysfunction. The child who is excluded from the funeral,
who is told that the grandmother "went to sleep" or "went to a better place" or "is
watching from heaven," who is shielded from the sight of the body and the sound of
weeping and the physical reality of what has happened, is not being protected. The
child is being trained. The training says: death is too terrible for you to witness, too
dangerous for you to feel, too complex for you to understand. The training removes the
child from the communal grief event and places them in an anteroom, literal or
metaphorical, where they are expected to wait while the adults process the loss in their
absence.

The clinical evidence on this practice is clear and has been clear for decades.
Children are capable of grief from a very young age. Infants as young as six months
exhibit distress responses when a primary caregiver disappears. Toddlers search for
absent attachment figures in patterns that mirror the searching behavior of bereaved
adults and, as Chapter Two documented, bereaved dogs. Children aged four to six are
capable of understanding the permanence of death if the concept is explained in
concrete, honest terms, and they are capable of participating in grief rituals at a level
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appropriate to their cognitive development: attending the funeral, seeing the body if
they choose to, asking questions, expressing sadness, being included in the communal
acknowledgment of what has happened.

When children are excluded from these rituals, they do not stop grieving. They
grieve alone, without the framework that the ritual provides, without the language that
the adults around them could offer, and without the reassurance that their grief is
normal, expected, and shared. The child who is sent to a neighbor's house during the
funeral returns to a family that has had an experience the child was not permitted to
share, and the exclusion creates a gap that the child fills with imagination, which is
almost always worse than reality. The child who is not told that the grandfather is dead
imagines scenarios that are more frightening than the truth. The child who is told that
death is a kind of sleep develops a fear of sleeping. The child who is told that the dead
person is "in a better place" wonders why the adults are crying if the place is so good.

The instinct to protect children from death is understandable, but it is also recent,
historically speaking. In the era before professionalized death, children were present for
everything: the dying, the washing of the body, the wake, the burial. They saw the dead
at close range and they participated in the rituals of mourning alongside the adults, and
the participation did not traumatize them. It taught them. It gave them a framework for
understanding an experience that would recur throughout their lives, and it gave them
that framework early, when the neural pathways for emotional processing are most
plastic and most receptive to the patterns that will govern adult emotional life.

The modern practice of excluding children from death is another consequence of
the professionalization described in Part Two: when death moved from the home to the
funeral home, the funeral home became an adult space, and children were added to the
list of people who required protection from the reality of what was happening inside it.
The protection was well-intentioned and counterproductive, and its consequences are
visible in every adult who stands at a funeral feeling bewildered, unprepared, and
uncertain of what they are supposed to do, because nobody taught them when they
were young enough to learn.
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Chapter Thirteen: Allow Her to Have Her Grief

Howard Stein was a man who understood loss from the inside of his own body. He had
undergone brain surgery to remove a glioblastoma, and the surgeons had gone in
through his ear. The operation saved his life and took its payment in kind: he lost the
hearing in that ear, he lost the sight in the eye on that side of his face, and half his
mouth drooped, so that when he spoke only one side moved. Howard, who had been a
professor at Columbia University and a man of formidable intellect and verbal
precision, now inhabited a body that had been rearranged by the surgery that preserved
it. He could still think with the same ferocity. He could still argue, instruct, challenge,
and hold a conversation hostage until it arrived at the truth. But his face no longer
cooperated with his mind, and the gap between the two was visible to everyone who
spoke with him.

Howard's loss of hearing seemed to make him extra sensitive to the deafness of
others. When he met Janna, something immediate passed between them. Janna is Deaf,
has been all her life, and she reads lips with the concentration and skill of someone for
whom the visual channel is the only channel. Howard's drooping mouth should have
made lip reading difficult, and at first it did. But Janna adapted, as she adapts to
everything, and within a short time the two of them had established a rapport so
complete that when the three of us met for morning coffee on the Columbia campus, I
was the third wheel. Howard gave one hundred percent of his attention to Janna and she
gave one hundred percent of hers to him. They had found in each other a mutual
recognition: two people who understood what it meant to lose a sense and to rebuild
communication from the wreckage. I sat with my cold coffee and watched, lonesomely
and with admiration, a friendship blossom in real time between two people who had
every reason to struggle with conversation and who instead made it look effortless.

Years later, Howard had retired to Connecticut and I was writing in New York
City when Janna's mother died.

Janna had been deeply tied to her mother in ways I did not and could not
understand. She had made this clear to me long before the death happened. She told me
how she wanted me to behave when the time came: be gentle, be supportive, be even
more kind to her than usual, even if she could not stop crying for days. I agreed. I was
grateful for the instruction, because I am, by nature, a person who retreats inward when
he does not know what to do. Faced with a crisis, my instinct is to go silent, to sit
quietly, to wait for the situation to resolve itself. A death, Janna's mother's death,
demanded the opposite. It demanded action, presence, warmth, and I was ready for the
day it happened because Janna had told me what she would need. She, however, was
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not ready. Nobody is. She was devastated, even though she knew her mother was ready
to die, even though her mother wanted to die. Knowing does not prepare you. It gives
you information, but information and readiness are different things.

We were poor. We had no prospects at the time. Janna's brother demanded, for
reasons he did not explain, to bury their mother within two days. The price of a
last-minute airline ticket from New Jersey to lowa was astronomical. Waiting two
weeks would have allowed us both to attend. The brother said no. And so Janna flew
alone, and I stayed behind, supporting her from across a thousand miles as best I could,
which was not well enough and never could have been.

While Janna was burying her mother in Iowa, I called Howard. I told him what
had happened. I told him Janna was in Iowa, that I could not be there, that she was
alone in her grief among family members who did not share her experience of their
mother in the same way.

Howard listened. Then he said something that I have carried with me every day
since. He said, "You need to allow Janna her grief. No matter how long it takes."

He paused, and then he added: "It might take years. Or it might take forever. Just
let her have it. Let her know it. She needs to embrace her grief to move on, if she can.”

Howard told me he would write Janna a letter, and he did. It was a beautiful
typewritten letter with handwritten corrections over the typos, because Howard was a
man who typed fast and corrected with a pen and did not pretend the errors had not
happened. The letter was about life and loss and being okay in the end even if it felt
like that end would never arrive. It was written by a man who had lost half his face to a
surgeon's knife and who knew, from the inside of his own rebuilt body, what it means
to grieve for something that is gone and is not coming back.

Howard had been educated in grief longer than most people are educated in
anything. As a young man, barely out of his teens, he had fought in the Battle of the
Bulge, the last major German offensive of the Second World War, in the freezing
forests of the Ardennes in December 1944. He did not speak of it casually, but when he
did speak of it, the images were precise: the cold that stopped thought, the bodies in the
snow, the sound of the Wehrmacht pushing through positions that were supposed to
hold. Howard survived the Bulge and came home carrying a set of images that would
never be revised, that would sit in his cognitive map for the rest of his life as permanent
fixtures, as real and as present at ninety as they had been at twenty. He knew what
death looked like at scale, in the open, without ceremony, without caskets, without
visitor books. He had seen men die without the dignity of a funeral, and he had kept
moving because the alternative was to die beside them.

Years later, as a young man at Columbia University, Howard's father died.
Howard went to his professor, the poet and critic Mark Van Doren, in distress. "We lost
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a good man," Howard told Van Doren. "My father was a good man." Van Doren's
response, delivered with the plainness of a man who had spent his life in the company
of words and knew when fewer were better, was six words long: "Howard, there are not
enough of them." The sentence became, for Howard, a kind of permanent instruction:
that the death of a good person is not merely a personal loss but a subtraction from the
total supply of goodness in the world, and that the subtraction should be noted, and
mourned, and not minimized.

