
Tending Death, Varieties of Grief, and Empire’s Chains 

 

For my dad, Robert D. Cushing  

On what would have been his 90th birthday 

 

Again Death announces itself with a telephone call.  

 

With my partner John’s death, the call came late, after the fact, with a policeman breaking 

Death’s news. 

 

My mother’s caller was the nurse at CECA saying she had tested positive for COVID. Death 

hadn’t taken my mother, but in her frail state, in May’s pandemic peak she couldn’t last long. 

And I couldn’t see her. I was locked out of the building. The nurses were locked in. 

 

Now another nurse is calling about my father who is 89 with dementia and living at Oak Knoll. 

He is weak and his sodium levels low. They want to give a treatment, an IV. Death isn’t 

announcing itself. Seems coy. But I’ve met Death before and not forgotten. I know not to make 

Death my friend, but neither to fight Death as an enemy. I ask, “When do we consider hospice?”  

 

The response is fast. I am transferred to the social worker immediately who says she will ask if 

he qualifies. She thinks he will. While I am in a work meeting the decision is made and he is 

transitioned into hospice care by the end of this Tuesday. We cancel the IV, re-write the 

treatment orders to make sure no health change will get him transferred to the hospital. Most of 

his life he avoided hospital. When his prostate enlarged but he lost the language and memory to 

say what was happening, he landed in the hospital, and the catheter insertion made him 

scream. I have no doubt he wants to avoid going back. 

 

I ask the hospice nurse what everyone asks the hospice nurse: How long? I couch it with, “I 

know you can’t exactly say,” and expect no answer. But she is quite forthcoming and says, 

“Come soon.” Death is moving on the invitation being issued.  

 

My sister Sheila and I talk for the third or is it the 4th time that day? OK, she is making plans to 

get from NYC to me. She does have a work event the next day and neither of us believe dad will 

die quickly. He was always late and certainly stubborn. I’ll pick her up at the Hartford bus station 

on Thursday morning and we’ll go straight to Framingham.  

 

When we arrive, his eyes are clouded but he might be saying his signature, “Oh My God” 

whenever we arrived to visit. A nurse is there feeding him pureed food. I can guess the brown is 

beef and the white potatoes. The black patch reveals a dark green layer when mixed. It’s 

spinach. He wants it. Flicks his tongue, opens his mouth, like a baby bird waiting to be fed 

regurgitated food by its parent.  

 

My sister and I settle into his half of the room. Scrounge a chair to sit in from his roommate, Ed, 

and another one commandeered from a dining room, I think. Dad’s hands shake but he likes to 



have them held. Sheila reads to him from a family history created by his biological family for the 

reunion held the year after they found him. At 57, he’d met his 7 siblings and children and 

grandchildren too numerous to count for the first time. In his contribution to the family history, he 

has to tell them the whole story of his life. The Framingham upbringing, being commissioned as 

an officer and a gentleman to serve in the Navy, meeting my mother, about my sister and me.  

 

It’s good to have something to focus on instead of Ed’s TV blaring. With only a curtain between 

us, what he hears, we hear: the trial of a state trooper, the Artemis II astronauts describing the 

earth from afar, the pilot shot down over Iran, the game shows. Steve Harvey knows how to 

handle the feuding families. We are sitting our Death vigil with Steve Harvey and the news of 

the world as backdrop.  

 

On Good Friday my father may have sung a few Alleluias and is still eating and drinking. They 

thicken the water for him and give us a sponge to wet his lips. He continues to wiggle his tongue 

in response to offers of food. My sister and I plan for this vigil to go on for days into weeks. 

 

I have a poetry event on Saturday and Sheila is supposed to be at a work event in Washington 

DC on Monday and Tuesday. I can be free later in the week. We decide to trade off.  

 

On Saturday I drop Sheila off at Oak Knoll. I check on my dad before leaving as we do allow 

that the hospice nurse is right and it could be any minute, but he is much as he was the day 

before and having pureed hot dogs. I leave my sister, knowing my cousin Laura will come and 

pick her up. They’ll go to Connecticut so Sheila can have Easter dinner tomorrow with that side 

of the family and then go on to DC. 

