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ERIC ADAMS: There's that great quote from WandaVision that asks, ‘What is grief, if not love
persevering?’ And I really think that that's a beautiful and accurate way to think about what grief is, it's a
continuation of love for or attachment to someone or something that we've lost.

[music playing]

CHAD MOSES: You’re listening to the To Write Love on Her Arms podcast, a show about mental health
and the things that make us human. I’m your host Chad Moses, and in each episode, we’ll be talking
about the things that can often feel hard to talk about, like depression, addiction, self-injury, and suicide.
We’ll be sharing stories and exploring big themes like hope, healing, and recovery. If any of the topics we
discuss or the stories we share feel too heavy for you, know that it’s OK to pause, restart, or stop
altogether. As we discover new stories, we hope to remind you that your story is important.

[music playing]

CHAD: As a kid, I was extremely active. Moving and climbing and racing anything that even hinted
towards a challenge, oftentimes pushing myself to the limits of my own strength and coordination. In turn,
this led to an impressive array of bruises, scrapes, stifled tears, and colorful casts. I became accustomed
to hearing coaches or guardians say, “Show me where it hurts.” That part was usually pretty easy as it
was also pretty obvious. With almost no processing time I was able to point precisely to my pain. It was
simple to identify what felt off, what ached, and what I needed to feel comfortable again.

I probably don’t need to convince you that not all pain feels like a skinned knee, that given enough time
we will all sense an ache that is not easy to point to—namely because what hurts is the lack of
something. Today, we will be talking about grief. In previous episodes we’ve taken a beat to make note of
data, trends, and prevalence of particular challenges; but when it comes to grief, we are really talking
about something that’s central to the human condition. If there are 7.7 billion people on the planet, then
there will be 7.7 billion manifestations of grief, because there are 7.7 billion unique ways we love and are
loved and seek love.

I believe that to love something means acknowledging that the borders of YOU have shifted—now
something or someone else falls under your Kingdom of Care. It is an expansion of your identity. So to
feel something core to your hopes, dreams, and sense of self exit the picture is going to hurt. It should
hurt. It’s OK that it hurts.

The term “Phantom Limb” refers to pain that is sensed in a part of the body that is no longer there, that is
no longer attached. When asked, “Where does it hurt?” you are left pointing to air, but the lack of proof in
no way minimizes the pain. You can’t out-smart, out-convince, or out-believe that pain; it wouldn’t do you
any good even if you could. Regardless of physical experience, it’s not trite to say that grief is a sort of
Phantom Limb Pain. The loss of someone or something, gradual or sudden, will leave a mark and will
demand tenderness to come to terms with whatever comes next.

It’s fair to acknowledge that these past couple of years have offered us all opportunities to grieve. Loved
ones passing away, canceled graduations or weddings or chances to rest, lost opportunities to make new
friends and memories, changes in geography, work, health, safety, and self. These aren’t things to just



“get over” but rather things that warrant time and perspective. So today we are going to set some time
aside to intentionally discuss sensations and stories of grief. We hope in our conversations with Megan
Fernandez, Vivian Nuñez, and Eric Adams that you may feel validated in your journey. And beyond that,
we hope that this episode can be proof that in matters of the heart, you can tread both lightly and bravely.

This is the To Write Love on Her Arms podcast, and I’m your host Chad Moses. Let’s get started.

[music playing]

Chad Moses 00:00
So to kick off today, we're meeting with Megan Fernandez. She's an award winning business and
community news reporter that has worked in newsrooms across the country. For a long time, Megan
thought that her purpose was to share stories of others. But after losing her mother to cancer in January
of 2020, Megan turned to memoir writing and poetry as a way to cope with her grief and tell her own story.
Now, she writes to share her struggles and coping with grief, mental health and trauma, to normalize
these conversations and remind others that they're not alone. Here's Megan. Megan, thank you so much
for joining us today. Let's just kick it off. What part of the country are you in? Where are you calling in
from?

MEGAN 01:19
Thank you. It's a pleasure to be here. Right now, I'm living in Dover, New Hampshire,

Chad Moses 01:25
Megan, our first interaction with each other as an organization, and as an individual was through a blog
submission that you gave us. You called it The Gravity of Grief and Depression. Now, throughout this
interview, we're going to be visiting some of those themes and pieces that stuck out to us in that blog, and
our listeners can definitely find a link to that blog in our show notes. But before we get there, and before
we get here, perhaps it’d be helpful to understand a bit about your personal timeline and experience with
grief. We talked a little bit before we started recording about how this process of grieving actually began
before there’s a physical and tangible loss. So if you be so comfortable, would you be able to draw out a
little bit about what this timeline, what this journey has looked like for you?

MEGAN 02:33
Yeah, so as you alluded to, my grief started long before my mom took her last breath. She was diagnosed
with lung cancer. And we did everything right—we got the surgery, we did the chemo, and we thought we
were in the clear. And about a year later, we found out that the cancer had already gone metastatic, and
she had two large tumors on the left side of her brain. And so that was a pivotal moment, but we still had
hope. And she had the brain surgery, and basically if you kind of think of it like an M&M: the tumors, they
were able to get the chocolate, but not the coating on the outside. And so, ultimately, even with radiation,
that grew, and it grew twice as fast, and it came back very aggressively to the point where she just
couldn't fight it anymore. When it got to that point, it was a very rude awakening for us because she was
up and fine for my wedding and then two days later, I found her unconscious alone in her apartment. She
couldn't take care of herself anymore. And my sister and I live on opposite ends of the world. And, you
know, it was hard. But ultimately, we were there with her in the end. And her name was Katherine Marie
Porky Schuler. She was 55, so very young. She was very known for her heart, her heart and her sense of
just always wanting to be a helper, which are definitely traits that both my sister and I inherited. She
always said that her legacy was us girls, and so that’s what we tried to carry on and live our lives in the
ways that she would want us to.