Howard carried Van Doren's sentence with him the way he carried the images
from the Ardennes: as data that could not be erased and should not be. And when his
own body began to subtract itself, piece by piece, through surgeries and cancers and the
slow mechanical failure of organs that had been running for nearly a century, Howard
applied the same principle to his own diminishment. He referred to himself, with a
gallows humor that was entirely characteristic, as the "Frankenstein Monster," held
together with stitches and sealing wax. He had lost an ear's hearing, an eye's sight, half
his face's mobility, a kidney, a knee, a shoulder's full range. Each loss was a small
death, and each produced its own small grief, and the accumulation of those griefs gave
Howard an expertise in loss that no academic training could have provided.

The most precise expression of this expertise came from Howard's dentist. In the
last years of Howard's life, when his heart was failing and his surgeon had refused to
operate, Howard visited his longtime dentist to have a bad tooth removed and replaced.
The dentist pulled the tooth without incident. When Howard asked to schedule the
replacement, the dentist looked at him and asked, without emotion: "Why, Howard?"

The question was a death sentence delivered in a dental chair. The dentist was not
being cruel, or perhaps he was, but the cruelty was the cruelty of honesty: why replace
a tooth in a mouth that will not be open much longer? Howard understood the
calculation. He accepted it. He did not have the tooth replaced. But he raged privately
about it for the rest of his life, about a dentist who refused to put "a live tooth in a death
mouth," about the casual arithmetic by which the living decide that the dying no longer
require complete maintenance.

When the surgeon canceled Howard's heart operation on the night before it was
scheduled, calling it "too risky," the denial carried the same message the dentist had
delivered: why, Howard? His family was relieved. They had been against the surgery
from the start, afraid they would lose him on the operating table. When Howard asked
why none of them had said anything, their answer was simple: "Howard, it's your life.”
Howard accepted this, too, but the acceptance was not peace. It was the recognition that
his body had been redefined, by the people who were supposed to fix it and by the
people who loved him, as a thing not worth repairing. He lived the rest of that year with
what he called a "ticking time bomb" in his chest, and was dead before the year ended.
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I learned of Howard's death six weeks after it happened. He had died on October
14, 2012, at the age of ninety. In the weeks between his death and the phone call that
told me about it, I had called his house twice and written him two letters. I had no idea I
was writing letters to a dead man. The letters sat unopened, or were opened by his wife
and not answered, and the silence that I interpreted as Howard being busy or unwell
was, in fact, the silence of absence. The cognitive map had not been updated. I was still
writing to someone who was still alive in my model of the world, and the model was
wrong, and nobody told me it was wrong for six weeks, and when they did tell me, the
revision hit all at once, in a single afternoon, with the full weight of a friendship that
had lasted thirty years.

I told Howard I understood. I told him I was already doing my best: consoling
Janna, giving her space, supporting her, crying with her when she cried, holding her
when her mother visited her in dreams and she woke up weeping. Howard said that was
right, that was what was needed, and that the most important thing was not to put a
clock on it. Not to suggest, after some socially acceptable interval, that it might be time
to move on. Not to treat her grief as a problem to be solved rather than an experience to
be inhabited. Not to fix it, because it was not broken. It was grief, and grief is not a
malfunction. It is the correct response to an irreversible loss, and the correct response to
the correct response is to let it be.

It has been several years now. Janna may appear to feel better about her grief, and
in some ways she does. But it is still there, just under the surface, waiting to swell at a
memory, a photograph, a scent, a dream. The cognitive map has been revised in most of
its contexts, but not all of them, and the contexts that remain unrevised are the ones that
ambush her without warning. I will catch her when she falls. I promised Howard I
would, and I promised Janna before that, and the promise is not a burden. It is the work.

Howard's instruction, "allow her to have her grief," is the moral center of this book
because it articulates, in seven words, the principle that every grief suppressant
violates. Grief belongs to the griever. It is not the property of the employer, the family
system, the social circle, the clinical establishment, or the cultural norm. It is the
griever's to have, to hold, to carry for as long as the carrying takes. The moment
someone else claims authority over it, imposes a timeline on it, tells the griever how to
feel or how long to feel it, something essential is violated. The griever is dispossessed
of their own loss. They are told, in effect, that their grief is an inconvenience, that it
must conform to external expectations, that its duration and intensity are subject to
review by people who are not experiencing it.

Howard knew this because he had lived it. He had lost functions of his own body
that were never coming back. He had grieved for his own hearing, his own sight, his
own face, and he had done so under conditions that did not permit the usual grief
narrative: he was alive, he had survived the cancer, he was supposed to be grateful. The
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expectation of gratitude, when it is imposed on someone who is grieving a loss that the
world does not recognize as a loss, is itself a form of suppression. Howard was
supposed to be glad he was alive. He was glad. He was also in grief for the parts of
himself that had been removed in the process of keeping him alive, and the two feelings
coexisted, as feelings do, without one canceling the other.
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Chapter Fourteen: The Ringing Telephone

Marshall Jamison was my friend and my mentor for twenty years. He was an executive
producer at Nebraska ETV, and we worked on several projects together during the
years when I was learning what it meant to produce work that mattered. When Marshall
retired to Florida and I was living in New York City, we kept the friendship alive in the
way people kept friendships alive before the internet replaced every other form of
communication: we called each other, and we wrote letters. Marshall also submitted
poetry and stories to the magazine I was producing, and the work was good, and
publishing it was a privilege.

Marshall's son, Marshall Jr., had committed suicide not long after the family
moved to Lincoln from White Plains. Young Marshall had closed the garage door,
started the car engine, and died in the exhaust. Marshall carried this death with him
always. He spoke of his son with a fondness that suggested the boy was still alive
somewhere inside him, not as a ghost but as a presence that had never fully departed, a
presence inside Marshall that had never departed and never would. The grief of a
parent for a child who has chosen to die is a category of loss that resists every
framework this book has described. It is not resolved by time. It is not softened by
ritual. It is not made bearable by the presence of community, though community helps.
It is a wound that remains open because the parent cannot stop asking the question that
has no answer: what could I have done?

One day, during the years when I was still living alone in New York City and the
writing was not paying and the future had contracted into a dark corridor with no
visible exit, I put a loaded Colt .45 in my mouth. I was ready to pull the trigger. The
mathematics of despair had reduced my life to a single equation, and the equation had a
solution, and the solution was in my hand. I will not describe the interior logic in detail
because the interior logic of that moment is a liar, and reproducing its arguments gives
them a credibility they do not deserve. What I will say is that the logic felt airtight at
the time, as it always does, and that no counterargument I could generate from inside
my own mind was strong enough to break it.

The phone rang.

With the gun still in my mouth, I checked the caller ID. It was Marshall, calling
from Florida.

I put down the gun and answered the phone.

Marshall's voice was different. There was an urgency in it that I had never heard
before, a sharpness that cut through the usual pleasantries and went straight to the
center of something he could not have known but somehow did. I had not greeted him.
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I had said nothing. I had simply picked up the receiver.
"David, is everything okay?" he asked.
I did not answer.
"Don't do anything," Marshall said, his voice tighter now. "Don't hurt yourself."

The embarrassment was immediate and total. Marshall Jr. shot to the front of my
mind: a young man in a garage, an engine running, a door sealed, a father who would
spend the rest of his life carrying that image. I was holding a gun that could have made
me the second person Marshall loved who chose to end his life. The thought was so
terrible that it broke through the logic the gun had been enforcing.

