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Dearest Lennys,
I had a miscarriage in late fall 2014. I wrote the story that appears in today’s
newsletter in real time, as I was experiencing it over a two-week period that included
Thanksgiving. The loss wasn’t something that happened spontaneously; I had a
sonogram that showed the fetus probably wasn’t developing properly, and I had to
wait fourteen days to conﬁrm that initial diagnosis and schedule the procedure to
remove it. It was awful.
It’s taken me over two years to feel ready to publish this story. Whenever I would
think about trying to run it, I would balk. So many women have miscarriages
(somewhere between 10 and 20 percent of “known pregnancies” end in a loss), and
so many of them are much more crushing than mine. I did end up having another
healthy baby. What right did I have to keep talking about the miscarriage like it was
some big fucking deal?
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But the thing about grief is that it’s incomparable. There’s no universal pain arbiter
who gets to decide whether your upset is worthwhile. And Americans, in particular,
have trouble talking openly about their grief. As the poet and memoirist Meghan
O’Rourke has pointed out in her book The Long Goodbye and elsewhere, we have
no public mourning rituals. We are supposed to be “strong” and “resilient” — that’s
what our culture considers the proper way to deal with our losses.
It’s been a forever mission of Lenny to talk about the taboo, and that’s why we
decided to do an entire issue devoted to grief. And we decided to run it on
Valentine’s Day, because in some ways, grief is the ﬂip side of love.
We have the endless, shifting grief of an untimely death, with Alex Ronan’s beautiful
essay about the aftermath of her brother Mark’s suicide. Then we have the grief of
losing your home when your marriage dissolves, which is what Jowita Bydlowska is
experiencing. She feels guilty about her grief, because, as she puts it, “nobody
died.” But acknowledging that doesn’t make it hurt less.
Then we have reader questions answered by Vivien Weiss, a therapist who
specializes in counseling the bereaved. Her wisdom can help salve even the deepest
wounds. And ﬁnally, we have another salve: a spicy tomato-coconut soup that Alicia
Kennedy made while mourning her brother. Cooking and eating reminds her that
she’s still alive.
I hope that this issue makes your grief easier to talk about. That if you’re in pain and
someone asks you how you’re doing, you feel like you can tell them, honestly, that
you’re doing real shitty and you need some help. Because while everyone’s grief is
diﬀerent, it is something we will all experience. We need to ﬁnd comfort in each
other.
Love,
Jess Grose, Lenny editor in chief

The Wait
By Jessica Grose
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=24af1c6264&jsver=_FHpP8Z8hTI.en.&view=pt&msg=15a3d37df7267fee&q=grief%20soup&qs=true&search=query&s… 2/26

1/12/2018

Gmail - Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, Acceptance

(Julianna Brion)

7 weeks, 2 days.
We sit in the tiny plastic chairs meant for three-year-olds. There aren’t enough grown-up
chairs to go around. I examine the small coat hooks next to me. They are labeled with the
thoughtfully uncommon names and homey photos of smiling toddlers: Dashiell,
Anemone, Violet. The toddlers are in an adjacent room, and the din is terrible: a clanging
mess of outside voices and blocks crashing against one another. One woman rushes in
late, explaining that she has a nine-week-old baby. Two other women in the room are
heavily, third-trimester pregnant. One is wearing a tight tunic, and its black and white
stripes strain and distort on her belly.
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I can’t stop stealing glances at their stomachs, even though I am supposed to be
listening to this preschool orientation. Early-childhood educational buzzwords are hurled
at me: Montessori, the Reggio approach, “whole child,” Bank Street. They are said in a
matter-of-fact way, as if we are supposed to know what they mean.
On normal days, I resent the whole preschool rigmarole. That we’ve had to spend several
hours of our lives taking tours, arranging “interviews,” and writing applications that list
our not-yet-two-year-old child’s “educational goals.” I hate that there are no public
options and these private options are so exclusive and precious.
But on this day, I’m especially full of rage, because we’re waiting to hear news, and it
seems like the rest of the world should just pause and wait with us.
7 weeks, 1 day.
I go to get my seven-week sonogram alone. During my ﬁrst pregnancy, my husband went
with me everywhere, but this is an early-morning appointment, and someone has to stay
with our daughter. All the other appointments during my ﬁrst pregnancy ﬂash back as I go
through the motions of peeing in the sterile cup, undressing and folding my leggings on a
chair.
I am nonchalant during the exam. The doctor asks me about my work while he sticks his
ﬁngers inside me. I mention some article I have written for Cosmo. We keep chatting as
the wand goes into my vagina and starts probing around.
The chatter stops as the doctor takes measurements on the screen. The mood in the
room changes quickly, from perfunctory banter to muted quiet.
7 weeks, 4 days.
I am sitting on the carpet with my daughter, turning over blocks. “Which one is B?”
“Beeee!” she says, picking up the correct block. “That’s great! Now where’s the Y?” I ask.