Chad Moses 05:20
Thank you for sharing a bit of that. And, you know, I have no doubt that you and your sister are making
good on that legacy. And I think a piece of that is helping others that help her spirit and helping us kind of
frame what it looks like to deal with some loss, what it looks like to deal with some of these micro-griefs,
these micro-steps that turn into something bigger. You mentioned that this journey wasn't one that you
could anticipate. And yet in the mental health world, this is kind of encompassed in this idea of
anticipatory grief, whether you can cognitively make that leap or not to what comes next. So there is this
subconscious thread when we are getting ready to experience a loss. That is called anticipatory grief. It's
kind of our body and our heart and our emotions, preparing for something that's bigger. Could you talk a
little bit about that experience? What did it look like to maybe balance some hopeful good days that our
loved ones are having versus this, you know, kind of daunting feeling that there's maybe something
bigger that's gonna be coming tomorrow, the next week, the next month?

MEGAN 07:12
Yeah, it was not an easy burden to bear, that's for sure. At the time, I was living in Hawaii and my
husband was stationed there at Pearl. And so I was on the other side of the world. And soit was trying to
support my mom every day, calling her multiple times a day, checking in on her, making her feel like, you
know, she wasn't alone. And it was hard. I remember at one point googling how to anticipate the loss of
your mom, your mom dying to cancer. And I didn't like the results that I found. Because it brought up
exactly what you're talking about, this kind of pre-anticipation, grief. I didn't fully really understand at the
time how heavy that was, until I look back, and I see all the weight that it had on my life. You know, I
thought that somehow if I started the grieving process sooner, it would speed up the process on the back
end, and, OK, I say, “Go through the motions, go through the stages, and then you're done and you're
able to get to a place where you've accepted and it's just, OK, it's a part of life. It happened, I gotta move
on.” But that never happened. It just really prolonged the suffering of that grief, because it dug me deep
into a hole where I obviously still had to be responsible for myself in my own life while still holding up my
mom. One of the songs that I've always kind of thought back to that time with was Landslide of Fleetwood
Mac: “I've been afraid of changing because I built my life around you.” Because that's really what we did.
We spent every day of our lives that weren't preoccupied to something else, thinking about her, checking
in on her, making sure she had what she needed, she had a roof over her head, insurance to go to the
doctor and rides and groceries. So when she finally passed, it was like this huge hole of our lives of like, “I
don't know what to do with free time” or “I don't know how to cope because my whole schedule/routine
was just shot.” And so it's very hard to kind of really come to terms with, and also to understand that the
way that society views grief—this five stage process and that's it—isn't actually really how it works.

Chad Moses 10:00
I think it's such an important point that while there are a number of theories on how grief plays out, and
one is definitely risen to the surface with this five stages, you know, grief is in some ways, it strikes me as
a rite of passage that if you're around for long enough, you're gonna experience some heartache, you're
going to experience some loss. But like you said, the stages and how grief is manifesting day-in/day-out,
week-in/week-out, year-in/year-out, these aren't things to check off. But before we get to those stages and
how those stages and how those different emotions through this process of grief have affected you, I think
it's fair just to acknowledge this time that we're talking. So today is January the 13th. We’re recording this
coming up right before the second anniversary of your mother's passing. Just as someone with seasonal
affective disorder might take certain precautions as the winter solstice approaches, what are some things
that you're doing to prepare for this sad anniversary, this day that we wish didn't exist? What are some
ways that you are kind of making sure you are buttressed, that you're supported, that you have the right
amount of armor or the right amount of tissues or the right amount of friends around you?



MEGAN 11:34
Yeah, I think one of the biggest things I learned is you can never fully anticipate it. And the more you
bottle it up, the more it's like, you know, dropping a Mento in a Coke bottle and shaking it up. But, you
know, one of the biggest things that I found that really helps is taking the time out to honor her. For the
first anniversary, I went out and visited my sister, and we spent the day looking at her old photo albums,
watching home videos, and really doing things and thinking of her positively, and joking with each other,
“Hey, do you remember when mom did this?” Sharing her favorite foods, toasting her favorite drink,
playing the songs that she liked and things like that. And just really having that time to feel whatever you
need to feel, but in a way where you're around somebody who can support you and cry with you or sit in
silence with you, and allow yourself to feel that. Another thing is I kind of have most of her belongings and
this giant decorative box. And it's very symbolic in a way of, when I'm ready, say it’s close to an
anniversary or birthday or Christmas or whatever it is, and I feel like going through those old cards and
belongings of hers, then I can open the box and let myself feel that and go through that. But otherwise, I
need to keep it closed and kind of have that separate from my day-to-day stuff. Otherwise, I can easily get
so just wrapped up to it. And it's just inundating day after day after day, to the point where there's no room
for anything else. And you know, I can't have that. I still have a job to do, a life to live. So it's really just
trying to deal with it in a way that honors her while also lets me just feel what I'm feeling in the moment.

Chad Moses 13:42
And you talk a little bit about what it looks like to feel what you're feeling in the moment in that piece that
we mentioned, The Gravity of Grief and Depression. And in that piece, as you would assume from the
title, you do talk a lot about depression. And we mentioned earlier that that is indeed one of these stages
of grief. Have you felt, in these two years, a sort of graduation or transition into other stages? And if so,
what does it feel like to reside in a different emotion or experience that perhaps became familiar? Perhaps
you felt comfortable residing in denial or bargaining or depression or anger or you name it. And did it feel
weird noticing that you weren't in one stage or maybe that you had reverted to a previous stage? What
did it look like to take these steps—maybe dip a toe or maybe cannonball fully in—to a different emotive
state of this grief process?

MEGAN 14:46
Yeah, grief is very much like a roller coaster. I found that in my own personal grief, I didn't necessarily go
through each stage and go through it in order. For me, it was very much more like a cycle for a long time.
Different things in my life would hit the reset button and then I would feel that again. It was learning what
those triggers are. And obviously seeing a therapist helped a lot in that and identifying my own mental
health struggles. But also in talking about and kind of recognizing that my mom had her own mental
health struggles, things that maybe she had said or did or things in the past that maybe I took and
internalized was really her dealing with her own depression, her own anxiety, coming to terms with her
own things that were going on that she tried to shield for me, but I didn't really understand it. And so that
was a huge thing for me, was looking at my own mental health and my own grief journey, because it
helped me kind of understand my mom better to help me understand myself better. Kind of relooking at
those thought patterns, because depression was the one, I think the stage that kept me in the most.
Depression was a current that would just drag me under. And there were points where I didn't feel strong
enough to fight it. And so it was really just learning how to fight that current to get to a point where I could
swim again, or to where I could ask for help and get that lifeline.