"I won't," I said, quietly.
"Promise," Marshall said. "Promise me."
I inhaled. I exhaled. "I promise."

And then, after a moment of silence, that was it. Marshall asked me how I was,
and I told him I was fine now, and we continued the conversation as though it had just
begun. A life do-over. A reset. The most important phone call I have ever received,
disguised as an ordinary Tuesday afternoon catch-up between an old mentor and his
student. We never discussed what happened. No details were shared. I think this was
because the details did not matter. The only thing that mattered was a continuation, and
not an ending.

It is too painful to consider how Marshall was able to save me but not his son in a
garage. The grief of that asymmetry belongs to Marshall, and he is no longer alive to
carry it, so I carry it for him, or at least I carry the part of it that involves a ringing
telephone and a promise made with a gun on the table.

Jamie Mussack was a high school and university classmate. He was an actor and a
musician, the kind of person who could hold a room's attention without appearing to
try, and when I wrote the Westborough Crusaders trilogy many years later, a series of
novels drawn from characters and situations I had known in my youth, Jamie was in
there, distributed across the fiction the way real people distribute themselves across the
imagined lives of the writers who knew them. Each book in the trilogy was dedicated to
him.

Jamie killed himself. I do not know the specific circumstances, and I do not need
to. What I know is that Jamie always looked lonely and alone, even in the company of
others, even when he was laughing. There was an existential sadness around him that
you had to actively ignore in order to be around him, a gravity that pulled the
temperature down in whatever room he occupied. You could see it and you could
choose not to see it, and most of us chose not to see it, because seeing it would have
required us to do something about it, and we did not know what to do, and so we did

110



Go to Every Funeral: How Grief Defines the Living

nothing, and Jamie carried whatever he was carrying without our help until the day he
decided he could not carry it anymore.

Howard Stein used to say, "Your life belongs in your own hands." It was a
statement about autonomy, about the right of the individual to determine the shape and
direction of their own existence. I have never been sure that the principle extends to its
logical conclusion: that your death also belongs in your own hands. Howard himself
seemed uncertain. He fought to live with a tenacity that suggested he did not consider
death a legitimate exercise of personal autonomy, at least not for himself. He wanted
the tooth replaced. He wanted the surgery. He wanted more time, even time spent as the
Frankenstein Monster, held together with stitches and sealing wax, because the
alternative was no time at all, and no time at all was not a choice he was willing to
make.

Jamie made the other choice. And the grief his death produces is different from
the grief of any other death in this book, because it is a grief contaminated by the
question that Marshall Jamison lived with every day after his son closed the garage
door: could I have done something? The question is not answerable, which is why it
never stops being asked. If I had looked at Jamie more carefully. If I had not ignored
the sadness. If I had said something, the right something, at the right moment. The "if"
is the weapon that suicide bequeaths to the survivors, and it is a weapon that never runs
out of ammunition, because the scenarios are infinite and the counterfactual can never
be tested.

Jamie's death is the death that makes me angriest, not at Jamie but at the
conditions that produced his decision. Not every suicide is preventable. But every
suicide occurs within a context, and the context includes the people who were present
and the people who looked away and the culture that told a young man with an
existential sadness in his eyes that he should handle it on his own, that asking for help
was weakness, that the appropriate response to pain was to carry it silently until it
either resolved or killed you. Jamie carried it silently. It killed him. And the rest of us
signed the visitor book and went home and told ourselves that we had not seen it
coming, which was true only if you define "seeing" as something that requires more
than eyes.

The question of whether death belongs in your own hands is no longer merely
philosophical. It is legislative. Medical Aid in Dying, legalized in a growing number of
jurisdictions under varying names and varying protocols, formalizes the space between
Howard's fight for more life and Jamie's decision to end his. Under MAID statutes, a
person with a terminal diagnosis and a defined life expectancy may request, and a
physician may prescribe, medication that will end their life. The request must be
repeated. The capacity must be confirmed. The waiting period must be observed. The
death, when it comes, is planned, scheduled, and attended by the people the dying
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person chooses to have present.

The grief that follows a MAID death is different from the grief that follows a
sudden death, a prolonged illness, or a suicide. It is anticipated in a way that other
deaths are not: the survivors know when the death will occur, they have time to
prepare, they may be present in the room when the medication takes effect. The
cognitive map, in theory, has time to begin its revision before the death happens. The
farewell can be explicit, mutual, and complete in a way that is rarely possible under
other circumstances.

And yet the clinical evidence on grief after MAID deaths is more complicated
than the theory predicts. Some survivors report a grief that is cleaner, less contaminated
by helplessness and regret, than the grief they would have experienced if the death had
come at the end of a prolonged decline. Others report a grief complicated by
complicity: they participated in the decision, they were present for the death, and the
knowledge that they could have objected, could have argued for more time, could have
said "not yet," produces a specific kind of guilt that is structurally similar to the guilt of
the suicide survivor but different in its social context. The MAID survivor made a
choice that the culture increasingly endorses. The suicide survivor confronts a choice
the culture condemns. The grief in both cases is tangled with the question of agency:
could I have stopped it, and if I could have, should I have?

Howard would have rejected MAID for himself. He wanted the tooth replaced. He
wanted the surgery. He wanted more time, even bad time, even time spent as the
Frankenstein Monster. Jamie, by contrast, made the decision that MAID formalizes but
made it alone, without medical supervision, without a waiting period, without the
chance for the people around him to say goodbye. The distance between Howard's
position and Jamie's is the distance that MAID legislation is trying to bridge: a space in
which the autonomy of the dying is honored but the process of dying is made
communal rather than solitary, witnessed rather than hidden, and grievable rather than
stigmatized.

A few years later, I learned of Marshall's death from his daughter. He had already
been buried. His heart gave out. I was not contacted before the funeral. I was not given
the chance to attend. The body was already in the ground by the time I learned it was
there. I asked his daughter for a memory of him, something physical, something I could
hold, and she sent me a couple of his neckties, a notebook, and a pair of cufflinks.
These everyday markers of a life meant everything to me after his death: not because
they were valuable but because they were his, because they had touched his body,
because they carried in their fabric and their metal the fact of his physical existence in
the world. The neckties he knotted. The cufflinks he fastened. The notebook he wrote
in. The objects of the dead become relics because the dead cannot become anything
else.
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Marshall's story belongs in a chapter about the permission of grief because it
illustrates two permissions. The first is the permission Marshall gave me: the
permission to continue living, delivered by telephone at the exact moment it was
needed, by a man who knew what it meant when someone did not continue. He did not
lecture me. He did not ask for an explanation. He did not offer a therapeutic
framework. He said "promise me" and I promised and the promise was enough because
it came from a man whose son had not been asked to promise.

The second is the permission Marshall never received. His son's death was a
suicide, and suicide carries a stigma that deforms the grief of the survivors. The parent
who loses a child to suicide is grieving not only the death but the choice, and the choice
invites a scrutiny that no other form of death produces. What did you miss? What
should you have seen? Were there signs? Could you have stopped it? The questions are
asked by others and by the parent themselves, and the questions are grief suppressors,
because they convert mourning into investigation and make the parent a suspect in their
own loss. Marshall never stopped carrying his son. He never stopped speaking of him.
He never stopped grieving. But the grief was complicated by the specific cruelty of
suicide survivorship, which tells the bereaved that they are partly responsible for the
death they are trying to mourn.
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Chapter Fifteen: Disenfranchised

In 1989, the social work researcher Kenneth Doka introduced the term "disenfranchised
grief" to describe a phenomenon that clinicians had observed but had not yet named:
grief that is not socially recognized, publicly acknowledged, or supported by the
community. Doka's taxonomy of disenfranchised grief identified several categories,
and each category represents a form of loss whose grief is suppressed not by a direct
command but by the absence of recognition.