 

I head home to attend to my poetry commitments. I wonder if it might seem like I am 

abandoning my father and Death just when they should command the most attention. Earlier in 

the week, I’d done something even more strange. Instead of rushing to my father's, I waited for 

the day to go with my sister and on that day I transferred my dad’s burial account from one bank 

to another. Not out of any financial need but to be part of a political action. 

 

My dad’s account was at Citizens Bank. Citizens had been my mom’s bank when I took over her 

finances. The bank branch inside the Stop and Shop grocery store was staffed by a young, 

multi-racial group of tellers. They dressed casually and were friendly, helpful. When my dad’s 

savings were nearly gone from a year of private pay at the nursing home, I opened a $1,500 

burial account at Citizens in 2023 as his Power of Attorney because this is what the spend down 

policies allowed. 

 

But now it is 2026 and one of the many crimes of the current regime is the mass deportation 

campaign waged against our immigrant neighbors. The infrastructure for this horror is run by 

private companies like CoreCivic and The GEO group, names sinister in their banality. Citizens 

Bank is their bank and way back in November 2025, I felt like I’d won a prize in the resistance 

lottery by having my dad’s account with them. I had a connection I could leverage so a 

contribution to make.  



 

Along with some local activists, I wrote letters to the bank’s CEO with a deadline for closing 

accounts if Citizens didn’t cut its ties. We prepared to go as a group, but unwinding the logistics 

of accounts can take time. My trick was to figure out how to close an account without my father 

being dead. It was a multi-step process involving lining up a new bank first. I’d just figured out 

the steps when Death made its shy call.  

 

If I was going to take this action and send Citizens a message I had to do it now. Once my 

father died the account would close anyway. So, there were two trips to the new bank and a call 

to the manager when the only id I had was expired, but the new account was opened. Now to 

Holyoke, the neighboring city, to close the Citizens account and get a check made out in my 

father’s name.  

 

Holyoke is a new branch with a word cloud mural in the waiting area. Neighborhood and 

Community figured prominently. All the staff I saw I also heard speaking Spanish, which makes 

sense in a city where the majority of people identify as Hispanic on the census. The teller wrote 

me a check, spoke politely. Said she would pass on the reason I was closing my account. She 

was professional. Didn't give her opinion. I wondered how she held in her mind both the word 

cloud mural and the funding of this latest iteration of concentration camps in our country’s 

history made possible by the bank where she worked.  

 

I didn't have time to think long. I got back in my car and set off for the new bank. My eyes on the 

clock. They closed in 20 minutes.  

 

It felt like a strange thing to do. I laughed. It felt strangely like my father. Once my father had an 

idea in his head about doing something it was nearly impossible to stop him. Well, I couldn’t 

anyway. Sometimes there were greater forces but he was driven by compulsion. These 

compulsions were hard to live with and a girlfriend after my parents divorced decided my dad 

had OCD and even got him to a psychiatrist and on medication. He took the medication and lost 

his job in collections. His OCD had been his collections super power.  

 

Now I was being compulsive, but I was using its power for a campaign of … what to call it? 

Justice? Really is it that too grand? What about caring? Yes, a campaign of caring. I made it to 

the new bank and the transfer was complete. I felt like my dad and I did this together. His quality 

that annoyed me the most for most of my life was today a super power for me.  

 

So, I am feeling tender toward my dad when I return on Easter Sunday to Oak Knoll.  

 

I enter his room, sense something is different. His breath is rattly. Is this the death rattle I have 

heard of? His breath is slow, calmer than it had been earlier in the week. For a moment, I think I 

should run around to find the hospice nurse to see what she would say or to call my sister, but 

then I know:  No, I just need  to be with what is happening in this moment.  

 



I sit in the chair by his side. His hands that had been so restless are still now resting over his rib 

cage. Is he following his breath, too? I place my hands higher up at heart level. There is what 

seems like a long pause but then another intake. 

 

Out of my past encounters with Death I have woven a prayer. I call it Death's Octavio because it 

nods to eight possibilities and energies that can constellate around Death to help us through. 

Sometimes I say it for myself to prepare for Death’s arrival at some future date. Today I say the 

words softly for dad because I think this might be his date:  

 

Mother of All Changes, full of power, full of compassion, now that my dad’s time has come to 

join with you …. 

 

May he befriend any fears or obstacles that keep him from You. 

 

May his heart open to your necessity. 