“Whyyyyyyyy,” she says, and puzzles over the pile. Her strawberry-blonde hair is lit by
the sun streaming through the window. Her skin is impossibly creamy, and her dimples
are cartoonishly perfect. I am overwhelmed by how much I love her. I say, “You know Y,
we saw that letter at swim class this morning.”
We took her to her YMCA swim class as if nothing were wrong. We argue with her about
putting on her Crocs, which she pronounces “cocks.” It makes me laugh every time even
though it shouldn’t. We play Humpty Dumpty on the pool wall and pass a ball with
another toddler. We take oﬀ her wet swimsuit after class and pile her back into her winter
clothes. The whole process takes longer than you could even imagine, but on this day I
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ﬁnd the tedious routine soothing.
7 weeks, 1 day
I can’t remember exactly what the doctor said, but the following information was
imparted while the wand was still inside me: there was no heartbeat, no fetus, just an
empty sac. I could see the sac on the screen. It was just a black hole in the middle of
outer space.
“Get dressed and meet me back in my oﬃce,” the doctor said, kindly. “We’ll talk.”
He walked out and I sat on the exam table, naked except for my gown, feeling vulnerable
and skinny like a plucked chicken. I get up and pull my clothes back on.
There are two possibilities, he tells me. The likelier possibility is that the pregnancy is not
progressing. Based on the ﬁrst day of my last period, there should be more development.
There should be a heartbeat. The sac should be bigger. But my period is so irregular that
we can’t be certain that the ﬁrst day of my last period is a perfect indicator of when I
ovulated. If I ovulated late, there’s a chance that the pregnancy is normal. I need to go to
the radiologist and get another ultrasound in ﬁve days to see if there’s a heartbeat then.
I take this information in while looking down at my lap. I know I should ask more
questions, but I can’t think of any. He hands me a referral to a radiologist, and I put on my
silly, ﬂuﬀy lumberjack hat and walk out into the street. I call my husband and start crying.
“I’m so, so sorry,” he says.
7 weeks, 3 days.
We lie in bed after our daughter is down for the night and try not to think about it. I ask
my husband how he’s feeling. He’s haunted by his thoughts. He remembers feeling smug
when I got pregnant right away the second time around, and that we are being punished
for his thought crime. We’re not even Catholic.
7 weeks, 2 days.
After the preschool orientation, I go straight home and get into bed. I keep thinking about
those pregnant women in their tiny chairs. I’m so envious of their healthy bodies, and
curse my own. Then I feel guilty for my envy. Who knows what those women have been
through themselves? I like all the baby photos I see on Instagram as penance for my
thoughts.
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I don’t know what else to do, so I take a Unisom, an over-the-counter sleep medication
that is OK for me to take. I wish I had a real drug, like Klonopin, but it’s not safe for
pregnant women. I wonder if I’m still legitimately in the category of pregnant women, or if
I should binge on benzos and sushi without a care, because it might not matter anymore.
I keep thinking about the black hole in my stomach and start to cry. I fall into a ﬁtful,
sweaty nap.
I wake up with a steely resolve and call the doctor. I tell him I want to be able to get a
D&C as soon as possible if it is conﬁrmed that the pregnancy is not viable. I don’t want to
keep carrying around an empty sac any longer than I have to. It’s morbid and depressing.
He says he can schedule the D&C, but that we might not get a deﬁnitive answer at the
next ultrasound and we’ll have to wait a little longer. If the sac is still very small, a D&C
could fail; there could be complications.
There is, of course, also still a possibility that the pregnancy is a healthy one. “You don’t
want to terminate a healthy, wanted pregnancy because you’re impatient,” he says. He’s
right — I don’t. I just wish I had some control.
7 weeks, 6 days.
The second ultrasound is at the radiologist’s oﬃce. It is in a dank corner of the far East
30s. The oﬃce has no windows and old tan carpeting that shows stains. This time my
husband comes with me. We are seen almost immediately. The nurse leads me into the
exam room and instructs me to take oﬀ my bottoms.
After I take my sneakers, pants, and underwear oﬀ, I lean back on the exam table under a
thin paper sheet. Chris Hemsworth’s dopey face is staring at me from a nearby magazine
rack. He’s on the cover of People’s Sexist Man Alive issue. While we’re waiting for the
doctor to come in, my husband and I joke about how Chris Pratt was robbed.
The radiologist comes in after a few minutes. He’s all business, no small talk. He instructs
me to insert the vaginal wand myself. After I do so, he starts rooting around in my uterus.
I’m numb to the wand, and also to my expectations; I’m trying to bludgeon the small part
of me that hopes that the pregnancy is still viable. I don’t hear anything, but I can’t
remember if I could hear the heartbeat myself when there was one with my ﬁrst
pregnancy. The doctor spends several minutes taking images and measurements. He
doesn’t say much. He has me push down on a particular spot on my stomach,
presumably so he can get a better look at the sac.