The relationship is not recognized. The death of an ex-spouse. The death of a
coworker with whom you shared an office for fifteen years. The death of a former
lover. The death of a friend, when the culture reserves its grief permissions primarily
for family members. The death of an online friend you never met in person. In each
case, the griever is affected, sometimes devastated, but the social infrastructure of grief,
the condolence cards, the bereavement leave, the checking-in phone calls, does not
activate for them, because the relationship does not appear on the chart of approved
losses. The griever grieves alone, aware that their claim on the communal resources of
mourning is tenuous, that bringing their grief to the funeral might be seen as an
imposition, that saying "I loved him too" in the presence of the widow might be
received as an intrusion.

The loss is not recognized. The death of a pet, as discussed in Part One, is the
most widespread example. The death of a pregnancy that was never announced. The
loss of a home. The loss of a country, for refugees and exiles who grieve for a place
that still exists but that they can never return to. The loss of a capacity, as Howard Stein
grieved for the hearing and the sight that surgery removed. The loss of a future: the
diagnosis that tells you the life you planned is not the life you will have. These losses
are real, they produce genuine grief responses in the brain and body, and they are
routinely dismissed because the culture has defined loss narrowly, as the death of a
human being in your immediate circle, and everything outside that definition is treated
as a lesser category of sadness that does not require the full apparatus of mourning.

The griever is not recognized. The very old, who are expected to accept death as
natural and therefore to grieve less. The very young, who are assumed to be incapable
of genuine grief and are therefore excluded from funerals, viewings, and conversations
about the dead. People with intellectual disabilities, who are sometimes treated as
though they cannot understand death and whose grief responses are interpreted as
behavioral problems rather than mourning. Incarcerated people, who lose family
members while locked in cells and who are, in many jurisdictions, denied the right to
attend funerals or to grieve in any communal setting.
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The grief of refugees and exiles occupies a singular position in the taxonomy of
disenfranchised loss because the object of the grief is not dead. The country still exists.
The house still stands, or it stood until the bombing. The street, the market, the school,
the mosque, the church, the olive tree in the courtyard: these things may still be there,
or they may have been destroyed, and the exile does not know, and the not knowing is
itself a form of grief, because the cognitive map cannot be revised when the
information necessary for the revision is unavailable.

The refugee who has fled a war zone carries a grief for a place that occupies the
same neural architecture as the grief for a person. The bond with a place is not
metaphorical. Neuroscience research on place attachment has identified networks in the
hippocampus and the medial prefrontal cortex that encode the emotional significance of
specific locations, and the disruption of these networks, whether by brain injury or by
forced displacement, produces distress responses that are measurably similar to the
distress produced by the loss of a bonded individual. The refugee's grief for home is not
homesickness in the trivial sense. It is a neurological event, produced by the severance
of a bond that the brain formed over years or decades of daily habitation, and the event
produces the same cascade of cortisol, the same impairment of cognitive function, the
same yearning that the bereavement literature describes in the context of human death.

This grief is disenfranchised twice. It is disenfranchised by the host culture, which
does not recognize the loss of a country as a form of bereavement and which expects
the refugee to be grateful for survival rather than grieving for what was lost. And it is
disenfranchised by the impossibility of ritual: there is no funeral for a country, no
viewing, no visitor book, no ceremony at which the community gathers to acknowledge
that the world the refugee inhabited has been destroyed or made permanently
inaccessible. The grief has no container. It persists in the body of the exile, unprocessed
and unacknowledged, and it is passed, as the grief of Holocaust survivors was passed,
to the next generation, who inherit the emotional climate of displacement without the
direct experience that produced it.

The concept extends further than the loss of a specific place. The philosopher
Glenn Albrecht coined the term "solastalgia" in 2005 to describe the grief experienced
by people who watch the environment around them change or degrade while they
remain in it. The farmer whose land is drying. The coastal resident whose shoreline is
retreating. The indigenous community whose river has been diverted, polluted, or
drained. These losses do not involve displacement. The person is still there. But the
"there" has changed, and the change produces a grief that is neurologically real,
physiologically measurable, and culturally invisible.

Solastalgia occupies the intersection of ecological loss and disenfranchised grief.
The person grieving for a dying forest or a poisoned river is not recognized by the
culture as a mourner. There is no bereavement leave for an ecosystem. There is no
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visitor book for a species extinction. The grief is carried alone, or shared only with
others who feel the same connection to the same place, and the broader culture's
response tends to be either dismissal ("it's just a river") or politicization (the grief is
reframed as an environmental argument rather than recognized as an emotional
response to the severance of a bond). The parallel to pet grief is exact: the bond is real,
the loss is real, the grief is real, and the culture does not recognize it because the object
of the bond falls outside the approved hierarchy of things worth mourning.

There is a category of disenfranchised grief that occurs at enormous scale and is
dismissed with equal consistency: the grief for a public figure the mourner never met.
When a musician dies, when an actor dies, when a writer whose books accompanied
the reader through adolescence and into adulthood dies, the grief response can be
immediate, visceral, and neurologically indistinguishable from the grief produced by
the death of a person the mourner knew personally. The tears are real. The yearning is
real. The sense that the world has been diminished is real. And the culture's response is,
overwhelmingly, to treat this grief as silly, excessive, or performative: "You didn't even
know them."

The dismissal misunderstands what the attachment system does. The brain forms
bonds through sustained exposure, emotional resonance, and the incorporation of
another person's presence into the rhythms of daily life. A musician whose albums you
have listened to for thirty years occupies a position in your cognitive map. Their voice
is associated with specific periods of your life, specific rooms, specific emotional
states. The neural circuitry does not distinguish between a voice that was directed at
you personally and a voice that was broadcast to millions. It registers the voice as
familiar, as associated with reward, as part of the architecture of your interior world.
When that voice is permanently silenced, the cognitive map demands revision, and the
revision produces grief, because the map does not care whether you had the person's
phone number.

The psychologist David Giles and others have studied parasocial relationships, the
one-sided bonds formed between audiences and public figures, and the research
confirms that these bonds activate the same attachment mechanisms as reciprocal
relationships, though typically at lower intensity. The death of a parasocial attachment
figure produces grief responses that are measurable, that follow predictable patterns,
and that are modulated by the same factors that modulate grief for personal losses: the
strength of the bond, the duration of the exposure, the degree to which the public
figure's work was integrated into the mourner's identity. The fan who grieves for a dead
musician is not confused about the nature of the relationship. They know they never
met the person. They are grieving for the loss of something real, a voice, a body of
work, a presence in their daily life, and the loss is real even though the relationship was
not reciprocal.
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This grief is disenfranchised because the hierarchy of approved losses does not
include people you never met. Bereavement leave does not cover the death of your
favorite author. Condolence cards are not sent. The workplace does not acknowledge
the loss. The mourner grieves privately, perhaps slightly ashamed, aware that admitting
the depth of their feeling for a stranger's death invites the judgment that they are being
excessive, sentimental, or confused about the difference between a real relationship and
a parasocial one. The difference is real. The grief is also real. And the culture's refusal
to recognize the second because of the first is another instance of the pattern this
chapter has documented: the biology produces the grief, and the culture decides
whether to honor it or to dismiss it.