Chad Moses 16:39
And what did some of those lifelines look like to you? If it was a current that was sweeping you away,
what or who were the people on shore making sure that they were throwing the buoy, making sure that as
much as you were paddling, that there was someone, something, some folks to focus on?



MEGAN 17:00
The biggest people was my husband, my family, and a really close dear friend of mine. But the hard thing
I found in dealing with depression was when I was in that moment and feeling that, my immediate
response was to push everybody away. Because the one person that I wanted support from, my usual
person, my mom, was the one person I couldn't get the support from. And so that kind of made me feel
like, “I need to fight this alone, I need to do this on my own. This is only a journey I can take. This is my
fight. It's nobody else's, I have to be strong for myself and for my sister.” She's older than me so she's
primarily always been the one carrying all my burdens. And I just felt, you know, “It's my turn, I need to be
the strong one.” And it wasn't until I really felt myself treading water that I was like, “I can't do this. I can't
continue like this.” And so with the support of those around me that I slowly started to kind of accept help
from, as well as therapists. Doing therapy was a huge lifeline to me, because you don't realize how deep
under you are until someone pulls you out.

Chad Moses 18:27
'm curious, just for a quick beat: What advice would Megan, today, give Megan a month or two months
after the loss? What does Megan from two years ago need to hear the most from a Megan of today?

MEGAN 18:57
I think that the biggest thing, and it's really a mantra that I kind of picked up in all this, is “Grow through
what you go through.” And when I first heard it I clicked with it but I didn't fully understand why. And it
wasn't until I got further along in my healing process that it really finally clicked, that obviously going
through grief is a very traumatic thing, very triggering thing. But I've seen myself grow because of it and
push myself further than I maybe would have pushed before, and really just fighting to look at my mental
health and improve it instead of just burying things underneath the surface until I explode. So it was very
much a journey of seeing where I am and growing through that.

Chad Moses 20:05
I think those are really wise words, simply because it sounds like something that was shared to me once
upon a time. A mentor told me, “Look, the only difference between shits and manure is purpose—they
both came from a cow's butt, but what are we going to do with it? Are we going to shovel it away, are we
going to hide from it? Or are we going to allow it to be some fertilizer, are we going to allow some growth
to happen through it?” Now, to move this along, these past couple years grief has certainly become more
of a topic of conversation on social media, in Zoom rooms, people are more comfortable talking about
loss than perhaps ever. And I want to tip my hat to some pop culture moments as well. To Write Love on
Her Arms is home to a number of very fervent fans of the MCU, of Marvel culture. And in WandaVision
there was a moment—SPOILER ALERT coming up—where Vision says, “What is grief, if not love
persevering?” In the piece you wrote for our blog, you said something similar. You said, “The heaviness of
grief that [you] carry is really just the love that [you] have for [your] mom trapped in the void left by her
absence.” So let's talk a little bit about maybe the two sides of the same coin, of the correlation between
grief and love, and how we can—or maybe just how you have—honored both of those things.

MEGAN 22:38
Yeah, I think that's a very powerful notion. Because really, when you look at love and grief, you can't have
one without the other. When you feel grief, it's because you have felt love. But if you feel love, you will
eventually grieve. And so I think recognizing that they're really interconnected is important. Also, one of
the things that I've kind of come to realize too, especially with Christmas having not been that long ago,
you're looking at videos, and you're seeing that the Christmas or the birthday magic, and things like that. I
came to realize that all those little moments that you have kind of stored away in your memory, those are



all, they're all made possible by the love of the people in them. And so while grief really makes you feel
the absence of somebody who makes you feel just this gaping hole in your life, it's really those memories
that we have to hold on to. That's where her presence is and that's all that's left in this world of her, is the
memories. And so, I find that, looking back on those has been very healing for me to just kind of look
back, remember those memories, give that nod to her, and it really helps me feel like she's here with me.
It reminds me of who she was and how much she loved me. And while it can be sad, obviously, to look
back at that and remember that and be in that moment and relive it, it's also very powerful to feel that love
again.

Chad Moses 25:05
And I'd say that to whatever degree that love is diminishing the distance between two people, that you are
honoring that right now. I can't help but believe that there's people watching this or listening to this that
feel validated, that you are sending out love in a really brave, brave way. And that certainly comes
through clearly in the blog as well. One line, one word picture that you painted that really stuck out to me
was you said, “The grief surrounding her death followed me like a constant midday shadow, always at the
heels of my feet.” I'm wondering now, in the year since we've published this blog, how has that shadow
shifted over time? And what would you say to someone who fears that the shadow is growing, despite
some expectations that it should be shrinking?

MEGAN 26:02
I look back and I know I'm not in that same place that I was when I wrote that. The states of depression
still come and go every now and then. But I think the biggest thing for me was realizing that grief is always
going to be part of me, it's always gonna be part of my life. But I thought that I would always be stuck in
that, and that would always be on the forefront, because I can't see past the loss of my mom. You know,
she's not going to be here for, she wasn't here for when my sister had her baby, and for when I got my
new job and I moved across the country. She's missing all these things in my life. And that gets triggered.
But I think the important thing to really think about is just how much life grows around that grief. It's still
there. But it feels smaller as life grows, you know? I'm an auntie now, I got a job across the country, I
moved across the country with my husband. All these little things that, while I wish she was there for, I
feel good knowing that my life is still growing positively despite having that darkness and that really heavy
core at the center. And so while that shadow, I don't think is ever going to fully go away and there are
times that I do feel that that kind of creeping back up on me, I feel like little by little as life continues to go
on, new things start to shed a little bit more light on that darkness.