The sac has grown, but not enough. There is no fetus, and no heartbeat. The radiologist
tells me this somberly. He uses the word unfortunately, but I can’t remember anything else
he says. He goes to call my obstetrician.
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Chris Hemsworth’s face stares at me the whole time. I’m sort of glad he’s the one who
was the sexiest man this year. At least some other, better Chris is not ruined for me now.
7 weeks, 6 days.
My obstetrician calls back after we get home. “It looks pretty bad,” he says. But he
suggests that we wait another week to get a D&C. The sac is still so small that the D&C
might not work, and then I would have to get a second surgery. He also says that he
doesn’t want me to have any regrets. A very, very dim possibility that things are OK still
exists, but it is ever vanishing as the days go by. I might just miscarry naturally before a
D&C anyway, the doctor says.
I have no real reaction to this news, at least not at ﬁrst. It’s just conﬁrming what I already
thought. I need to do something to pass the time, so I start researching my condition
online. It turns out I have a blighted ovum, which sounds like a kind of tree rot or Victorian
curse. I prefer this term to just miscarriage, because it is vaguely gothic and slightly more
speciﬁc.
There is one website where women ask questions about all manners of pregnancyrelated issues and several doctors respond. One woman writes: “Blighted ovum
question? Did the baby ever exist?” One doctor responds: “Not as such.”
8 weeks, 5 days.
Me: WTF dude, I just barfed twice today. This is some total bullshit.
Friend: !! What’s that about??
Me: Well I am still technically fucking pregnant even tho it’s not a healthy pregnancy.
I looked it up and your hormone levels keep rising until you miscarry, even though they
don’t rise as much as they do in a normal pregnancy.
It’s some bullshit
Is what it is
Friend: That’s so mean. Universe??
8 weeks, 6 days.
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My husband stands behind me as the doctor gives me the transvaginal wand to insert
into myself again. The sac appears almost immediately. It looks bigger, but it’s still empty.
A round tear in the solar system, sucking up stars. The exam takes less than ﬁve minutes.
“I’m sorry,” the radiologist says. “It’s OK, it’s what we expected,” I tell him, trying to keep
my voice even. “Can you tell the obstetrician I want a D&C as soon as possible?” “I’ll call
him, but you need to tell him yourself. I’ll give you the phone or they will recommend you
go over to the oﬃce.” He leaves the room, and I pull my pants back on and tie my
sneakers. I don’t say much to my husband. There’s not much to say.
9 weeks.
The D&C is at the ambulatory surgical unit at a fancy hospital uptown, the same hospital
where I delivered my daughter almost exactly two years ago. The waiting room is
scattered with crystal decanters of various sizes, and prints from ancient Metropolitan
Museum exhibitions. I am, in a way, looking forward to this surgery. Because it means
that I won’t be stuck in some endless liminal state between pregnant and not pregnant. I
will have a deﬁnitive state, even if it’s not the one I want.
I’m also excited to be put under. It’s not general anesthesia, but it’s sedation heavy
enough I won’t remember a thing.
I wake up, groggy, and am given cold apple juice. My husband is there. He holds my
hand. I remember waiting for the car in a wheelchair in the lobby, and every time
someone opens the door, the cold December air chills my legs.
I go home and sleep it oﬀ, and then I wake up and binge-watch an Israeli soap opera
called Srugim, which my husband has taken to calling “my stories.” It is about modern
Orthodox men and women working and loving in Jerusalem. The women all sound
perpetually angry, possibly because they have to wear long sleeved T-shirts under dumpy
short sleeved T-shirts. The leading man is feckless and smirky in a way that apparently
transcends cultural diﬀerences. I usually half-pity the female characters, who are so
trapped by their traditional society. But in this moment, I envy their rituals and their
certainty about their lives.
40 weeks
They do tests on the remains of the pregnancy. The fetus had a common chromosomal
disorder — 99 percent of pregnancies with this disorder don’t make it to birth, and the 1
percent that do have massive health problems. It was just bad luck, and not the kind of
thing I should worry about happening again. They call it a “good” miscarriage. Someone
tells me that the miscarriage is a blessing, that my body was doing the right thing. When
they say this, I want to punch them, but later I ﬁnd the thought comforting.
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For a while, I think about the miscarriage every day. I am grimly determined to get
pregnant again as soon as possible. I spend $200 on ovulation kits and pregnancy tests
and prenatal vitamins. It doesn’t happen. I lose my mind at celebrities who seem to get
pregnant with zero struggle and announce their apparently eﬀortless fertility with heavily
ﬁltered Instagrams. I avoid seeing an acquaintance who is due the same week I would
have been due because it’s too painful.
We decide to stop trying for a while. It’s making me too depressed. I’m only 33, so we
have some time before all my eggs shrivel up and die. I go to a fertility specialist to make
sure of it; she conﬁrms that while we “can’t wait forever,” we don’t have to rush. I pay her
$650 out-of-pocket to hear this news, and it feels worth it.
