Books on Loss, Grief, Illness and Healing:
Suzanne’s Personal Favorites
T

he books dealing with the difficult themes of sickness, bereavement, and loss are among my personal favorites on the subject: books to which I turn, and which I recommend, often. The list is therefore both personal—not all the books that spoke to me will necessarily speak to you—and unabashedly incomplete. I welcome the chance to hear of books on these topics that you have found moving and helpful, and would be glad to add them to my list so that others may benefit from them.

Akner, Lois. How to Survive the Loss of a Parent. Many in my "baby boomer" generation are currently facing--or dreading--the loss of one or both of their parents. This thoughtful and intelligent guide is rich with reassuring thoughts, helpful strategies, and the personal stories that give both immediacy. Akner is especially helpful in explaining why a parents' passing can feel so different from other deaths or losses.

Albom, Mitch. Tuesdays with Morrie. Albom, originally a sportswriter, became famous for this small book about his onetime mentor, Morrie Schwartz, who was suffering from ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease) by the time the two reconnected. Albom’s writing is not brilliant in and of itself, but the author wisely keeps his part in the story simple, allowing Morrie’s blend of wryness and wisdom to resonate throughout the text.

Bauby, Jean-Dominique. The Diving Bell and the Butterfly. When any of us as writers complain that our craft is difficult, we might want to consider Bauby. He wrote this book by blinking one eyelid—the only part of his body that moved—at cards marked with letters of the alphabet while a helper transcribed the results. Following a massive stroke when he was only 43, Bauby—before then a journalist and editor of French Vogue—was afflicted with “locked in syndrome,” a condition which shuts an active consciousness into a body that is unable to move. His memoir uses brief, compressed vignettes to evoke that experience, as well as to convey his evanescent impressions of life before his illness. Bauby died not long after this work was published. Despite the obvious horrors of his situation, the book is a joyous and richly sensual read; its evocations of sensory impressions may be all the more powerful because Bauby could no longer take them for granted. I have not seen it, but the book has recently been made into a film by director Julian Schnabel.
Bayley, John. Iris and Elegy for Iris. Bayley’s memoir of his wife, the celebrated writer and intellectual Irish Murdoch, moves between the early days of the couple’s courtship and Murdoch’s late-life slide into severe Alzheimer’s disease. The extraordinary result is heartbreaking and poignant. I shied away from this book when it first appeared despite the widespread praise it garnered; the thought of a husband revealing his famous wife’s sometimes humiliating incapacities in print seemed unfair and even exploitative to me. Well, I was wrong (not, I should add, for the first time!) Whether he is showing Iris thriving as a young woman or ailing later on, Bayley’s respect for Murdoch is unforced and genuine, infusing even the most painful material in the memoir with exquisite tenderness. In the end, the book is a powerful affirmation of the endurance of love despite the ravages of time, age, and illness. Stylistically, the book is a model of texture and attention: apparently simple and even naïve in tone, yet full of telling details.
Beattie, Melody. The Grief Club. Best known for her best-selling works on co-dependency and addiction, Beattie's book--a blending of self-help and memoir--was inspired by the death of the author's son at the age of only twelve. Beattie is not the world's most graceful writer, but she is a wise and seasoned soldier in life's toughest wars.
Berg, Elizabeth. Talk Before Sleep. This brief novel concerns the friendship of two women, one of whom is diagnosed with terminal breast cancer. Hardly remarkable if published today, this subject was a surprising one when the book was first published in 1994, when discussion of something as personal as breast cancer was still considered taboo. Some critics derided the book as overly sentimental, but even today many women find its tender vision of female friendship and female pain to be comforting and compelling.
Collins, Judy. Sanity and Grace: A Journey of Suicide, Survival, and Strength. It is extraordinarily hard work to survive the suicide of one’s child, and just as hard to write about that painful journey. Nevertheless, that’s what Collins attempts to do in this memoir. In that sense, you could call it an example of the best kind of celebrity memoir—a book in which someone uses their public “platform” to humanize and help with a problem rarely discussed. This is not a great book in the literary sense—Collins is a good writer, but not a particularly memorable one. But it is a deeply healing book nonetheless, with a power that comes not from the shape of the words but from leap of faith the author makes in making her immensely private pain public. The best of celebrity writings in this vein do the same thing that Collins’ book does: they reassure us that even the “rich and famous” share our problems and failures, and make it more permissible to experience and share the most painful chapters in our lives.
Didion, Joan. The Year of Magical Thinking. Venerated essayist Didion's daughter was unconscious in a hospital when her husband, fellow writer John Gregory Dunne, died from a massive heart attack. This extraordinary book traces the year that followed, evoking the full range of Didion's reactions with candor and courage. Never sentimental, always intelligent and honest, the memoir is a unique look at death, grief, and healing--and a reminder that even the most intellectual among us can be temporarily befuddled and becalmed by loss.

Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. As a child, Grealy was diagnosed with a violent case of an intractable cancer which attacked the bones of her face and jaw. The good news is that she survived; the bad news was that the cancer and its various “cures” left her with a horribly damaged face and a lifetime marked by ongoing treatments, physical pain, and psychological damage. Like Mary Karr, memoirist Grealy is also a poet, and she has the poet’s capacity to let details speak. Her book is a fascinating look at an ordinary girl growing up in extraordinary circumstances, as well as a moving meditation on how all of us “face” our world. Grealy died in 2002 at the age of only 39, apparently of an accidental overdose of the drugs—both prescription and illegal—that she had become addicted to. Those interested in Grealy might also want to look at Truth and Beauty, a memoir of her by her longtime friend, the novelist Ann Patchett. Grealy’s family was irate at the publication of this unflinching and intimate book, but it is nevertheless a beautifully done if often painful look at the women’s lives, the difficulties Grealy experienced in both her body and her soul, and the nature of deep friendship.
Guest, Judith. Ordinary People. This lovely novel tells the story of the fragmentation of a privileged suburban family after the sudden death of their teenaged son and “golden child.” Most affected of all is Conrad, the awkward brother of the dead boy, who struggles with agonizing grief and guilt on top of all of the natural difficulties of adolescence. While its subject is sobering, the story is ultimately neither depressing nor grim; Guest is excellent at evoking the pain of loss, but equally good at portraying the human ability to grow, change, and heal.
Gilbert, Sandra. Wrongful Death: A Memoir. Feminist scholar Gilbert’s husband died suddenly after routine prostate surgery, leaving his family shocked, grieving, and convinced that medical negligence of some kind is to blame. Unlike many memoirs concerned with a loved one’s passing, Gilbert focuses not just on the personal aftermath of Elliott Gilbert’s death but also on her determination to find the true cause of his passing. Gilbert also published an anthology of famous elegies, from those of John Donne to moving modern examples, called Inventions of Farewell.
Gunther, John. Death Be Not Proud. Gunther’s account of his son’s death from a brain tumor at the age of only 17 was published in 1949, at a time when this kind of detailed account was much rarer than it is today. It is still read today for its combination of courage and idiosyncrasy and its vivid portrayal of a brave and brilliant young man.

Hayward, Brooke. Haywire. Unlike Christina Crawford’s Mommie Dearest, this celebrity memoir works as not just gossip but writing. The daughter of actress Margaret Sullavan and Hollywood agent extraordinare Leland Hayward, close friends with the Fondas and others among the rich and famous, Hayward lived a life filled with opportunities many of us would envy. Yet her family’s story also includes divorce, distance, addiction, and even the tragically early death of the writer’s sister. Hayward writes of both the pains and the pleasures of her life beautifully, celebrating the glamour of Hollywood’s Golden Age yet also evoking the waste and pain its lifestyles trailed in their wake.