Chad Moses 28:06
Yeah, yeah. Our friends at Switchfoot have a song, to paraphrase that if I'm not quoting it directly, it said,
“The shadow proves the sunshine.” That the shadow exists because there's a light on it. And you brought
up something super important and super beautiful, is that the joys in your life aren't diminished by that
grief. That loss does not make you less of an aunt, that loss does not make you less of a new employee
at this next chapter in your life. But it does change it, it does flavor it and season it perhaps a bit different
than we anticipated that recipe tasting like. But in all of this—and, not but, and in all of this, I think you've
really drawn out an attitude of grace that there are still going to be good things. I love what you said that
grief will almost always maintain a certain density, a certain shape. But that doesn't mean that we can't
grow around it. I just want to turn the mic completely over to you, if there's anything else that you wish you
would have said in this interview or something that you wish you would have hit on.

MEGAN 29:37
I think some of the things that I have thought about in posing to one of your first questions on the list of
what depression looked like for me, because this wasn't my first fight was depression as I wrote in the



blog. And it's always looked different at different periods of my life, depending on what was triggering it
and whatnot. But for me, this was a very unique depression, it felt heavier than the others because my
main go-to support system, the woman that would give me all of the validation and love in the world, was
not here. And so I think, really what depression looked like through my eyes was an immediate withdrawal
from everyone and everything, an immediate loss of interest in even writing, which is like, my sole
purpose in life. And it was dealing with intrusive thoughts. Everybody has a “would’ve/could’ve/should’ve”
when somebody dies, but this was a deep-seated, you know, I felt like, I deserved to be in pain and I
deserve to feel in this depression because I should have done more, I should have tried to do this or do
that, or I shouldn't have spent so much time in denial that she was going to die the cancer and that there
was nothing else that could be done. That just made it all the more harder, because as I mentioned
earlier, it was kind of like a current that pulls you under, right? But when you feel all of these things, this
loneliness, emptiness, hollowness, just this absolute weight on you, like you just can't move, you don't
want to try to fight it because it's telling you that you deserve this, that this is kind of almost like a
punishment for not being there for her more, not doing more. And so it took a lot of therapy. But it was
also a lot of nights of just laying there on the couch or the bed or whatnot. And just sobbing in a quiet
scream kind of way, a kind of pain that I can only describe comes from the soul and that the body can just
not fully outwardly express because it was just night after night, you know, that loss was just so deep and
profound that I couldn't even express it in my own tears, let alone words. It was hard to be that deep in
depression and feeling like I don't want to be a burden on the people around me, though. When a lot of
people say, “Hey, are you okay? Checking in.” I've never lied more in my life by just simply saying, “I'm
fine, I'm good, I'm okay,” and putting on this facade. Because unless people notice your behavioral
changes, they don't see it. You have a broken leg and people understand that, “OK, you're hurting right
now, you're in pain. I understand. You just broke your leg.” But when you're dealing with depression and
grief, and you get a week or two off work, and then you're expected to just come back and be fine and just
function as if nothing happened, you know, that's hard. And I think a big part of that comes from the fact
that, like, society does not know how to talk about grief, does not know how to address grief. But yet, it's
something that everybody feels. I was doing an interview today for a story that I was writing for my
newspaper. And it was a retirement story so I thought, “OK, this is easy cut-and-dry.” And I asked him why
he's retiring, and he looked at a picture of his sister and he immediately started tearing up and he's like,
“That's why.” Because he had lost her to cancer. And it was such a powerful reminder of, even the
toughest among us, the biggest and baddest toughest people that you see on the outside, we all have
that pain inside and you just don't always see it or recognize it. So I think that would be my call-out, is we
need to find a way to talk about grief and understand it, instead of just expecting to just be fine, because
you're not. It takes time, and everyone thinks that grief is just this linear thing. And it's not. There's a lot of
ups and downs along the journey. And until you're feeling that you don't really, you don't see that.

Chad Moses 35:09 0:31:32
Yeah, great, great words. I mean, it really is a specific brand of isolation that depression accompanied by
grief can give. I guess one last question I have for you is, I'm wondering in those isolated moments, when
you didn't feel like you had someone to speak to you or to speak with, were there any pieces of media or
pieces of literature or songs that that you felt kind of got you in those moments?

MEGAN 35:54
Music was a big one for me. I had discovered a lot of songs that were about grief that I don't, I never
realized were about grief. Like Supermarket Flowers by Ed Sheeran. That's a beautiful one, a beautiful
nod to his mom. But also just listening to music that I have good memories attached with, Drops of Jupiter
by Train, which is actually about the loss of his mom and a dream that he had that she came to visit him.
But I think writing was really the piece that really, throughout my life, and throughout every depressive
state I've had, has always been that constant for me to help just kind of go through my feelings and



understand and put language to them. Because when you're feeling so many things at once, it's hard to
really pick out exactly what you're feeling. I bought a grief journal on Amazon. So that was one thing
where the prompts started making me think about the different things that I was feeling. And eventually
that led me to free writing. I had taken notes kind of throughout the whole cancer journey, so it was really
just about me finding the words to put to what I was feeling. And then you know, seeing the blog get the
response that it did, all of the people reaching out saying, “I feel this. I understand. I went through this
too.” It was so validating, because, grief makes you think that you're alone in it.

[music playing]

LINDSAY KOLSCH: To Write Love on Her Arms has always sold t-shirts as a way to help fund our
mission. But the products we sell in our store do so much more than help us financially. Each piece of
merchandise is a conversation starter. It spreads the TWLOHA message to someone who may not have
found out about us otherwise. So whether you wear our shirts, hats, hoodies, or rain jackets, we want to
thank you for bringing a message of hope and help wherever you go. To see our latest styles, head to
store.twloha.com now and use the promo code PODCAST20 to receive 20% off your entire order.