The due date was July 5. I let this day pass like all the others, without even mentioning it
to anyone. By this point, a couple of days will go by without my thinking about the baby I
would have had, about what all our lives would have been like. It’s a Sunday, and I spend
the day watching my daughter play in a tiny pool shaped like a giant turtle. She climbs in
and out, in and out.
Jessica Grose is Lenny’s editor in chief.

Ask Vivien
By Vivien Weiss
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Experiencing grief is a complicated and ongoing process. So we asked Vivien Weiss, LMHC,
a psychotherapist with more than 30 years of experience counseling the bereaved, to answer
some reader questions.
Q: I lost my father unexpectedly in October of 2013. I was raised an extreme
fundamentalist Christian, and I was very sincere about most aspects of that belief system
until he died. Then, everything crashed for me. My father was everything to me. Not
perfect, by any means, but always my rock.
It took some time, but I have changed, and I am now what he would have referred to as a
“raging feminist,” as well as a burgeoning humanist and I’m sure many other labels that
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/?ui=2&ik=24af1c6264&jsver=_FHpP8Z8hTI.en.&view=pt&msg=15a3d37df7267fee&q=grief%20soup&qs=true&search=query…
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could come with where my mind is at now. And I’m very proud of who I am. I KNOW he
would not approve of my beliefs now, but he’s not here to determine that anymore, as
harsh as that sounds, even to myself.
However, my entire family is still involved in the faith that I grew up in. They have made it
clear that they think he would be so disappointed with me now if he were here. My
relationship with my father was amazing, and I know I was the apple of his eye. I gain so
much from that relationship even now. I am becoming more isolated from my family
because of my beliefs, or lack thereof, but I’m also ﬁnding myself breaking away from
them because it hurts to hear that my dad wouldn’t love me the way I am now.
How does one keep family ties in a situation like this?
A: The legacy of your father’s death sounds very complex. It’s like there are two parallel
relationships going on, the one your family claims you have with your father as the
“disappointing daughter” and the one that you remember and treasure. I think the latter
one needs to be cultivated, and the other one needs to be extinguished. After someone
dies, there’s a process that takes place where you slowly but surely begin to internalize
the beloved family member.
No one can rob you of what you had in your relationship with your father, and just
because your family doesn’t share your current values doesn’t mean you didn’t share that
precious connection with him. In fact, it may be that your family is using the death of your
dad to impose their values on you.
Also, it seems as though there are two kinds of grief going on here. First, there is the loss
of your father, and then there is the death of the family system as you once knew it. My
hope is that you can use that loving connection to your father to help you navigate the
struggle with the family. Families are always changing and reconﬁguring. I hope yours can
recognize what a caring and thoughtful daughter you are.
Q: My New Year started with an ultrasound that conﬁrmed my ﬁfth early pregnancy loss.
Emotionally, I feel like each loss is a bit easier to deal with, but I am always left with a
long, lingering feeling of sadness and failure. My body, although perfectly healthy and
able to easily conceive, for some medically unknown (though thoroughly tested) reason,
cannot sustain a pregnancy past eight and a half weeks.
I have a very fulﬁlling life aside from this one issue and an amazingly supportive partner. I
can see a great future without children and am ready to retire my dysfunctional uterus.
Grief is a funny thing, though, and a rational mind cannot always conquer the sometimes
self-deprecating feelings it leaves in its path.
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Any advice would be appreciated for this almost 33-year-old embracing a childless life in
a child-centric world.
A: Recovering from deep disappointment is so complicated. With infertility, there is such
a feeling of being betrayed by the body. There is also the tyranny of feeling like you
should be able to do just what everyone around you is doing. When that doesn’t happen,
the grief sets in, and then the sense of failure follows. With each new loss comes more of
a sense of being disconnected from the body you know so well.
But you seem to be transitioning into acceptance around not being a parent in a way that
seems very positive. I think the body and heart aren’t always in sync. Given that even the
medical community can’t explain the reason for all these losses, it makes sense that you
are having trouble more with the physical loss than the emotional one. I wonder if you can
perhaps work on moving from a sense of failure to a kind of compassionate curiosity
about this unexplained series of events. Are there any words you can substitute for
failure? And might you and your partner create a ritual together that acknowledges the
losses but also honors this healthy body of yours?
Q: How to deal with a traumatic death?
In my case, it was my ﬁfteen-and-a-half-year-old dog. I picked her up, and she stiﬀened
and died in my arms. It took ﬁfteen seconds.
How can one heal from the shock and trauma of that, in addition to the grief? I feel like I
have too many things now, too many feels of guilt (did I kill her by picking her up?), shock
(of her literally dying in my arms), trauma (the memory), and of course grief.
Thank you for considering an answer, as I know this situation also happens to human
loved ones.
A: How terrible for you that you lost your dog so suddenly! Sudden death can really be
such a terrifying thing. There is such a sense of urgency about it, and it’s so shocking to
just watch the life drain out of something or someone you love when life was there only a
moment before.