 

May his open heart be filled with Love. 

 

May Love give him the courage to be on this journey to You. 

 

May he know your Endlessness. 

 

May he release his body today into the Earth’s embrace. 

 

May his Soul rise to be received by the Divine.  

 

May dad become joy. 

 

Having opened the way with prayer I now asked his ancestors to embrace my dad. Being 

adopted he has two sets to receive him. For most of his life my father seemed little interested in 

being adopted. He didn’t look for his birth family, but when they found him, he accepted them. 

There was certainly excitement around first reunions, but then it all slipped into the background 

of his life again. But I wonder if the OCD, the stubbornness, the desire to control stem from the 

severing in the first days of his life from his biological family.  A wound he carried and never had 

the emotional ability or psychological support to tend to. 

 

But in this moment of transition having two sets of ancestors feels like an advantage. My dad 

has a huge host of ancestors–Cushings, Svensons, Austins–reaching out to him. If there is a 

push and pull between Life and Death at the threshold, all these hundreds of parents and 

siblings, the cousins, many great aunts, some bachelor uncles, and the grands going back 

through the generations surely have an advantage of strength to lift him to them and over the 

hump of transition.  

 

After calling on the ancestors to receive my father, I tell him, “It is OK to go.”  



 

And he does. He lets go of a breath. 

 

I keep my hands on his chest. This is the test of the truth of his death. Will there be another 

breath? I wait and a minute turns into 10 minutes and then 20. He is gone.  

 

It is not actually quiet in the room. I know Ed’s TV is on. But there is something like a silence 

that surrounds my dad and me and it makes a little raft of peace amidst the chaos of the world 

for a bit.  

 

But I am still in the river of Life with its own demands. I must alert a nurse and call my sister. 

Sheila is on her way back. I step away from dad’s body to get a signal for calling the funeral 

home. When I return, a tall thin nurse and the young aid who I had earlier enticing a patient to 

laugh stand over my father’s body. The aid is crying and the nurse places her elegant, brown 

hand on the young one’s shoulder and says, “It’s the cycle of life.” They turn and we talk. Tears 

flow down the aid’s shining face and we embrace. They go back to work. 

 

Other staff come in pairs and trios to stand by my dad’s body. Some speak amongst themselves 

in Brazilian Portuguese. They are honoring my dad with a spontaneous wake. They tell me how 

much they like my dad. That he was one of the good ones. How he was always polite. Their true 

feeling for my dad fills my heart.  

 

Because death rituals spring from traditions greater than one individual, I wonder if this wake 

fills an ache in their own hearts for elderly loved ones they can’t be with because they are here 

taking care of my dad. Did they miss the wake of a favorite uncle, a grandparent, maybe even 

their own father to be here at Oak Knoll taking care of my dad?    

 

But I have been with my dad’s death all the  way through. I understand the nurse saying “It’s the 

cycle of life” in a visceral way. My father’s is a natural death, a death flowing fully through a 

cycle of birth, growth, decay, death, and now whatever comes next. In this way, there is a 

giftedness in his death for me. A contribution to repair of past experiences of unnatural death in 

my life. 

 

We live in a time when so many are denied this proper flow because of the wars we wage and 

impacts on our bodies of systems built on profit, fed on greed. My father’s death gave me an 

experience of tending to the right flow.  

 

I’ve done nothing to deserve this gift just as others have done nothing to deserve unnatural 

deaths of genocide in Palestine, cancer in the blood of children and 30 year olds, addiction’s 

overdoses, lack of medical care in US concentration camps detaining immigrants without due 

process … the list goes on.  

 



Because of this unearned and surprising giftedness I’m not sure how to receive the condolences 

for my dad. I appreciate the acknowledgement of Death rather than ignoring its reality but we 

seem to have only the language of loss and sadness for this transition. 

 

Sad is not the word to describe my feelings. How to tell you of them? These feelings are a deep 

dark, a settled rock at the bottom of the ocean’s depths. They are grounded. Not as fleeting as 

happiness nor as heavy as sadness. There is a certain weight to them, but more like a weighted 

blanket. Its folds press me into needed rest–I am tired–and here there is something soothing, a 

flattening out of what was twisted.  