[music playing]

CHAD: It’s now time for a special segment called “Pass the Mic to the Pro.” At TWLOHA, we like to think
of ourselves as friends who offer you safe spaces to share your experiences and present opportunities to
explore what it means to ask for our help. But we know how important it is to bring professional voices
into the conversation early on. So this is where we invite counselors, therapists, and psychologists to lend
their expertise to the topic at hand.

CHAD: 00:00
So it's my pleasure to introduce you to my friend, Eric Adams. He's been a friend of the organization for a
number of years, and he serves at Mental Edge Counseling in Dover, Delaware as a licensed Marriage
and Family Therapist. Eric, we're hoping to pick your brain a little bit and your expertise a little bit on the
topic of grief and loss. I guess let's just start there. What is grief? And how does it commonly present
itself?

ERIC  01:22
As we talk about what grief is, I think it might actually be helpful for us to think about what grief isn't first.
So grief isn't one particular experience or feeling or emotion. Grief is also not pathological, which means
that it doesn't come from a place of brokenness or disease or mental illness, it's common to the human
experience. And the other thing I'll say is that grief is not depression. Although, if we think about a Venn
Diagram where depression and grief are represented, there certainly would be some overlap between
those two experiences. So grief is what we call the process by which we adjust to loss. It's an amalgam of
feelings and thoughts and experiences that result when we injure loss. Typically, when we think about
grief, we're talking about loss that's resulted from the death of someone or something close to us, like a
family member or a friend or even a pet. But people also experience grief when dealing with any number
of other types of loss: a breakup, divorce, the ending of a friendship, the loss of a job, or some dream or
part of our identity, or even a loss of our spiritual faith. Those can all be examples of situations that might
cause a person to grieve. And everyone experiences grief. As I said, it's a part of the human condition. It's
not a sign of brokenness or weakness. It's really more a manifestation of love and attachment. When we
lose something or someone that's close to us, the healthy and appropriate result is the process that we
call grief. There's that great quote from WandaVision that asks, “What is grief if not love persevering?”
And I really think that that's a beautiful and an accurate way to think about what grief is, it's a continuation



of love for or attachment to someone or something that we've lost. And our experience of grief, the depth
of the grief, the intensity of the grief, is directly correlated to the level of love and attachment that we had
to the thing that we lost.

Chad Moses  03:45
I'm wondering if you could talk a little bit about how grief normally presents. I think some people may be
familiar with these five stages of grief. But what does the journey of grief look like?

ERIC  04:49
There are infinite numbers of ways to experience grief. Each person's experience with their grief is unique
and each person's experience with their grief is valid. And while there are unlimited numbers of ways to
experience grief, there are some experiences of grief that seem to be almost universal. So most people,
like you mentioned, have probably heard of the five stages of grief. This is a model of understanding grief.
It's not a formula that's prescriptive, it's a descriptive formula. It was developed by Elisabeth Kubler Ross
in the late 1960s, as she was trying to explain and understand what people experienced as they faced
their own death, people with terminal illness. And then quickly after it was adapted to be applied more
broadly to grief in general. And now the five stages of grief is probably the most common and the most
widely accepted model for understanding grief but there are some misunderstandings about this model
that I think it's important for people to know and to understand as they experience grief themselves. So I
guess I should lay out what the five stages of grief are as they're described by Elisabeth Kubler Ross. The
first stage is denial, so the feeling of shock or confusion, feeling as though this can't be happening, this
can't be real. The second stage is described as anger, which is pretty self explanatory, right? Like the
feeling of being pissed off about a loss that we've injured, that's a healthy feeling. Bargaining is the third
stage. And this one trips people up a little bit, so I like to tell people that bargaining is akin to the feeling of
like, “I would do anything to have this workout a different way. I would do anything that I could to change
the way that this turned out. Or what if I had done this or if only they had done that?” Right, so that's
bargaining. The fourth stage is depression, the feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, feeling as
though there may not even be any reason to go on after we've experienced a loss. And finally, the last
stage is described as acceptance. That doesn't mean that we're OK with what happened. It really means
that we've come to understand and accept what has happened as reality. One of the misconceptions
about these stages of grief comes from calling them “stages” at all. “Stages” seem to imply that there's
some linear chronological order that people should be walking through in order to accomplish grief
successfully. And that just isn't the case. People experiencing grief may find themselves feeling things in
any order and in any rhythm, and out of order, according to the stages. They may also feel multiple
feelings or experience multiple stages at the same time. They may even feel all of the stages all at once.
Another misconception is that someone must experience all of these stages of grief in order to have
grieved properly or successfully. And that's just not true either. It is true that most people experiencing
grief are going to experience most of the stages that are described. But not everyone is going to
experience all of them.

Chad Moses  08:57
As we lean in further to the confines of language, we have this idea of, “What does treatments look like for
grief?” You mentioned earlier that this is something that is situational. This isn't something that is, you
know, biologically predisposed, this is not a manifestation of prior mental illness or a mental health
challenge. This is giving grace to the language of treatment. So what does it look like for someone to seek
help for grief?

ERIC  10:10



One thing that I hear people say on occasion in therapy is that their goal is to heal from grief. But I try to
help people see grief as the process of healing, rather than the thing that we need to heal from. And in
that way, I hope that it gives permission to feel the feelings that are inherent to the process of grieving,
even the feelings that are uncomfortable sometimes. People are entitled to the space and time that it
takes to heal and adjust. People are worthy of their grief. Now, that being said, I do think that there are
some things that can help along the way. I think that working with a therapist or counselor that's trained to
help people process grief is a game changer. I also think that grief-specific support groups are a great
place for folks to find support and solidarity. Sometimes just knowing that we're not alone in our feelings is
medicine in and of itself. And then finally, I would say that it's OK to reach out to friends and family when
you're hurting, it's OK to ask for them to help you, to ask for help from the people that love you and that
you love. Sometimes that first act of courage, of saying, “Hey, I'm struggling, and I need some help with
this.” Or, “I'm hurting and I can use some time with you.” That courageous first step is often the most
important.