But there is so much mystery around death. Given that your dog was so very old and had
probably lived a long and good life, I wonder if she died in your arms because she felt
safe. Since our animals can’t talk to us, there is so much we can’t know, but you seem to
have loved her so much. Maybe she knew that and maybe that allowed her death to be
swift and peaceful. Many people feel guilty when they have witnessed a death. Seeing
death up close is something most of us experience very rarely. It’s also diﬃcult to have
sweet memories following this kind of death because at ﬁrst the only memory you have is
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of how the loved one has died.
There is a particular therapy technique called EMDR — Eye Movement Desensitization
and Reprocessing. It is a psychotherapeutic technique that speciﬁcally addresses people
coping with distressing memories and post-traumatic stress disorder. But even if you
don’t use this therapy, eventually the trauma will start to mix with one or two pleasant
memories, and then more memories of your dog’s life will follow until the memory of her
death recedes into the background.
Questions have been edited for length and clarity.
Vivien Weiss is a psychotherapist practicing in Western Massachusetts and consulting in
New York City.

Nobody Died
By Jowita Bydlowska
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I tried to pull him along, but my son refused to move. I crouched down to ask what was
wrong, even though I knew what was wrong. His face crumpled, and he started crying
that awful, soundless cry that is the opposite of a get-your-attention cry. He moved his
head so that his long, golden hair would obscure his face: he didn’t want me to see. This
was private pain.
No child should be left with that kind of pain, so I said, without directly acknowledging
the source of it, “Let’s be brave and keep walking, and you can close your eyes.” He
nodded, and that’s what we did.
He didn’t see me cry walking next to him.
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A week later, we had to cross Wallace Avenue again. I gripped my son’s hand tight, and
he looked up and smiled. “I’ve developed a new strategy,” he said. “When I think of the
old house, a siren goes oﬀ in my brain. I line up all my brain cells against the wall and
then look for a hiding place, and I run there and take three deep breaths. Then I forget
about it.”
“That’s called denial,” I wanted to tell my little CBT robot, but he is seven, and I’m not a
total asshole, and, besides, it is true that:
Forgetting < Grief
* * * * *
We used to live on Wallace Avenue. We used to live in a little house, which was the only
home my son knew, where he had his messy bedroom and in the garden, his laboratory
of mud and food coloring and toy trucks on the picnic table (in the winter, the trucks
would be dropped in water to be later hammered out of blocks of ice). I had a small oﬃce
with a window that in the summer would get covered in lush vines. Sometimes I just sat
staring out that window, feeling wonder that this was my life — since moving to Canada
I’d never quite felt at home, and then I ﬁnally did.
There was the dining-room table where as a toddler my son ate his mush from a high
chair — the mush drying up everywhere, inspiring jokes about putting our house under
quarantine because of bacteria breeding all over the place — and later where he sat in a
grown-up chair, chattering away at breakfast, his Lego guys lined up in front of his cereal,
our newspaper tossed aside because we had to pay attention to the military maneuvers
occurring on the place mat with the map of the world on it.
There was also spontaneous dancing in the kitchen — our small family, and sometimes
friends with their kids — and the evening reading of books, starting from In the Night
Kitchen by Maurice Sendak, and in later years the Tin Tin series. We stopped somewhere
around Lord of the Rings, which was read on the couch that became a sad island among
boxes stacked on top of one another everywhere you looked. We were moving. We sold
the house.
Things fell apart a while before Lord of the Rings, which is when the serious military
maneuvers took place. Not Lego; this was heavy emotional artillery. Tear gas. My son’s
father and I in the trenches of our breakup, throwing grenades at each other. (But this is
not about how things fell apart. They did. Our life in that house wasn’t an amalgam of
lovely vignettes. Every family that splits up, splits up for many reasons, the same way
families stay together for many reasons. One family’s calamity would be another family’s
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prescription on how to prevent future crises. Some families are more resilient than others.
Ours wasn’t.)
* * * * *
In the beginning, I walked by my old house compulsively. I wanted to see if the new
owners were taking care of it. (Did they repaint the bedroom? Probably. Probably beige.
They seemed so suburban, judging by the way they decorated the porch with a row of
boring potted plants like contained haircuts.) I wanted to see if I would be able to handle
seeing “my” house as not my house; would it hurt?
It did hurt, but in that half-pleasant itchy way the way a sore tooth can feel sometimes.
Maybe because, simultaneously, I also felt relief that it was over and that there was
nothing I could do about the situation anymore.
Have I moved on? In the beginning, it felt as if I had moved on.
Acceptance > Grief
* * * * *
I live somewhere else now. In order for my son to remain in his school, I had to stay in the
area, so I found a place not far from Wallace Avenue. The absence of my son’s chatter at
the new dining-room table in my tiny new kitchen is a boyshaped sadness I feel on the
days he’s not with me (his father and I share custody). In this instance, I grieve too. I
grieve all that time I took for granted before, when we ate breakfast together every day.