Hood, Ann. Comfort. Ann Hood experienced one of the deepest griefs a human being can know: the death of her five-year-old daughter from what should have been an ordinary strep throat. Her book tells the story of the death and its aftermath with searing honesty and a fierce refusal to resort to platitudes, generalities, sentimentalities or any of the other soothing strategies most of us turn to as we try to soften our conversations about death. Comfort is not an easy book to read, but it is a rewarding and powerful one.
Jamison, Kay. Nothing Was the Same. Jamison has written excellent books on bipolar disorder (a disease she treats as a doctor, and suffers from as a woman), exuberance, and other subjects touching on psychology and medicine. Here, she takes on a painful personal subject: the death of her husband, Richard Wyatt. As always, Jamison’s writing here is graceful, intelligent, scrupulous and honest. I loved the tender, idiosyncratic picture she paints of her midlife marriage to an equally smart man who loved her, mental disease and all—and as always in her work, her comments on the mental “map” of grief is right-on.
Kübler-Ross, Elisabeth. On Death and Dying. Much of the material discussed in On Death and Dying is so familiar to us today that it is hard to remember how startling it was when first published in the 1960s. Kübler-Ross broke with the period’s accepted practice not just by actually interviewing those who were dying, but also by discussing her findings in print at a time when candid discussions of death were rare indeed. Her most famous observation, that dying people progressed through five definable emotional stages, is often misunderstood as a rigid pattern rather than the fluctuating and highly personal movement Dr. Kübler-Ross actually identified. Before she died in 2004, the author partnered with David Kessler to complete On Grief and Grieving, which extends her work from the dying to those who survive them.
Lewis, C.S. A Grief Observed. Oxford don, a celebrated author, and a revered intellectual, C.S. Lewis was devastated when the wife he had married fairly late in his life died of cancer. "There is a sort of invisible blanket between the world and me," he writes. Lewis was a prolific writer about Christianity--in addition to nonfiction works on the subject, he wrote the Perelandra science fiction series and the Narnia children's chronicles, both with subtle religious themes. This book wrestles with the problem not only of grief, but also of God's role in human suffering.

MacWilliams, Peter, with Harold Bloomfield and Melba Colgrove. How to Survive  the Loss of a Love. This little book looks a bit dated and silly, but I found it tremendously helpful in the wake of my parents’ deaths. Unlike longer tomes that I simply did not have the focus or energy to read, it is brief and to the point about the emotions of grief and the guilt, fear, confusion and other emotions that so often accompany it. In its way, this book is a little gem. 

McCracken, Elizabeth. An Exact Replica of a Figment of My Imagination. Novelist McCracken lost a baby in her  ninth month of pregnancy; her book talks about the loss, its impact on her and her husband, and the slow progress of grief. Her writing is warm and beautiful, and the story ends happily, at least in one way: McCracken did give birth to a healthy baby in the period after the events narrated in the book took place.

Monette, Paul. Borrowed Time: An Aids Memoir. Borrowed Time was the first full-length personal account of AIDS brought forth by a major publisher. When it appeared, in 1988, fear about the illness was everywhere, misinformation was rife, and no medical treatment was available to reverse or even manage the disease. Monette’s memoir of his lover’s illness and death became part of a series of events that helped make prevailing attitudes more compassionate. It also succeeds as a moving human story, written from a balanced viewpoint which is sad but not self-pitying, dramatic but not sensational. Monette himself died of AIDS-related complications at the age of 49, seven years after this book appeared.
Patchett, Ann. Truth and Beauty: A Friendship. Lucy Grealy’s memoir of her life and the cancer that disfigured her is listed earlier in this piece; the book here is her friend Ann Patchett’s memoir of their friendship. Their close bond began early in their writing careers and continued—though not without difficulties—as each became successful. Extraordinarily charismatic yet also extraordinarily difficult, Grealy was beset by terrible facial bone damage that necessitated endless surgeries and led to a drug dependency that helped kill her at the age of only 39. Patchett’s honest, detailed, and revealing look at her friend made Grealy’s family angry, but it remains a powerful look at the complexities of deep friendship, an unflinching observation of the inroads disease can make into a person’s life and soul, and picture of Grealy for which her biographers will one day be grateful.
Pausch, Randy. The Last Lecture. It is a professorial tradition to give a so-called “last lecture,” but in the case of Randy Pausch it had unusual resonance: the professor of computer sciences at Carnegie-Mellon University had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer. His small book extends his lecture, which became an Internet sensation, by exploring the enduring priorities that only the imminent threat of death reveals. Randy Pausch died of complications of cancer in July 2008.