[music playing]

Chad Moses  00:02
So welcome back. We're sitting here with our friend Vivian Nunez, and she's going to be our second
personal interview on the topic at hand. So just a little bit about Vivian: She is a writer, a content creator,
and a dog mom. Her award-winning Instagram community has created pathways for speaking about
traditionally taboo topics like mental health and grief. But don't worry, she's also very funny. While her
humor is a cross between Chandler Bing and Phoebe's mom jokes, she's also at one with TikTok trends,
with dog videos, and how much fun it is to be creative. Her life and work are rooted in the simple truth that
life's a lot more livable when you get to play outside the box.

Chad Moses  02:22
So Vivian, thank you so much for finding the time to connect with us. And as you're well aware, today's
episode is all about grief. So you yourself have experienced loss, and you started experiencing loss at a
young age. Can you tell us a little bit about how that experience led you to advocating for, and educating
about, mental health and its intersections between grief and creativity?

Vivian Nunez 03:11
Actually, you find me a few days after my mom's 19th death anniversary. So my mom passed away when
I was 10 years old, I'm 29 now. And that experience was such an instrumental and molding one where I
was a kid and for the first time having experienced grief, but it took a long time for me to find anyone else
who had also lived through that experience. And it wasn't until I lost my grandmother, who was both my
legal guardian and very much so my second mom—I was 21 years old when she passed away—and it
wasn't until then that I realized that I hadn't found anyone who had also experienced this. But I was 21
years old, there was just no way I was the only one. And so I turned to, at that point, writing on the
internet to try to find other people who could relate to having gone through grief as a young adult or living
with it as a young adult. And just wanting to connect with other people who could make me feel less alone
but who I could also make feel less alone in that process.

Chad Moses  05:33
You mentioned this sense of this being an isolating experience, so let's start there. What was your social
context in the midst of this first loss of your mother?

Vivian Nunez 05:59



I was 10 years old with my mom, right? So I was in the fifth grade, I was in school with kids, I was never a
popular kid. I was very much a wallflower and very, very shy. So I didn’t have many friends. And so
honestly, my life went from this kid who was a wallflower to someone that people now knew as the kid
who had lost her mom. And I had kids who were trying to be my friend and kids who were like, suddenly
talking to me. And I was like, this is very uncomfortable and very weird for me. Like, you were never my
friend before. So a lot of that context came from automatically going from hiding to being seen for only the
one thing that I had lost, I had no control over. And then having to feel ostracized by that, right, because I
didn't know how to contextualize it for myself. The experience and the environment around me suddenly
became something that I didn't know how to navigate through because I had never been given the tools
for that. And I had, you know, we're talking about 2003 where mental health conversations aren’t the
prime, school systems aren't prepared to the fullest. I was sent to the guidance counselor, often daily, and
I would just sit there and play board games. She would just have me sit and play a card game, solitaire,
board games, because there was nothing that she really thought she could do. Because I was grieving,
and no one knew what that was supposed to mean. And it was in a family system—I'm Latina, it was in a
family system where everyone was so in their grief that most people in my family forgot that while
everyone was in their grief, so was I, and I didn't have any extra guidance. And, you know, my family
doesn't talk about mental health, they don't talk about anything related. The only time we ever talk about
the person who passed away is if we're going to the cemetery to leave flowers, but there's no experience
of like, how do we live with that loss.

Chad Moses  08:26
What an interesting point that you brought up, an important point, that you're all of a sudden defined by
something that you had lost as opposed to something that you had. You weren't Viv The Soccer Player,
you weren't the writer or the drawer or the singer, you were all of a sudden defined by something that you
had no choice and no hand in. And I reckon that that, perhaps initially, kind of hindered but then, I
suppose with us having this conversation right now, your creativity was something that was central to a
sense of healing, a sense of reclaiming a bit of yourself. So initially it's, you can't even use your creativity
as an outlet because you're playing board games when you should be learning or should be exploring or
should be experiencing wonder. But how did creativity reintroduce itself to you, and what role has
creativity played in kind of the steps moving forward now? I mean, at what point did your grief meet your
innate sense of creativity?

Vivian Nunez 09:50
So actually, I did it from the beginning. I, like I said, I didn't have anyone else around me to really
contextualize or understand this time in my life for this experience in my life. So I started writing, I've
always been a writer. But I specifically turned to poetry right after my mom died. And what I would do is I
would do a combination of poetry and journaling. And this one notebook I had, and to be honest, I would
write on it one morning and then the next morning, right before school, I would read what I wrote the last
day because I was the only way that I could find someone who understood what I was going through. And
like, that is such a sad thing. And so through the years, I did that often, like I was the only person who
really understood what I was going through. And so I would use my writing as a sense of re-discovery and
as an acquaintance that I could talk to about this. When I started using the internet for that, it was
amazing, right? That's when I think that creativity as an outward form of expression actually started
manifesting, was when I was 21 after I'd lost my grandmother, because then I started creating things that I
didn't just want to talk to myself about or talk to, I used to have conversations with myself. It was
something that I was explicitly creating so that I could have conversations with other people, and so that
they can maybe have those same conversations with themselves. And so it became, how do we content
create on Instagram, right? It was 2014. And it was, you know, still pictures and long captions for me. And
it was, how do we make sure that we're bringing this to life in a way that makes sense? I started a website



that was for young adults who are grieving and that gave them a platform to just see their words
expressed back to them. And so I found that there was this power and this vehicle in exactly what you're
saying, which was reclaiming an idea and an identity in ways that actually made sense for me, right?
Because then grief was my source of inspiration but it wasn't my identity. I was a writer, I was a creator. I
could use creativity as a tool to help express, contextualize, and then have joy in these experiences. Like
this week, like I said, my mom's death anniversary was on January 10. And I had this idea in my head of
just filming myself sitting down at the same counter and eating a Lunchables, because I have very few
memories with my mom but one of the ones I do have is that we would go grocery shopping all the time
and she would always want me Lunchables. I have very few things that I get to hold on to in a day like
that where things are so heavy, that I wanted to bring myself joy in a way that she had brought me joy
when she was still alive. So I filmed myself literally just eating Lunchables and then did a little voiceover
and I posted it on Instagram. The experience wasn't necessarily just, I posted on Instagram. I debated it
for a while, honestly, whether or not I would even hit post, but I filmed it, I recorded it, and I edited it for
me. Because it was how I was going to contextualize the heaviness of 19 years, because there was
nothing else I could create from that.