The circumstances of the death are not recognized. Suicide, as Marshall's story
illustrates, produces grief that is tangled with stigma. Overdose produces grief that is
tangled with judgment. Death by violence, particularly when the deceased was
involved in criminal activity, produces grief that the public considers forfeited: the
mother who mourns her son who was killed in a gang conflict is told, implicitly and
sometimes explicitly, that her son brought it on himself and that her grief is therefore
undeserved. Death in a context that the culture considers shameful, death during sex,
death while intoxicated, death by misadventure, produces grief that the survivors must
carry privately because the circumstances invite ridicule rather than sympathy.

In every one of these categories, the fundamental problem is the same: the grief is
real, but the permission is absent. The brain does not check with the culture before
producing its grief response. The amygdala does not consult the bereavement leave
policy. The cortisol does not wait for a condolence card before it surges. The biological
machinery of grief activates whenever a bond is severed, regardless of whether the
culture considers the bond legitimate, the loss significant, or the griever entitled. And
when the culture withholds its recognition, the griever is left in the worst possible
position: experiencing a physiological emergency while being told that the emergency
is not real.

The effect is isolation. The disenfranchised griever cannot bring their loss to the
social spaces where grief is processed. They cannot mention the death at work because
bereavement leave does not cover this category. They cannot break down at the funeral
because their relationship to the deceased is not considered central enough to justify
that level of emotion. They cannot post about their loss on social media because the
responses will be tepid ("Sorry for your loss") or absent, and the absence of response
will confirm what the culture has already communicated: this loss does not count.

What the disenfranchised griever learns is that grief is conditional. It is granted to
some losses and withheld from others, granted to some relationships and withheld from
others, granted to some people and withheld from others. The conditions are set not by
the neuroscience of attachment but by the social hierarchy of approved bonds, and the
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hierarchy is arbitrary, inconsistent, and cruel. The widow receives flowers. The
mistress receives nothing. The parent receives sympathy. The pet owner receives "It
was just a dog." The soldier's family receives a folded flag. The convict's mother
receives silence.

Howard Stein's instruction, "allow her to have her grief," is an instruction that
pushes against the entire apparatus of disenfranchisement. It does not say "allow her to
have her grief if the loss is recognized, if the relationship qualifies, if the circumstances
are respectable, if the duration falls within acceptable limits." It says allow her to have
her grief. Full stop. The permission is unconditional because grief itself is
unconditional. It arrives when it arrives, for the losses it arrives for, in the bodies of the
people it arrives in, and the only question is whether the world around them will let it
be or will tell them, in a thousand small and large ways, that they are not entitled to
what they are feeling.

There is an objection to the argument of this book that deserves to be stated at full
strength rather than deflected in passing: the command to go to every funeral is not
always right.

Some funerals are coercive. The adult child of an abusive parent may be pressured
by family members to attend a funeral that will require them to stand in a room and
perform grief for a person who harmed them. The expectation of attendance in this
context is not communal solidarity. It is social enforcement, and the person who stays
home is not failing the dead. They are protecting themselves from a ritual that has been
weaponized against them. The obligation to show up does not override the right to be
safe.

Some funerals are performative to the point of dishonesty. The state funeral for a
dictator, the corporate memorial for a CEO whose employees despised him, the public
ceremony organized to produce a political effect rather than to serve the bereaved:
these events wear the form of grief without its content, and attending them may mean
lending your presence to a performance you do not endorse. The visitor book at such a
funeral is not a record of communal mourning. It is a guest list at a political event, and
your name in it means something different than your name in the book at your
neighbor's funeral.

Some grief is private by choice rather than by suppression. The person who
grieves alone, who processes loss through solitary activity rather than communal ritual,
who does not want visitors or food or company, is not necessarily a victim of the
culture of suppression described in Chapter Twelve. They may be a person whose
temperament requires solitude for emotional processing, and the insistence that they
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participate in communal mourning may be as coercive as the insistence that they
suppress their grief. The universal grammar of mourning describes what cultures
provide. It does not prescribe what every individual must accept.

Some absences are protective rather than negligent. The friend who does not
attend the funeral because the travel would endanger their health. The colleague who
does not attend because the funeral falls during a crisis they cannot leave. The person
who does not attend because they are in their own grief for a different loss and cannot
absorb another. These absences are not failures of character. They are exercises of
judgment, and judgment is what distinguishes a moral principle from a rigid rule.

The mother in the Newark cafe said to go to every funeral. She did not say to go to
every funeral without exception, without judgment, without regard for the specific
circumstances of the death or the specific needs of the living. She stated a principle,
and the principle is sound: presence in the face of death is an act of communal
obligation, and the default should be attendance rather than absence. But a principle is
not a law. It is a guide that requires interpretation in each case, and the interpretation
must account for the possibility that, in some cases, the most moral response to a death
is not to go but to stay away, not to sign the book but to send a letter, not to stand in the
room but to sit in your own room and grieve in the way your body requires rather than
the way the culture prescribes.

The argument of this book is not that every person must attend every funeral. The
argument is that the default in our culture has shifted too far toward absence, that the
professionalization and commercialization of death have made not going too easy and
too consequence-free, and that the result is a population of isolated grievers who carry
alone what should be carried together. The principle corrects the default. It does not
eliminate the exceptions.
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Part Six: The Weight of the World
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Chapter Sixteen: The Writing Partner

Jack the Cat died on Saint Patrick's Day, 2009, at 12:02 in the afternoon. He was
almost sixteen years old. He had been ill for three months, his kidneys failing, his blood
numbers so bad that his veterinarian called him a "Miracle Cat" because the numbers
said he should have been dead long before the day he actually died. Jack disagreed with
the numbers. He fought on with us because he seemed to understand something we
could not bring ourselves to admit: that we could not live without each other.

When I say Jack was my writing partner, I am not speaking in metaphor. We
wrote seven books together. We wrote thousands of blog posts. We wrote hundreds of
articles and papers. Jack's contribution was not editorial in the conventional sense. He
did not suggest revisions or propose structural changes. His contribution was presence:
the physical fact of a living creature in the room while the work was being done, a
warm body on the desk or in the lap or on the chair beside the desk, purring in a
frequency that the nervous system registers as calm, interrupting the work at precisely
the intervals the work needed to be interrupted. When I lagged in my daily word count,
Jack let me know. The meowing was unmistakable: if you are not working, get up and
feed me. The contempt for a lazy writer was visible in his expression, delivered on
demand even in his final days, and it was the most effective productivity system I have
ever encountered.

The specific physical reality of Jack is important, because the grief for an animal
is grief for a body, and the body cannot be abstracted. Jack was a bi-color Persian,
black and white, with fur so long and so dense that he appeared to be twice his actual
size. His coat was not like the fur of ordinary cats. It was closer to down, so soft that
touching it barely registered as a tactile sensation: you could run your hand through it
and feel almost nothing, as though you were touching air that happened to be warm and
alive. Washing him was a production that required patience and towels, because his fur
resisted water with a hydrophobic stubbornness that seemed intentional. His coat never
thinned, not even at the end. Even in his last weeks, when his kidneys were failing and
his heart was enlarged and his blood numbers said he should already be dead, Jack's fur
remained thick and rich and beautiful. He never lost his physical dignity. He was a
show cat, bred for the ring, and he carried himself with the bearing of an animal that
knew it was being observed and approved of.