How is he not here at breakfast every day? It feels wrong; it’s a does-not-compute
situation. A few friends who have custody arrangements, say that, OK, you get used to it,
but only because there’s no other choice. The reality sets in. You move on.
Fuck that.
One day, you will move on, the friends say. When you’re ready.
And as much as I wish that for myself, does moving mean forgetting many of those good
moments — my son at breakfast, impromptu kitchen dance parties — that made me
happy on Wallace Avenue? Accepting that that’s not coming back?
My son is not the one who’s in denial with his cute strategy of dealing with the loss of the
house. I am.
* * * * *
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Grief is an occurrence that doesn’t follow a linear trajectory; it comes in waves —
sometimes it’s a tsunami, and sometimes grief is a little splash. Some days I’m drowning
in it, other times … I just have to get on with my day.
I feel guilty about my grief, too, because, indeed, nobody has died, my country isn’t
under siege, and everyone is relatively healthy. A dissolution of a family shouldn’t be
considered a disaster, yet it is; according to one deﬁnition, disaster is “an event or fact
that has unfortunate consequences.”
Here are some: my son’s tears when walking by Wallace Avenue. His father’s tears while
dropping my son oﬀ at school. And me? Some mornings, I wake up confused as to
where I am because I am not in the blue master bedroom and my sleeping baby boy is
not curled up into my stomach and his father is not next to me.
And that’s only the morning. My mornings were not supposed to look like this. Grief is
also the destruction of the imagined future. For me, the future was really quite an
unassuming one: my son as a teenager, coming home with his hockey equipment and
sulkily disappearing into the basement (which is too small; in the future, we’ve been
complaining about it for decades), and his father and I rolling our eyes at each other, and
there are stupid cookies in the oven, and there’s some kind of a stupid happy dog with a
tail slapping against the wooden ﬂoors, and it’s 2026.
Grief > Future
* * * * *
There’s a condition called congenital analgesia where a person feels no pain. She can
feel pressure and sensation but can’t, for example, tell if the hot water is so hot that it will
scald her hand. This condition aﬀects the peripheral nervous system, and it’s a form of
peripheral neuropathy — the nerves that carry messages (of pain, of sensation) to and
from the brain are damaged, and the system is out of whack. People with congenital
analgesia suﬀer from bruises, cuts, and more serious injuries because they are unaware
of the danger that the rest of us react to because pain is a warning sign. Pain prevents
further damage. Pain alerts. Pain doesn’t let itself be ignored. Finally, pain signals the
need for healing.
What I know now: I might never get over my grief completely. Yet I need to feel it acutely
because without it, my past becomes absurd; it would be as if Wallace Avenue never
happened, but it did happen and it hurt and it needs to hurt before it can start getting
better. My past and my future must meet in the middle, bring me to the present; only then
will my grief become a nerve that is still there but that no longer hurts. As much.
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I don’t walk by my old house anymore. I think of my son’s strategy, and I line up my brain
cells against the wall and take three deep breaths. And in the next moment, I’ll walk by a
FOR SALE sign on somebody’s front lawn and I’m out of breath.
Jowita Bydlowska is the author of the best-selling memoir Drunk Mom and a debut novel,
GUY.

Grief Soup
By Alicia Kennedy
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(Julianna Brion)

The day after I dropped a red rose on my brother’s casket, I sat down in a West Village
restaurant to review a meal. This wasn’t fair to me or the restaurant, but after a week of
nonstop tears and shots of whiskey, work and my bank account still somehow existed
and needed tending. My job is writing down my thoughts on food and cocktails, so there
I was reluctantly ordering a glass of Pinot Noir, some escargots made of mushrooms, and
a rubbery vegan steak. A hard, dry éclair served for dessert seemed like a cruel joke by
God himself, clearly bent on denying me even the slightest pleasure.
I was still in the auto-pilot mode of performed grief, where there are rituals to attend to
and the neighbors bring over an endless supply of pizza and bagels (I’m from Long
Island; these are our sacraments). It’s the mode in which I wore a low-cut shirt to the
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church rectory to pick out funeral readings because I’d slid back into being a petulant
thirteen-year-old who hates going to Catholic school. My old ways of acting out were my
only comfort. Back in the city, I had to be an adult again. There were no church ladies to
scandalize. This bad éclair wasn’t going to write about itself.
A week before the “steak”-frites, I had spent the morning writing a review of a
Washington Heights cocktail bar where I’d passed a perfect few hours on my last night
having a living brother. Everyone’s energy was in sync, and the bartender lit elaborate
concoctions on ﬁre for girls who usually ordered vodka-sodas.
I checked Facebook after I was done with my draft and saw an old yoga teacher had
been to a “very sad funeral” but was now eating at an Indian restaurant. She wrote:
“The message at the funeral service today was eat food
It celebrates life
You won't be eating when you are dead.
Ok so we shall eat.”
I kept going back to this. Lately I’d worried that my work was frivolous, but here was the
truth: food celebrates life, so I celebrate life. After I’d read this at least ﬁve times between
answering emails and updating my to-do list, the phone rang. My dad was calling to tell
me that my 26-year-old brother had died of an overdose.