Chad Moses  13:33
Making the choice on how you observe this day, on how you reflect on it, maybe even how you celebrate
these moments that you can still hold on to, I think that's so important that when we talk about things that
are so big like mental health challenges, and particularly grief, that you're allowed to pick your battles.Pick
the ones that you're pretty confident you can win: “Maybe I can just get through this Lunchable.” You can
make these choices, and in that, it's not all on you to decide what is a winnable battle and not. I think
having a support network around you, maybe not people that understand point-for-point, line-for-line,
word-for-word, your experience, but people that can help expand that sense of perspective. So in that, I
do believe personally that healing can be found within yourself. It's not going to be necessarily self
manifesting, but leaning on other people, whether that's a community, a therapist, a counselor. Just
because you do have that healing within you, just because, Viv, you have that poetry inside of you, don't
confuse just the writing of poetry for proper avenues for hope and help as well. Do you care to play out
how your poetry, your creativity, interplays with your pursuing of therapy options or just building
community around this challenge?

Vivian Nunez 15:14
Well, I think that you made a really great point, which is, you got to pick your winnable battles. And I see
those in the context of the larger thing that you also said, which is that some of them, you can't choose
them, right? Grief was one I could not choose. And it is, as a whole, very unwinnable. There is nothing
about it that will ever shut a door and then it won't be there anymore. But the milestones and the battles
within that larger experience, I can give myself those winnable ones, right, like getting through and having
joy while eating a Lunchables was my one winnable battle on that death anniversary. Everything else I
spent sitting on the couch watching Hangover, because it was just too heavy, right? Everything else is
like, “I did this one thing, that's the thing I won. And now I'm just gonna sit here and cuddle with my
boyfriend and get through the next 24 hours.” That's the same exact concept through which I think about
creativity, through which I think about therapy, and different modules of, how do we make sure that we're
taking care of ourselves, right? You have the larger experiences and, something they say in small groups
with Al-Anon or AA is like, awareness is one thing, recovery is another, right? And while you can't recover
from grief, from mental health, I like the concept of knowing like, just because you know things or you
notice things, doesn't mean that you feel them, doesn't mean that you have the right support system
around you. It's amazing and it's a great awareness, but what are the next steps that are going to make
sure that on the days when this all just feels so unwinnable, that you're going to be OK? What are the
support systems and the toolkits you can create for yourself so that on those really, really hard days, you



don't feel alone? And for me, that has been therapy, right? I've been with my therapist now for nine
years—longest relationship I have. And she's amazing. She's someone that I turned to, in those
moments, right, where I know I can get through things and I know I can make it work for myself, but I don't
have to do it alone. I think you also made a really wonderful point earlier when you said that our support
system doesn't necessarily have to go through everything that we've gone through. You know, my
boyfriend has thankfully never lost someone that's close to him in that way. And I've had to teach him my
dictionary of grief and mental health so that he can best support me. But in doing that, then he becomes
this amazing support system that is able to both acknowledge and be aware of what I am feeling, but also
pull me out of that when I need it. When I am not capable of just solely being like the optimistic version of
myself, like he's there to help kind of pull me along a little bit more. And it's hard. But I do think one of my
main tips to anyone is always, never think to create these toolkits or the support system for yourself on
the days when it's really hard. Because it's all really, really hard. Just figure out how to get through the
really hard day in the best way you can, and then on a day when it's really good, that's the day that you
start figuring out the logistics of therapy, or how do I talk to my partner around this conversation, or stuff
like that.

Chad Moses  18:29
Right, you don't need to come up with lasting solutions when you're walking wounded. You have created
this comfortable, safe cave where people can seek out some examples on healing, some examples on
grieving, some examples on being a model towards what it looks like to move on the hard days, on the
easy days. But now you’ve become a trusted voice on what it looks like to navigate some of these. And
you do this with humility and that you wouldn't presume to be the person with all the answers. In fact, you
point to people that are walking similar paths. Back at the end of November you posted a clip of famous
actor Andrew Garfield—maybe you've heard of him, listeners—but he was having an interview with
Steven Colbert on The Late Show, and he was talking about using arts, using creativity, using these
expression outlets to heal from the loss of his mother. I'm gonna play that clip real quick.

STEPHEN COLBERT: I know that you yourself have suffered great grief, just recently with the loss of
your mother, and I’m sorry for your family’s loss.

ANDREW GARFIELD: Thank you.

STEPHEN: And I’m wondering how doing the show or any show, how art itself helps you deal with grief?

ANDREW: I’m indebted to everyone who has brought me to this place so that I can, I can honor the most
beautiful person that I’ve ever experienced in my life through my art, and use it as a way to heal, use it as
a way to sew up the wounds because that’s what we do.

Chad Moses  20:56
That post really highlighted the idea of sewing up the wound. I want to ask just how did you come across
that clip? And what were you pulling from that moment?

Vivian nunez 21:20
I came upon that interview because a lot of people were sharing it. It's a longer conversation that's very
worth watching. But really he hones in on grief and what grief feels like for him. And a lot of people were
just sharing that part where he just talks about the grief, that first step of like, feeling so inundated with
that feeling. But not enough people were talking about what he says after, which was this part that you
just played and it's this idea of like, the creativity, it's sews old wounds. This is what you do, this is how
you cope, this is how you contextualize. And I thought that was the answer to a lot of people's prayers,



right, which is like, that's the winnable battle. You know, it isn't grief as a whole, you're not going to outrun
it. But the winnable battle is exactly what he says, which is just this way of expressing yourself. And I think
at the beginning, you do do it as a testament and almost like a, this is for the person that I lost. But
eventually that becomes, “This for the version of me that I lost when I lost my mom. And this is for the
version of me that I want to be next.” And you keep building it out in that way. And creativity becomes this
long term path for you in a space and in a time when it feels like everything else in your ground is shaky,
this is the one thing whether it's art, whether it's poetry, whether it's reading, whether it's creating TikToks
and dancing to them, whatever that can be. It just gives you something to hold on to.