When friends visited our apartment in the city, their reaction to Jack was always
the same: a gasp at his beauty, followed by a sigh at his countenance, followed by the
irresistible compulsion to touch him. Everyone who touched Jack's fur remembered it.
A friend named Anne, who visited us in Alphabet City years before the end, later wrote
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after his death that he was "so soft like feathers" and that he was "a bird without
wings." The description was precise. There was something avian about the texture of
him, something that defied the expected category of cat and entered a different register
of physical experience entirely. To hold Jack was to hold something you could not
quite categorize, and the inability to categorize it was part of why losing it produced a
grief that does not correspond to the expected category either.

After Jack was diagnosed with kidney failure in October 2008, Janna had a
three-dimensional hologram cube made for me for Christmas. It was a small optical
cube with Jack's image suspended inside it, visible from every angle, seemingly alive
and three-dimensional in a way that a photograph could never achieve. Janna gave it to
me because she knew, months before the end came, that I would need something to
hold. Not a photograph. Not a memory. An object with Jack inside it, an object that
preserved the illusion of physical presence in a form I could put on my desk in the spot
where Jack used to sit while I wrote. The cube sits there still.

The apartment after Jack's death was a museum of his absence. The food bowls,
which I did not wash for days because washing them would mean accepting that no one
would eat from them again. The scratching post, still bearing the white tufts of fur he
had left embedded in the rope. The indentation in the chair cushion that held the shape
of his body for weeks after his body was no longer there to produce it. The indentation
was the worst. It was a physical impression, a record in foam and fabric of the weight
and shape of a specific living creature, and it faded slowly as the cushion's memory of
him expired at its own pace, which was slower than mine. The cushion forgot him
gradually. I have not forgotten him at all.

Writing is lonely work. You sit in a room, alone, in silence, and you produce
sentences that may or may not matter, and you do this for hours, and the hours
accumulate into days and weeks and years of sitting alone in a room. The solitude is
necessary because the work requires concentration, and concentration requires the
absence of interruption. But the absence of interruption, sustained over years, becomes
its own problem. The silence fills with doubt. The room contracts around you. The
work begins to feel like an activity performed in a vacuum, disconnected from the
living world, directed at an audience that may not exist. A cat in the room breaks this
spiral without breaking the concentration. The cat does not talk. The cat does not have
opinions about your sentence structure. The cat is simply there, breathing, shifting,
occasionally demanding food, and the fact of its being there is a thread connecting the
writer to the physical world, a reminder that the room contains two living creatures and
not one.

Janna and I met Jack fifteen years before his death, when he was ten months old.
We had been looking for a cat, and a woman named Pauline Joy from New Hampshire,
who ran a cattery called Joyville, told us she had the perfect animal: a bi-color Persian
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show cat whose registered name was Jack of Joyville, named after Jack Nicholson
because of their similar expressions of cheerful menace. Jack had been purchased by a
buyer who paid a five-hundred-dollar non-refundable deposit and then disappeared.
Pauline could not keep him beyond a year, and she offered him to us for free. We drove
to a cat show halfway between New York City and New Hampshire, met Pauline, and
took Jack home. Pauline told us he had great genetics and would live forever. He lived
for fifteen years, which is as close to forever as a cat can manage.

The moment Jack saw Janna, the relationship was settled. He became her cat
instantly, completely, and without negotiation. He tolerated me for fifteen years until
the very end, when he warmed up to me slightly, a concession I accepted with gratitude
and the awareness that it had taken a decade and a half to earn. Jack and Janna shared a
connection that operated on a frequency I could observe but not quite access: a stream
of affection, physical contact, and mutual attention so constant and so natural that it
made the relationship between humans look labored by comparison. When Janna came
home from work, Jack met her at the door. When she sat at her desk, Jack positioned
himself where she could reach him. When she was sad, Jack was closer. When she
slept, Jack slept beside her. The bond was daily, physical, wordless, and complete.

When Jack's kidneys began to fail in the autumn of 2008, we put him on
subcutaneous fluids and medication and we fought for every additional day. We
became fluent in the vocabulary of feline renal failure: creatinine levels, BUN counts,
phosphorus binders, potassium supplements. We learned to administer the fluids
ourselves, inserting the needle under the skin between his shoulder blades while he sat
patiently, tolerating the procedure because he seemed to understand, in whatever way a
cat understands, that we were trying to keep him alive and that staying alive was
something he was willing to do for us. For three months, we held the line. Jack ate.
Jack purred. Jack sat on the desk while I wrote and meowed when I stopped. Then
something turned over the weekend, and he stopped eating, and his breathing changed,
and on Saint Patrick's Day we brought him to the veterinarian and they told us his heart
was failing and that the kindest thing we could do was let him go.

We let him go. We came home to an apartment that contained all the physical
evidence of a cat who had lived there for fifteen years and none of the cat. The food
bowls. The bed. The scratching post. The spot on the desk where he sat while I worked.
The indentation in the cushion of the chair where he waited for Janna. Every object in
the apartment was a reminder of a presence that was no longer present, and the silence
was different from the silence before Jack. It was not the silence of an empty room. It
was the silence of a room that used to be occupied, and the difference between those
two silences is the difference between solitude and loss.

That was seventeen years ago. I still mourn for Jack every day. I mourn for him in
ways I have never mourned another living thing. Relating this fact, even now, brings
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tears to my eyes, and the tears are not nostalgia. They are grief, active and immediate,
triggered by the memory of a specific physical presence that occupied a specific place
in my daily life for fifteen years and that nothing has replaced. Not because the
replacement does not exist. We have cats now, and they are wonderful, and I love them.
But love is not fungible. The bond with Jack was a specific bond, formed with a
specific creature, at a specific time, and its severance produced a specific grief that is
not transferable to another animal any more than the grief for a dead spouse is resolved
by remarrying.

This is the fact that the phrase "It was just a cat" is designed to erase. The phrase
says that the bond was not real, or that it was real but minor, or that it was real and
minor and should be processed quickly and replaced. The phrase is a grief suppressor,
and it is one of the most commonly deployed grief suppressors in the culture, because
pet death is frequent (most people will lose multiple companion animals over the
course of a lifetime), because the loss cannot be discussed at work without risking
condescension, and because the hierarchy of approved grief places animal loss so far
below human loss that the two are treated as categorically different experiences.

They are not categorically different. They are the same experience, produced by
the same neural circuitry, in response to the same event: the severance of an attachment
bond. The brain does not distinguish between a bond with a human and a bond with an
animal when it produces its grief response. The amygdala fires. The cortisol surges.
The cognitive map demands revision. The nucleus accumbens, that reward circuit
described in Chapter One, activates when the griever encounters reminders of the dead,
producing the yearning that is neurologically indistinguishable from addiction. The
biology does not care that the bond was with a cat. The biology cares that the bond
existed and that it has been severed, and it responds accordingly.

What is different is the cultural response. When a human dies, the community
activates: condolence cards, bereavement leave, food delivered to the home, phone
calls, visits, the full apparatus of recognized grief. When a cat dies, the owner may
receive a brief expression of sympathy from close friends and silence from everyone
else. There is no bereavement leave for a pet. There is no viewing, no funeral, no
ceremony, no guest book. The vet may send a card. The cremation service may return
the ashes in a small box with a paw print on the lid. And that is it. The griever goes
home, and the apartment is empty, and the grief is theirs to manage alone, in a culture
that considers it excessive to grieve this much for an animal.

We had Jack cremated. Pet cremation was still a relatively new practice at the
time, not yet the routine service it has since become, and the decision felt like a choice
rather than a default. We could not bury him. We lived in an apartment in the city.
There was no backyard, no elm tree, no twelve inches of earth to dig. Cremation gave
us what burial could not: a way to keep him. Jack's ashes came back to us in a small,
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carved, wooden box, and the box sits on our mantle, where it has sat for seventeen
years. It is the first thing I see when I enter the room and the last thing I see when I
leave it. It is not a grave. It is not a monument. It is a box, handsome and modest, that
contains what remains of the physical fact of a cat who sat on my desk while I wrote
seven books.