The ground and my mind disappeared. It would take weeks for me to start making
memories that didn’t have the fog of drunkenness over them; I have to reference the
published review to recall that I hated that éclair. My ﬁrst good day was spent in Flushing,
Queens, eating cabbage-stuﬀed dumplings oﬀ a Styrofoam plate in the basement at
Golden Shopping Mall, dipping them in a haphazard slurry of soy sauce and chili oil. “Eat
food. It celebrates life” ﬁnally felt a little bit true again. As winter sank in, I began cooking
more. Time alone in the kitchen without distractions would bring out tears, but I kept
going back. One day I went in with the idea of making tomato soup and ended up with
something far better — silky and rich, spiced with cumin, turmeric, garlic, chipotle, chili
oil … This simple soup was a celebration on a Tuesday afternoon, a tangible reminder
that I’m still living though a piece of me is gone.
Food gave me joy and work before; now it’s what’s supporting my very spine, keeping me
upright. In the hell of grief, life often feels meaningless, but the learning, the creating I do
— whether in the kitchen or at someone else’s table — are what make the days feel
worthwhile. “You won’t be eating when you are dead,” I remind myself, so for now, I
cook.
Grief (or, Spicy Tomato-Coconut) Soup
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2 tablespoons coconut oil (reﬁned or virgin)
1 medium yellow onion, roughly chopped
2–4 cloves of garlic, roughly chopped
1 teaspoon white miso
2 cups crushed San Marzano tomatoes
1 can full-fat coconut milk
1 chipotle in adobo, seeds removed
1 tablespoon nutritional yeast
2 teaspoons curry powder
Sea salt and crushed red pepper, to taste
Melt the coconut oil in a medium-size pot over medium heat. Add the onions and a
generous sprinkle of sea salt. Keep stirring them with a wooden spoon (you don’t want
them to brown). Once the onion is translucent, add the garlic and miso, stirring vigorously
until the miso is distributed throughout the onions and garlic. Add the crushed tomatoes,
coconut milk, chipotle, nutritional yeast, curry powder, and another generous sprinkle of
sea salt (add crushed red pepper, if you like). Stir to combine and bring to a boil. Reduce
heat slightly to let the soup simmer for about 15 minutes, stirring occasionally to make
sure nothing sticks to the bottom of the pot.
Turn oﬀ the heat and let the soup cool down. Mindfully (because it might still be hot)
blend with an immersion blender or standing blender. Return to medium heat to bring it
back up to your desired temperature. Drizzle bowls of the soup with chili or olive oil,
sprinkle with pepper, and serve with an equally comforting sandwich or salad (or just a
nice hunk of bread or helping of croutons).
Alicia Kennedy is a writer from Long Island. She is an editor with Edible Brooklyn, a
contributor to The Village Voice, and a freelancer for other publications. Her website is la
pirata.com.

Mourning Diary
By Alex Ronan
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(Julianna Brion)

What I didn’t know about grief is that it’s so much like rage. In the days after my little
brother Mark’s death, I developed an elaborate fantasy that some guy on the street would
say something like “Smile, baby” and I’d whip around to seethingly ask, “What did you
just say?” He’d repeat it, and then I’d tear into him: “My brother just committed suicide,
so thanks, but no thanks, I’m not gonna smile today, and if I ever hear of you saying that
to another woman, I will track you down and carve a smile into your face.” Given the
chance, I honestly think I would have oﬀered this deranged sermon, but as soon as Mark
died, men stopped bothering me on the street.
I want everyone in the world to know Mark is dead. I want the whole city of New York to
go into mourning; I want sirens and wailing, people sobbing for days on end, gigantic
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memorials erected, and every big brain directed toward understanding what took him.
Without that, I’m willing to trade a bunch of other people’s siblings for Mark. I cultivate a
list of brothers I know or know of, ever ready for the swap.
“Please be kind to each other,” Mark wrote once in a letter to us all, but that’s hard to do.
I do not feel big loving feelings for humanity. Instead I feel malicious, mean. I’m mad at
the doctors, mad at myself, mad at Mark (sometimes), and mad at the strangers who
laugh on the subway as if Mark isn’t dead.
* * * * *
For days after Mark’s death, I wandered around the house in his clothes, pawed
repeatedly through his keepsakes, and slept in his bed. If you didn’t want me to be going
through all your stuff, then you shouldn’t have died, I think defensively before keeling over
into a pile of his shirts, weeping.
I didn’t realize I was looking for a note just for me until, reaching into the pocket of a
hardly worn jacket and feeling paper, my breath caught. It wasn’t a note from Mark, but it
was the ﬂyer from the fashion show I watched him walk in. Does this count? I wondered,
but I wanted more.
A few weeks later, lying with his childhood stuﬀed bear and trying to sleep, I noticed it
had a hole by the seam. I felt ﬂuttery, delighted. Finally, I thought to myself. But there was
just stuﬃng inside, no note hidden with the prescience that I’d be the one to keep Beary
close.
