
Chapter 17: Grief and Transformation in Times of
Change
Chapter Seventeen intricately weaves together the themes of personal sorrow, collective grief, and the
struggle for identity during a period of societal upheaval, touching on profound themes of Grief and
Transformation. The narrative begins with Jude, a medical student at the University of Minnesota, who is
tasked with dissecting a cadaver in her studies. In an effort to humanize the process, she names the body
Freddy, showing respect for the deceased while maintaining her clinical approach. This method reflects
Jude’s deeper understanding of mortality—one that blends clinical detachment with compassion, a coping
mechanism that has developed through her years of academic rigor. However, her controlled approach to
death is soon challenged by the passing of her grandmother, which stirs unexpected emotions in her. This
personal loss forces Jude to confront the vulnerability that she often hides behind the walls of her
professional life.

As Jude processes her grief, the chapter also highlights the devastation caused by the AIDS epidemic in West
Hollywood, particularly within the gay community. Barry, a close acquaintance of Jude, faces the harsh
reality of the epidemic as it claims the lives of many friends and lovers. The crisis also brings attention to the
indifference and neglect from both political figures and society, showcasing how stigma and fear surrounding
HIV/AIDS exacerbated the suffering of those affected. Through Barry’s story, the chapter paints a deeply
personal portrait of grief, activism, and the fight for justice during a time when many in the LGBTQ+
community were left to navigate the crisis with little support. Barry’s loss of those closest to him underscores
the need for activism and public recognition in the face of widespread apathy.

Parallel to the struggles of grief and societal turmoil, Jude's relationship with Reese, her partner who is
undergoing a gender transition, adds another layer of emotional complexity. Jude’s love and support for
Reese are tested by the challenges of navigating a gender transition in a world that still struggles with
acceptance. While Jude is committed to supporting Reese through this personal journey, she must also
confront her own emotions about their evolving relationship and how society perceives them as a couple.
Their shared journey is one of transformation, as both Jude and Reese work to redefine their identities in a
society that imposes rigid norms. This exploration of love, gender identity, and the challenges of societal
expectations offers a nuanced look at the difficulties of finding acceptance and understanding in the face of
adversity.

The subplot involving Kennedy introduces an intriguing element of detachment and mystery. Kennedy’s
seemingly indifferent response to her own family’s loss stands in stark contrast to the other characters’
emotional reactions, hinting at a deeper, unexplored connection. Her aloofness raises questions about her role
within the larger narrative and suggests that her character may play a pivotal part in the unfolding story. Her
presence, though subtle, adds a layer of complexity to the narrative as the story continues to explore the
intricacies of grief and personal transformation.

Throughout the chapter, the narrative masterfully juxtaposes personal and societal grief, emphasizing how
both individual and collective struggles shape one’s sense of identity. Jude’s return to her hometown for her
grandmother’s funeral serves as a symbolic reflection of legacy and memory, highlighting how familial
histories and personal experiences shape individuals’ lives. The chapter reflects on the impact of grief and
transformation, not only on Jude but also on those around her, as she navigates the complexities of love, loss,
and the search for identity in an ever-changing world. It underscores the enduring human connections that
emerge in times of personal and collective hardship, while also providing an insightful commentary on the
ways in which individuals cope with the challenges that define their lives. Through its multi-dimensional
exploration of grief, identity, and transformation, this chapter offers a profound and relatable reflection on the
human experience.