 

My loss … is old. Repair already begun. Both of my parents were softer in their dementia then 

when they roared through the everyday. In their last years their new way of relating helped me 

approach them differently. I dropped the anger (mostly, not perfectly). Tried to be curious about 

what was happening with their changed brains. Strangely, unlike many people who feel the 

weight and sometimes violence of losing their parents to brain diseases of aging, I felt a tender 

connection to them grow. 

 

Amidst the confusion and the tenderness I am also living with my complicity in the system that 

gives me the gift of my father’s death while denying this gift to others. In this complicity I feel 

discomfort, guilt, anger for the system that encircles me and for my inability to make that system 

change.  

 

Don’t try to talk me out of the difficult feelings sprung from my complicity. Never try to talk the 

grieving out of their feelings. They are beyond control. 

 

And don’t push away anything that comes up sharp and fast or slow and low as complicity 

comes to call for you, too. Maybe you are carrying some beyond control feeling, too. 

 

We can only shift that which we struggle with. And a poem I have been contemplating offers me 

a view of complicity as a key for shifting its vice grip and touching toward liberation.  

 

Najwan Darwish is a Palestinian poet. Born in Jerusalem in 1978, his life is shaped by the 

struggle of the Palestinian people. He is also a poet of the world and all its struggles. In Kurdish 

Singing in the Slaughter (from Mizna’s s volume 26.2, translated by Kareem James Abu-Zeid) 

Darwish knits worlds together.  

 

The poem opens with “heavy chains, like the ones they bind the steamboats with” and Darwish 

introduces us to the world in which his feet are bound and he cannot set sail. He doesn’t see his 

beloveds on boats and is separated from his son so cannot “delight in the bread of your 

resplendent voice.” In metaphor and sensorial description, Darwish invites readers into a 

visceral experience of the Palestinian experience.  

 

But in the next stanza he shifts to addressing a young Kurd. The home of the Kurds, Kurdistan, 

is not a country, but a region that spans Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Since the early 20th 



century Kurds have struggled to assert their rights within the countries they inhabit and create a 

nation of their own. At times, Kurds have been stripped of their citizenship by Arab states, 

leaving them stateless like Palestinians ethnically cleansed from Israel starting with the 1948 

Nakba. Despite their different ethnicities, Darwish invokes their shared experience in the poem 

asking, “am I / your Arab uncle on your mother’s side/or your father’s?”  

 

No, Darwish answers in the poem, he isn’t anyone to this young Kurd left without family. Not 

because of their lack of blood or ethnic ties–I read Darwish as embracing the solidarity forged 

from shared experience–but because he has not been able to break his own chains. And 

because he hasn’t broken his chains, he can’t join his struggle with the young Kurd’s struggle. 

The last lines of the poem are: 

 

If I’d been someone 

I wouldn’t have left you alone in the slaughter, 

singing with all that dignity– 

I who cannot even answer your song, 

I who use my chains as an excuse. 

 

Palestinian chains are real but Darwish won’t accept them as absolution for not stopping the 

slaughter of Kurds. He rejects these chains no matter how real, no matter how heavy, and no 

matter how hard it is at this moment to imagine their dissolution. Their dissolution is the pathway 

to liberation for himself, Palestinians, the Kurds, us all.  Any time we accept our chains whatever 

they may be, we are complicit in not only our own oppression but the oppression of all others 

facing the slaughters of our times. In this poem I hear a call to shatter all chains and set off the 

cascade of change that these times demand. 

 

My chains are different from those of Palestinians and Kurds. They are chains of pleasure, 

privilege, and complacency forged at the center of empire. It is easy to be blind to these chains–

until you look and open your eyes to see. Then you can't unsee what the bombs and the 

concentration camps have inflicted on our fellow beings and then despite the profits that prop up 

a good life how could we go back to blindness?  

 

My father didn’t teach me to question the chains of 20th century US empire. He was a child of 

this empire and the myths of American exceptionalism–its virtues, democratic principles, and 

special role in the world–were the waters he swam in. Born in 1936, he grew up alongside the 

US shaping of financial, security, knowledge, and production systems across the world following 

World War II. He was a part of the dramatic US military expansion across the globe in the 1950s 

and 60s when he was commissioned as an officer and a gentleman in the Navy in 1959 with 

tours in the Mediterranean. He fought no wars from the deck of his battleship. Empire did not 

scar him directly, but was operating clandestinely in Cuba, Brazil, South Africa, Iraq, and 

Vietnam while my father served.  