Without him here, I treasure the things that speak to the humble and tragic hope that his
life would go on — the tin of lip balm with a thumbprint in the middle, a half-used
MetroCard, the Mallomars in the cabinet next to the tea he’d special-ordered. They’re
painful but precious reminders of his aliveness, even if he wouldn’t ﬁnd them all too
meaningful. I know Mark would be embarrassed by my sentimentality, would say, “Al, it’s
just crap, toss it,“ but I can’t.
On special occasions, I allow myself a small swipe of lip balm, careful to go around the
rim and not touch the indentation made by his ﬁnger. Every so often, I take out his beach
shirt, which hasn’t been washed enough since the summer he was alive to have lost its
sunscreen-y smell. I hold it close to my face and breathe that in. His deodorant, I’ve
found, is useless. It doesn’t smell the same when it’s not cut by skin and sweat.
I have so many things of his, but it doesn’t feel like enough. So I continue to hunt; I call
the detective who took Mark away and ask for details, and I get scammed out of $300
trying to gain access to his locked phone in order to see the photos he took during his
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ﬁnal days.
After months of this, I realize that I was functioning under the assumption that once I
found everything, once I heard every story and gathered every picture, I could somehow
reconstruct him. These are the jeans you left on the ﬂoor, I could say, handing them over. I
packed your backpack for the trip you never took, I’d explain, before adding, Sorry I
snooped. I didn’t know that you’d come back.
* * * * *
In the midst of tragedy, there are still things to laugh about. Like when our brother Robert
mistook the bag containing Mark’s ashes for a food-warming package and opened it right
up, thinking someone had dropped oﬀ a lasagna. Or when, at 2 a.m. in August, I walked
across the town where we spent summers barefoot, sobbing, and pajama-clad, from my
dad’s house to my mom’s, to get Mark’s stuﬀed bear. When I arrived, I realized the front
door was locked. I checked the side door, then the back door. Both locked. So I got
down on my hands and knees and shimmied through the dog door.
I imagine Mark cackling about Robert’s discovery and rolling his eyes at my decision to
go through the dog door. It would just be another conversation, over cards or Mexican
food, at the kitchen table or in the car.
Six months after he died, when I saw something funny on the Internet, I thought, I’ll just
text him to see if he saw it … then I realized that the rest of that sentence is … before he
died. Once, opening the kitchen cabinet to make myself cereal, I saw a baby cockroach
on the bottom shelf. If that’s you fucking with me, I’ll kill you myself.
* * * * *
I’ve heard that many people grieving experience a moment upon waking in which they
don’t realize their person is dead. The mind plays a trick or oﬀers a minute of respite. I
don’t forget Mark is dead, but I forget nearly everything else. My boyfriend Greg asks if I
want to go to a restaurant and I say I’ve never heard of it. (Turns out, it’s down the block
and we’ve been a handful of times.) Friends gossip about people we know, but I can’t
remember enough to be sure why we all despise someone, who so-and-so used to date,
or what happened at a party I apparently attended. I ﬁgure I’m just distracted, until I
forget how to eat sunﬂower seeds.
I was driving to Hudson to meet Greg for the weekend and brought along a bag of
shelled seeds. I popped one in my mouth, sucked the salt oﬀ, then started chewing. I
chewed and chewed until it felt like I had wood chips in my mouth. I gulped aggressively
and popped a few more in. I love sunﬂower seeds, I thought. Maybe I’m focusing too much
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on chewing them? It was even harder with three. But still, I ate them, one at a time,
chewing and driving.
When I saw Greg, I asked, “Do you ever ﬁnd sunﬂower seeds to be a little splintery? I
almost couldn’t swallow them.” “No,” he said, before adding, “Were you eating the shells
or something?” He was joking but could tell by the look on my face that I’d just spent two
hours incorrectly eating a bag full of sunﬂower seeds.
At ﬁrst, I ﬁgured my brain was working overtime to dredge up and preserve all memories
of Mark. But as it got worse, I wondered if my brain had a plan of its own and was trying
to ease the trauma of Mark’s death by erasing everything until Mark became undead.
The routines of every day in a world without him wouldn’t be necessary; in fact, they were
counter to the whole mission. Where did I put my keys? When did I last eat? “Who cares?!”
My brain answered. “Don’t you want your brother back?” Restaurants and train stops in
Berlin would have to go, since that’s where I spent the few months before he died.
Names and faces of college classmates weren’t necessary. Mark was depressed during
those years, and so, to keep him as himself, I’d have to go back further, to childhood, a
time when he was mostly happy. Unsurprisingly, I remembered those years with intense
clarity. As my brain works tirelessly to bring him back through forgetting, I search
endlessly for my keys, my wallet, some way to live without him.
Alex Ronan is a writer living in Berlin, mostly. She wrote about Mark before his death for the
Cut and after for Real Life.
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