We also kept his fur. Before the cremation, we clipped a small amount of his coat,
that impossible coat, the down-soft black and white fur that everyone who touched it
remembered. We had also saved whiskers he had shed over his lifetime, the long white
filaments that cats lose naturally and that most people throw away or never notice. We
kept them. They sit with the box, with the ashes, with the hologram cube Janna had
made, and together these objects constitute a memorial that no funeral home designed
and no ceremony consecrated. They are the improvised grief technology of two people
who loved an animal and who had no cultural script for what to do when he died, and
who therefore did what people have always done when the official apparatus fails: they
kept the body close, they preserved what they could, they made a shrine from the
materials at hand.

The fur and the whiskers are, in their way, no different from Victorian hair
jewelry. They are physical remnants of the dead, kept by the living, carried forward in
time as proof that the body was real, that the creature existed, that the softness of the
fur and the length of the whiskers were not imagined. The Victorians wove their dead's
hair into brooches and wore them at the throat. We placed our cat's fur in a small
container beside a carved wooden box on a mantle in New Jersey. The impulse is the
same. The need is the same. The culture approved of one and does not know what to
make of the other, and the difference tells you everything about which losses the
culture considers worthy of its attention and which it leaves to the mourner to manage
alone.

There was no funeral for Jack. But there was closure, of a kind, and there is the
ongoing act of loving him, which has not stopped and which I do not expect to stop,
because the box is on the mantle and the fur is in the container and the whiskers are
beside them and the hologram cube holds his face in three dimensions on the desk
where he used to sit, and these objects do, in their small and private way, what every
grief practice in every culture described in this book is designed to do: they keep the
dead present in the life of the living, not as a ghost but as a fact, a physical fact attested
to by physical evidence, maintained by the hands of the people who refuse to let the
absence be the final word.

The argument of this chapter, that the grief for an animal is produced by the same
neural circuitry and the same attachment mechanisms as the grief for a human, has an
ethical implication that the grief literature has been reluctant to confront. If the grief is
the same, then the cultural response should be the same, and the cultural response is not
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the same, and the discrepancy is a choice the culture has made about which bonds it
considers worthy of communal support and which it considers beneath its attention.

The decision is not based on the intensity of the attachment. As Part One
documented, the attachment to a companion animal is, in many cases, among the most
uncomplicated and most intense bonds in a person's life. The decision is not based on
the duration of the relationship. Fifteen years with a cat is longer than many marriages.
The decision is not based on the depth of the daily involvement. A pet owner who
feeds, grooms, plays with, sleeps beside, and organizes their daily schedule around the
needs of a companion animal is more physically intimate with that animal, on a daily
basis, than most adults are with any other creature in their lives.

The decision is based on species, and species alone, and the species boundary is
treated as an absolute barrier between grief that counts and grief that does not. A person
who takes three days off work after the death of a parent is exercising a recognized
right. A person who takes three days off work after the death of a dog is risking their
professional reputation. The parent's death and the dog's death may produce identical
grief responses in the brain, identical cortisol surges, identical immune suppression,
identical impairments of concentration and memory. The difference is that one grief is
supported by the infrastructure of communal mourning and the other is not.

Some veterinary practices have begun to address this gap. Pet loss support groups,
modeled on human bereavement groups, have been established at veterinary schools
and animal hospitals. Grief counseling services specializing in pet loss have grown in
number and visibility. Pet memorial services, including cremation with return of ashes,
memorial gardens, and formal ceremonies, have become a small but growing segment
of the death industry. These developments are encouraging, but they remain marginal,
and they serve only the pet owners who seek them out. The broader culture has not
changed its fundamental position: pet grief is private, minor, and quickly resolved, and
the pet owner who grieves publicly, intensely, or for an extended period is regarded
with the same uncomfortable pity that the Victorian culture reserved for the widow
who wore her mourning dress too long.

The mother in the cafe did not say to go to every funeral for humans. She said to
go to every funeral. The principle is the same: show up, be present, acknowledge the
loss, let the bereaved know they are not alone. The fact that the culture does not hold
funerals for cats and dogs is not a reason to exclude animal loss from the principle. It is
a reason to question whether the exclusion is defensible, and the neuroscience says it is
not, and the lived experience of every person who has ever loved an animal and lost it
says it is not, and the tears that still come seventeen years after a specific Persian cat
died on Saint Patrick's Day say it is not.
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The American Sign Language sign for grief, the wringing of the heart described in
the Prologue, does not specify the cause of the grief. The hands perform the same
motion whether the loss is a parent, a friend, a mentor, or a cat. The sign says: this is
what grief does to the body. The body does not rank the causes. It simply endures them.
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Chapter Seventeen: The Grammar Holds

This book began with a question: how do we learn to grieve? The answer, after sixteen
chapters of biology, history, culture, economics, and personal testimony, is that we do
not learn to grieve. We already know how. The body knows. The mammalian brain
knows. The elephant at the bones knows. The crow at the funeral knows. The orca
carrying her dead calf across a thousand miles of open water knows. Grief is not a skill
that must be acquired. It is a capacity that must be permitted.

Everything that humans have built around grief, the rituals and the industries, the
religions and the clinical models, the permissions and the prohibitions, the caskets and
the keening and the shiva and the jazz funeral and the fantasy coffins and the turning of
the bones, is not an attempt to teach people how to grieve. It is an attempt to provide
conditions under which the grief that is already occurring can be expressed, shared,
contained, and survived. The universal grammar of mourning identified in Part Three,
communal acknowledgment, physical task, temporal structure, ongoing relationship
with the dead, is not a set of instructions for the griever. It is a set of instructions for the
community: here is what you must provide so that the griever can do what their body is
already trying to do.

When the conditions are provided, grief is survivable. This is the evidence of
every culture surveyed in this book. The Torajan family that keeps the dead in the
house for years is not failing to grieve. They are grieving on a timeline that their culture
supports, and the community gathers around them and participates, and the grief is
distributed across the many rather than concentrated in the few. The Jewish family
sitting shiva is not wallowing. They are occupying a structure designed by centuries of
accumulated wisdom to hold the worst of the grief in a container that has a bottom and
four walls and a door that opens after seven days. The New Orleans musician playing a
dirge through the streets is not performing. He is providing the sound that the mourner
needs to hear, the sound that says this is terrible and we are here, before switching to
the music that says and we will keep going because we must.

When the conditions are removed, grief becomes pathology. This is the evidence
of the grief crisis in the modern West. The professionalization of death removed the
communal tasks. The medicalization of grief imposed artificial timelines. The
commercialization of death converted the mourner into a consumer. The culture of
suppression, cry later, hold it in, do not embarrass us, denied the griever permission to
do what the body was already doing. And the result is a population in which
complicated grief, prolonged grief, disenfranchised grief, suppressed grief, and
unresolved grief are so common that they have become invisible, mistaken for
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depression or anxiety or personality traits rather than recognized for what they are: the
consequences of a culture that broke its own grief infrastructure and left the individual
to carry alone what was always meant to be carried together.

The repair begins with presence. Not professional presence. Not algorithmic
presence. Not the simulated presence of a chatbot trained on the dead person's texts.
Human presence: the physical fact of a living body standing beside a person who has
lost someone and who needs, more than anything else, to know that the loss has been
witnessed.