 

When his tour completed, dad returned home to find the US changing domestically and bending 

toward expanding civil rights due to the organizing of those who had been denied them. He 



didn’t participate in these struggles but he supported their mainstream implementation. They 

aligned with his unquestioned mythic understanding of the United States as always progressing 

forward toward ever more democratic perfection. These beliefs fueled his civic action that 

ranged from being the church host for AA meetings to volunteering for political campaigns. His 

last elected the first mayor of Framingham, an African-American woman, in 2018.  

 

Empire abroad. Civil rights expansion at home. This was the country I was born into in 1966. 

The Voting Rights Act has passed in 1965, prohibiting racial discrimination in voting. Long 

invoked but never realized democracy now could take hold in the United States, and the racial 

make up of our legislators and leaders did begin to change. But troops were building up in 

Vietnam even without a declaration of war. By 1966, there were 184,000 combat troops. 

Clandestine destabilization of countries wasn’t over, but the United States became involved in 

more open military action: Grenada, Panama, Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran. We dropped the bombs 

ourselves. We also supplied bombs to others to serve as extensions of our empire. Israel 

especially. It is traditionally the highest recipient of military aid. Between 2019 and 2023 we 

supplied 69% of Israel’s arms imports. Our arms made possible the genocide in Gaza.  

 

I can’t see my dad agreeing with the connections I am making here. I don’t think he would argue 

with me as much as change the subject. It is hard to hold these dichotomies. The expansion of 

democracy in our country is inspiring and has brought new and visionary voices into the public 

sphere. And we are the enablers of genocide to serve our geo-political goals. How can these 

both be true? 

 

So, while I can’t imagine myself being in dialogue with my dad about this, I know that he would 

celebrate that I am being active. From organizing against Citizens Bank financing of 

concentration camps to solidarity with Palestine, and participating in the institutions of my little 

city, he’d embrace my action and see it as a way to make my community and the world a better 

place.  

 

I’m not doing anything grand, just chipping away at the links of the chains. But I am doing it with, 

some would say dedication, but honestly, it’s compulsion. I can’t rationally explain why I am so 

activated to do so much even as I can’t know exactly what difference it will make.   

 

I don’t think my action is rational but instead includes a fair share of my inheritance of my 

father’s wounds–the OCD, the stubbornness–but coming through me they are shifted. My brain 

and body are not totally hijacked by my compulsions to act. I can be patient and shift into longer 

term thinking. Whereas my dad’s compulsions alienated him from people by his inability to listen 

to them, my compulsions connect me to people with whom I collaborate: fellow activist, those I 

attempt to bring into the work, the global community of those who would break their chains. So, 

the wounds flowing through me are being defanged and directed differently.  They are energy to 

be harnessed. 

 

I feel there is healing in this connection of our compulsions. Not that I am healing my father. 

That is not my responsibility nor within my power. (I do believe that people can heal and change 



after their death–death doesn’t end the soul’s evolution–and that healing is supported by the 

dead who have already gone through these transitions. I send a wish and a prayer for that to be 

true for my father.) 

 

This healing I am feeling my way into follow my father’s death is larger than the both of us. I 

imagine it going back through the generations, through all the empire makers out of which my 

dad and I grow. The historian Aurora Levins Morales in her book Medicine Stories offers this 

transformative way of being with our problematic ancestors: 

 

For people committed to liberation to claim descent from the perpetrators is a renewal of faith in 

human beings. If slavers, invaders, committers of genocide, inquisitors can beget abolitionists, 

resistance fighters, healers, community builders, then anyone can transform an inheritance of 

privilege or of victimization into something more fertile than either. 

  

Going forth from this day that would have been my dad’s 90th birthday, I commit to transforming 

our inheritances so that a great energy is released to break the chains of empire at home, 

abroad, everywhere. Our compulsions will resist all excuses. 

 

Coda 

 

Four days after my father’s death I am back at work wading through the emails. There are the 

routine messages but then an image: a newborn laid out on a white blanket with rabbit ears 

shaped from swaddling cloth. My co-worker gave birth to a baby girl on Easter Sunday. 

  

 

 

 

https://www.dukeupress.edu/medicine-stories

