When Grief Found a Place to Land
by Angela Kennecke

On the day my 21-year-old daughter Emily died, my heart split right open. There is an
open-heartedness in grief. Everything seems trivial compared to such an enormous
loss. If grief does nothing else, it gives you a sense of how fleeting life is, and how much
of the busyness that consumes us really amounts to nothing.

Eventually, even after the worst heartbreak, the world comes calling. Time to get back
to work, clean the house and pay the bills. All of it feels insignificant when you know,
truly know, that life ends. Depression follows those of us grieving like a personal dark
cloud, hovering overhead and threatening a lightning strike of sorrow at a moment's
notice.

Then, without ever believing you could be capable of it again, you smile. Somewhere
down the line, you laugh. The sadness remains, but joy finds a way to creep in anyway.
Two emotions that seem entirely incompatible turn out to share the same heart.

| didn't set out to become a grief expert. | became one because | had no other choice. In
the years since Emily's death, I've done the reading, sat with the researchers, and
eventually became a certified grief educator through David Kessler's program, one of
the leading voices in the field. | lead a monthly grief support group for parents and
families who have lost someone to substance use, a room where we've adopted a
phrase that guides everything we do together. Grief is love with no place to go, but we
give it a place here.

That's really what | want to offer readers this month. A place for the grief to go.

| founded Emily's Hope in 2019, not long after my daughter's death, to turn what | was
learning into something that might spare other families the same devastation. What
started as an effort to raise money for a local treatment center grew into a nonprofit
focused on substance use prevention education, naloxone distribution, and support for
people navigating loss like mine. Every overdose death is preventable, and every
grieving family deserves somewhere to bring their sorrow that isn't silence.

| also started a podcast, Grieving Out Loud, because | couldn't find enough honest
conversations about what this kind of loss actually feels like. Over more than 250
episodes now, I've talked with parents, siblings, researchers, and people in recovery, all



of us trying to make sense of grief that so often carries a layer of stigma on top of the
pain. If you're looking for company on this road, I'd invite you to listen.

Here is what I've learned, imperfectly, and one day at a time, that | hope you carry with
you.

You don't need earth-shattering advice to survive a devastating loss. You need the next
moment. Some of those moments will make you want to give up entirely. But if you can
just breathe, you will reach the next one, and it may hold a small nugget of joy you didn't
expect. Hold onto that possibility. It is a promise, not a false one.

There is no betrayal of the person we lost in allowing ourselves to smile or laugh again.
No one we loved that deeply would want us to spend the rest of our days in anguish.
Healing doesn't mean forgetting, and it doesn't mean moving on. It means making a
little room in a heart burdened by grief for beauty and lightness, side by side.

That is the work | do now, in the support group, on the podcast, and through Emily's
Hope. Not fixing grief, because grief isn't a problem to be solved. Just making a place
for it, and reminding people that joy is still allowed to live there too.

Faith, hope, and courage to you all as you continue to walk this path.
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