Chad Moses  26:32
Now, there are going to be some listeners here, who like we mentioned earlier, not everyone has walked
the same path. Not everyone has had the same experiences. There's probably people listening who have
not lost a friend or a loved one, and we're thankful for that. At the same time, we're having this
conversation as we are still in a pandemic, a moment in time where we've lost things, we had something
that was beyond our control, that was without our say so, beyond our authority, that doesn't exist. Some
people lost vacations, some people lost jobs, some people of course, lost loved ones. But you know, for
me, I've lost the opportunity to welcome a friend's baby into the world. Grief isn't just losing someone, but
sometimes it's something. So from your perspective, through your experience, how does losing
something reflect—or maybe doesn't accurately reflect—what losing someone feels like?

Vivian Nunez 28:12
I think grief is sometimes very, very tied to the experience of loss of life. But I think grief is like any other
feeling. It's anger and sadness, it's a feeling that we can all share universally. It’s just another name for a
very, very intense sense of loss and sadness. And there's a yearning behind it, and there are so many
different kind of layers to it. So I think that when you open up that definition, it is permissible then for
someone who has lost the time and experience with someone else, to also sit in the same exact bench as
someone who lost the ability to graduate right after working for years, or who lost whatever that
something may be. I think that the experiences are different, only in the sense of how long it may linger,
right? There are some times where we lost something that it stings for maybe a little bit shorter time than,
what, losing someone for 19 years may sting as. But it doesn't make my pain any worse than someone
else's or any more than someone else's. And I think when we allow that sense of fluidity in the definition
of grief it means that you can also validate your feelings for what they are and we can have a shared
conversation around grief and feel like we both feel like we belong. I think the scary part is when we use
grief as a term to be exclusionary, when really like it's a universally owned word, and it's a universally
owned feeling.

Chad Moses  34:58
You mentioned earlier that people around you, as you were experiencing your first couple cycles through
the year with loss, with grief, didn't know how to treat you. There's probably people listening right now
who suspect that someone's going through a hard time, who know that there's a heavy anniversary
coming up. What advice would you give to friends, to community members, to loved ones, on how to
express a sense of care to people that may be going through a revisit of a painful day?

Vivian Nunez 35:51
I think, always show up with food. I mean, no one will ever turn down like a good burger, taco, pizza,
whatever comfort feels like in food form is always incredibly helpful. Because I think a lot of times when
you're going through a really hard time, you forget to have a meal. And whether it's like the one first
anniversary or the 17th, it's just a hard time. So that's always really comforting. But I think also figuring out
and asking explicitly, like, “Hey, I don't actually know how to support you. And I don't know what you feel



like you need, and you don't have to give me an answer. But would this be helpful?” And come up with
like 10 different options and just say, “Circle, whichever one you feel like is appropriate here.” Because a
lot of times it is a rediscovery of a new entire dictionary of how to best support and how to best, in mine,
how to best communicate what I need, because sometimes I don't know. But if I'm given 10 different
options, at least one of them will probably stand out for me, right? Whether it's like, I want a cozy blanket
from Target, or I want to have a really good meal. And knowing that showing care doesn't have to be a
large bouquet of flowers every time, it can be as simple as, “Hey, I'm thinking of you.” You don't have to, I
love when people add this sentence, aAnd I do it a lot too where it's like, “You don't have to text me back.
I just wanted you to know that I'm thinking of you.” Because then it takes the pressure off of me of having
this be a conversation, it's actually just someone checking on me. They don't want anything back from
me, because they know maybe I can't give it right now. And so allowing for that sense of permission that
someone doesn't have to necessarily reciprocate is really helpful.

Chad Moses  37:32
And I think just the exclamation point on that is the gift is not the food. The gift is not the flowers or the
text, but the gift is actually you empowering your friend to just find one more winnable battle.

[music playing]

CHAD: We want to thank Megan for her vulnerability, Vivian for her wisdom, and Eric for his expertise and
insight. These conversations and stories simply don’t exist without your willingness to share. And to our
listeners, this episode doesn’t reach ears or hearts unless you find the time and space to tune in, so thank
you. And as Vivian said, grief is a universally owned word, a universally owned feeling, which means
you’ve probably faced grief in your life as well. And our hope is that you walk away from this episode with
more compassion, more understanding, and more guidance as you or others navigate current or future
waves of grief. And as always, we’re glad you’re here.

[music playing]

CHAD: We hope this episode has been a reminder that your story is important, you matter, and that
you’re not alone.

If you’re struggling right now, know that it’s OK to reach out and that there are people who want to help.
Part of our mission is to connect people to the help they need and deserve. You can find local mental
health resources on our website twloha.com. That’s T-W-L-O-H-A.com. And click FIND HELP at the top of
the page.

If you’re in the U.S. or Canada and need to talk to someone right now, you can always text our friends at
Crisis Text Line. Simply text the word TWLOHA—that’s T W L O H A—to 741741. You’ll be connected to a
crisis counselor. It’s free, confidential, and available 24/7.

For a list of crisis support resources for listeners living outside of the United States, visit
TWLOHA.com/find-help and click on the International Resources tab.

Finally, if you’ve enjoyed this episode and you want to hear more, we really hope you’ll subscribe
wherever you get this podcast. And if you can do us a favor, we’d really like for you to write us a review.
It’ll help more people find this podcast and the mission of TWLOHA. If you have any feedback or
questions, please send us an email to podcast@twloha.com.

http://twloha.com/
http://t-w-l-o-h-a.com/


A big thank you to our friends at Copeland for the original music on this episode. The To Write Love on
Her Arms podcast is produced by Rebecca Ebert. Music assistance was provided by James Likeness and
Ben Tichenor.  And again, I'm Chad Moses, thank you so much for listening. We’re glad you’re here.