I return, one final time, to the cafe in Newark, and to the daughter who did not yet
understand what her mother was trying to give her.

The daughter looked unconvinced. The mother persisted. The instruction was
delivered with a pointed finger and a tapped table, the gestures of a parent who knows
she is transmitting something important and who fears, correctly, that the transmission
may not take. The daughter may not understand now. She may not understand for
years. She will understand the first time she walks into a funeral home for someone she
barely knew and sees, on the face of the widow or the son or the mother, the expression
that says you came, and the expression will tell her everything her mother was trying to
say in that cafe.
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Epilogue: The Visitor Book

There is a book at every funeral. It sits on a stand near the entrance, usually bound in
leather or leatherette, and it has a pen beside it on a chain or a ribbon. The book asks
you to write your name. That is all it asks. Not your thoughts, not your feelings, not
your relationship to the deceased. Just your name, and sometimes your address, and
sometimes the date. You sign and you move on, into the viewing room or the chapel or
the church, and the book remains at its stand, accumulating names.

The visitor book is the most primitive technology of grief, and it is also the most
honest. It does not ask you to say anything meaningful. It does not require you to
perform an emotion or to have the right words or to know what you are supposed to
feel. It asks only that you register your presence: that you were here, that you came,
that you walked through the door and wrote your name down and therefore cannot later
pretend that this death did not happen or that you were not part of the community that
witnessed it.

The names in the book are evidence. They are evidence that the mother in the cafe
was right: people do go, and it is remembered. The family reads the book after the
funeral is over, when the flowers are wilting and the food has been put away and the
house is quiet for the first time in days. They read the names. They note who came.
They note who did not. Both lists matter. Both lists are remembered for years,
sometimes for generations. "Your aunt came to the funeral” is a sentence that carries
weight decades after the fact. "Your aunt did not come to the funeral” carries more.

The book does not distinguish between the mourner who wept in the front pew
and the acquaintance who slipped in at the back and left before the ceremony ended.
Both signed. Both were present. Both provided the one thing that the bereaved need
and that the professionalized, commercialized, medicalized grief culture of the modern
world has made optional: a human being, in a room, acknowledging a death.

I think about Grandma Horomus's visitor book. My mother signed it. She signed
my name too, because I was five and could not write. We were the only people in the
chapel, which means we may have been the only names in the book, which means the
book contained the entirety of Grandma Horomus's communal grief: two signatures,
one of them written by a woman who was in a hurry and one of them written on behalf
of a child who had just kissed a cold cheek and did not understand why.

I did not understand the visitor book at five. It was a task my mother performed
and that I watched her perform, as meaningless to me as the other logistics of that
afternoon: the drive to the funeral home, the parking, the walk through the door. The
book was a surface on which she wrote, and the writing meant nothing because I did
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not yet know what it was for. I know now. The book was evidence that we were there,
that Grandma Horomus was not alone in her viewing chapel, that at least two people
walked through the door and signed their names and stood in the presence of her body
and witnessed the fact of her death. The book transformed, across the decades of my
life, from a logistical chore into the most honest record a funeral produces: not the
eulogy, which is crafted; not the ceremony, which is performed; but the list of names,
which is simply a list of who showed up. The evolution of the visitor book in my
understanding is the evolution of every idea in this book: what began as obligation
became, through the accumulation of losses, recognition.

I think about the visitor books I have signed since. I think about the ones I should
have signed and did not, the funerals I did not attend because nobody told me I was
supposed to, because the culture had made not going possible and I accepted the
possibility without examining it. I think about the names that were missing from the
books at the funerals I did attend, and I think about the families who read those books
afterward and noticed the absences and carried the absences alongside the grief, one
more weight on a burden that was already too heavy.

I think about Howard Stein's funeral, which I did not attend because I was not told
about it until it was over. I think about Marshall Jamison's funeral, which had already
happened by the time his daughter called. I think about my grandfather's funeral, where
I stood dry-eyed while my cousin sobbed, each of us grieving the same man from
different distances, neither of us wrong. I think about the funerals that Jack the Cat did
not have, because cats do not get funerals, because the culture does not consider their
deaths worthy of communal acknowledgment, because "It was just a cat" is the
sentence the culture uses to close the door on a grief it does not want to recognize.

I think about Janna's tree. The tree she asked for late at night in a dark bedroom,
years ago, when the future was abstract and the request felt like it belonged to another
lifetime. She did not ask for a monument. She did not ask for a building with her name
on it. She did not ask for an endowed chair at a university or a plaque in a hospital
lobby. She asked for a tree with shade and leaves that change color in the fall, and the
request was the most precise thing anyone has ever said to me about what they want
from death: not preservation but participation. Not a marker but a presence. Not
something that resists the earth but something that joins it.

When Janna dies, I will bury her under a tree. I promised her I would, and the
promise is the one promise I intend to keep above all others. I will find the tree. It will
have shade. Its leaves will turn red, and purple, and orange, and the turning will happen
every year, without human intervention, because the tree does not need to be
maintained by a cemetery corporation or a maintenance crew. It will grow. It will shed
its leaves. It will grow them back. People who never knew Janna will sit in its shade on
hot days and not know that the shade was asked for, specifically, by a Deaf woman
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from Iowa who spent her life communicating in a language the tree will never learn but
whose roots will reach the place where she rests.

The tree is the opposite of the pyramid. The pyramid preserves the name. The tree
does not preserve anything. It transforms. It takes what is given to it by the earth and it
converts it into wood and leaf and shade and oxygen, and the conversion is the
memorial, and the memorial is alive, and the living memorial does not require wealth
or status or social standing. It requires only that someone loved you enough to find the
right tree, and to dig the hole, and to place you in the ground beneath it, and to walk
away knowing that the tree will do the rest.

This is the grief that has no expiration date. The grief for the person who is still
alive, who is sitting in the next room as I write this, whose death I have already
imagined and already prepared for and who will one day require me to do the one thing
I cannot practice: to let her go and to keep my promise. The grief for the living is the
grief that nobody talks about, because it is anticipatory, because it is premature,
because it violates the cultural expectation that you should not grieve for someone who
is still here. But the body does not observe these distinctions. The body knows that the
person you love will die, and the knowledge produces its own quiet, chronic grief, a
grief that sits alongside the love and does not contradict it, a grief that is the shadow
cast by the attachment itself, present for as long as the attachment lasts, visible only in
certain lights, and impossible to separate from the thing that produces it.

Howard told me to allow Janna her grief. I am trying, also, to allow myself mine.
It is the grief of the person who will be left behind, who will have to find the tree and
dig the hole and keep the promise and walk away. It is the grief of the person who will
sign the visitor book last. It is the grief that every chapter of this book has described
from the outside and that I carry, every day, from the inside, not as a burden but as the
cost of the bond, the price of the attachment, the tax that love levies on the living for
the privilege of loving someone who will, one day, not be here.

And I think about the cafe in Newark, twenty-five years ago, where a mother
pointed at her daughter and tapped the table and delivered six words that contained
everything I have spent this book trying to say.

Go to every funeral.

Not because you want to. Not because you know the dead. Not because you will
be comfortable or know what to say or have the right clothes or the right expression or
the right words for the guest book. Go because the people who are left behind need to
know that someone noticed. Go because the visitor book should not be empty. Go
because grief is communal, and the community is you, and your absence is a hole in the
architecture that the bereaved are trying to build around a hole that is already too large.
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Go because someone will read the book. Go because your name, in that book, on
that day, will mean something to someone you may never speak to about it. Go because
it will be remembered.

Go because nobody told you, and now someone has.
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