Rollin, Betty. First, You Cry and Last Wish. Rollin was a well-known NBC correspondent in the 70s. First, You Cry was one of the first detailed memoirs about the experience of being diagnosed with breast cancer, written at a time—1976—when women were still too full of shame and fear to talk about the disease publicly. Last Wish chronicles the final illness of Rollins’ mother, which ended with her mother’s decision to take her own life. As the Schiavo case reminded us, the issue of end-of-life choices remains controversial to this day. Rollin’s straightforward, honest, and loving memoir adds to the body of literature which helps us understand our options and their costs.
Schreiber, Le Anne. MidStream and Light Years. These two memoirs by Schrieber, formerly the first female sports editor of the New York Times, counterpoint her quiet life in upstate New York with the deaths of her mother, father, and brother, all of which occurred in a relatively short period of time. By balancing these two themes, she ensures that painful medical detail will not overwhelm her stories. At the same time, she gives us a rich look at life, loss, and the many decisions we adults make in negotiating both. 
Schweibert, Pat. Tear Soup.  This oversized children's book was intended for children coping with death, but is often used by grief counselors in their meetings with adults thanks to its wise and tender content. it begins when "Grandy" faces the death of an unspecified "someone," and continues as she makes the "tear soup" that helps her grieve. Particularly helpful to me as I read it was the reassurance that we must make the "soup" of grief for just as long as we need to.

Scott-Maxwell, Florida. The Measure of My Days. Scott-Maxwell went on the stage at age sixteen, became a writer at twenty, and trained with Carl Jung as an analytical psychologist in her fifties. This memoir was written in her eighties and published when she was 85, a decade before she died. Organized as a series of brief vignettes, the book is a little-known treasure. Embarking on old age as though it were another adventure, the author scrutinizes her life and her reactions to it with candor, freshness, and energy, proving in the process that old age is an adventure of its own, rather than merely an ending of life’s earlier phases.
Sebold, Alice. The Lovely Bones. This unusual novel gained mainstream success for its haunting portrayal of a young girl who is murdered, yet lingers to tell her story and speak about the heaven she now inhabits. This premise sounds mawkish and unlikely when phrased this way, but it works beautifully as played out in Sebold’s story. In addition to working as a convincing and suspenseful novel, the book speaks beautifully of the nature of childhood, loss, and recovery after unimaginable sorrow.

Silverstein, Amy. Sick Girl. Amy Silverstein was diagnosed with heart failure at the age of only 24. Numerous months of drug treatment did not help, and she received a heart transplant while still in her twenties. The extreme difficulty of life after such a transplant—life which can only be sustained by powerful immuno-suppresants with hosts of serious side effects—is rarely given a public face. Silverstein’s memoir does so clearly and courageously, right down to what she acknowledges are her sometimes unfair or unlikable reactions to doctors or family members. Post-transplant infertility, the constant feeling of sickness created by the combination of strong drugs and constant infections, the necessity of working with doctors who often dismiss patient questions and needs: she limns both the medical and psychological aspects of her experience with honesty and unforgettable detail.
Styron, Wiliam. Darkness Visible. The treatment and understanding of depression have come a long way since the 1980s, and Styron’s book helped create this welcome change. The author of Sophie’s Choice and many other successful books, Styron “had it all” at the time he was struck by severe clinical depression. In chronicling his deep personal struggle and reflecting on the many others who have suffered the disease, Styron helped Americans understand that depression is more than mere sadness, and that it can afflict anyone, regardless of wealth or fame. Some books serve that kind of social purpose without having much (or any) literary merit; Styron’s classic memoir offers both. 
Trollope, Joanna. Next of Kin and A Passionate Man. British writer Trollope's novels are subtle, beautifully observed stories of modern life. They often touch on topical issues--blended families or "empty nest" syndrome, for example--yet these themes are integrated so perfectly into the novel's storylines that there's never a hint of sociological abstraction or pedantic dullness. Both of the novels noted here hinge on a family death, and both handle it with insight and tenderness.
Young, Kevin (editor). The Art of Losing: Poems of Grief and Healing. A beautiful collection of poems, beautifully presented. Even when it’s not the form of writing we choose at “ordinary” times, poetry speaks to the heart in a way that is profoundly healing at times of loss or sadness. 
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