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The Boy In The Black Suit

Introduction: A Story of Grief, Resilience, and
Unexpected Connections

In the vast landscape of young adult literature, few novels manage to capture the raw,
unflinching  reality  of  grief  while  simultaneously  offering  a  glimmer  of  hope.  Jason
Reynolds’ The Boy In The Black Suit does precisely that. This powerful, poignant novel
tells the story of Matthew “Marty” Miller, a seventeen-year-old grappling with the recent
death of his mother. The title itself becomes a central metaphor—the black suit Marty
wears not just to his mother’s funeral, but every day thereafter, symbolizes his descent
into sorrow, his attempt to armor himself against a world that keeps moving. More than
just a story about loss, the book is a masterclass in character development, exploring
themes of community, identity, and the slow, painful process of healing. This article delves
into the layers of The Boy In The Black Suit, examining its plot, themes, characters, and
the lasting impact it has had on readers and the YA genre.



Plot Overview: Walking Through Grief

The novel opens with Marty Miller attending the funeral of his mother, who succumbed to
cancer. His father, an alcoholic lost in his own grief, is largely absent. To cope—and to
earn a bit of money—Marty takes a job at a local funeral home, working for Mr. Ray, an
elderly, wise mortician. This setting, morbid as it may sound, becomes the crucible for
Marty’s transformation. He finds himself drawn to watching the mourners, observing their
rituals of sorrow. It is here that he first sees a mysterious girl, Lovey, who visits the funeral
home not for a specific service but to pay her respects to the concept of loss itself. Their
connection is fragile, built on shared wounds and unspoken understanding. Marty’s black
suit becomes his uniform of mourning, a daily reminder of his pain. The plot follows Marty
as he navigates high school, his crumbling home life, and his burgeoning relationship with
Lovey.  Key  events  include  a  pivotal  fight  with  a  bully  that  forces  Marty  to  confront  his
anger, and a heart-wrenching scene where he must prepare a body that hits too close to
home. Through these experiences, Marty begins to see that grief is not a solitary island
but a shared human experience, and that the black suit, while heavy, does not have to
define him forever.
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Character Analysis: Marty, Lovey, and the
People in Between

Matthew “Marty” Miller: The Boy Behind the Suit

Marty  is  an  exceptionally  well-drawn  protagonist.  He  is  introspective  without  being
melodramatic, his voice authentic and often laced with dark humor. Jason Reynolds crafts
Marty’s internal monologue with precision, making the reader feel the weight of every
silent moment. Marty’s decision to wear the black suit daily is a defense mechanism—it is
a way to externalize his internal state, to signal to the world that he is not okay. Yet, he is
also pragmatic. His job at the funeral home forces him to confront death in its rawest form,
and in doing so, he learns about dignity, respect, and the strange comfort in ritual. His arc
is not a sudden leap to happiness but a gradual, believable thawing of his frozen heart. He
learns that healing does not mean forgetting; it means learning to carry the grief without
being crushed by it.

Lovey: The Girl Who Understands

Lovey is  more  than a  love  interest;  she  is  a  mirror  for  Marty’s  pain.  She,  too,  has



experienced loss—her brother’s death—and she copes by visiting funerals,  not out of
morbidity but out of a need to feel connected to something real. Lovey is quirky, deeply
empathetic, and fiercely independent. Her name itself is ironic; she is not a simple symbol
of love that heals all, but a complex character who struggles with her own demons. Her
relationship  with  Marty  is  built  on  mutual  vulnerability.  They  do  not  fix  each  other;  they
witness each other. This is a refreshing departure from typical YA romance where love
conquers all. Instead, Reynolds shows that connection can be a stepping stone, not a
destination, in the journey of grief.

Supporting Characters: The Community of Grief

The supporting cast enriches the narrative. Mr. Ray, the funeral director, is a quiet sage
who teaches Marty about death but, more importantly, about life. His gentle guidance and
patience provide a fatherly presence that Marty lacks at home. Marty’s father is a tragic
figure, drowning his sorrow in alcohol. His absence is a palpable weight, and his eventual,
imperfect attempts at connection are some of the most emotionally resonant moments in
the book. Friends like Chris and Miles represent the outside world—a world that expects
Marty  to  snap  back  to  normal,  a  world  that  cannot  understand  the  silent  war  he  fights
daily. These characters ground the story in reality, showing that grief does not exist in a
vacuum but affects every relationship in its orbit.
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Themes: Beyond the Black Suit

Grief as a Normal, Uncomfortable Process

One of the most powerful aspects of The Boy In The Black Suit is its honest portrayal of
grief. It does not romanticize sorrow or offer easy platitudes. Marty’s grief is messy: he is
angry,  numb,  and  sometimes  selfish.  He  pushes  people  away.  He  makes  mistakes.
Reynolds normalizes these feelings, showing that there is no right way to mourn. The
funeral  home  becomes  a  classroom  where  Marty  learns  that  everyone  grieves
differently—some  cry,  some  rage,  some  remain  silent.  This  theme  is  crucial  for  young
readers who may be experiencing their own losses and feel isolated in their emotions. The
book gives them permission to feel whatever they feel, without shame.

The Power of Ritual and Community

Funerals  are  often seen as  somber  obligations,  but  Reynolds  presents  them as vital
communal acts of love. Marty’s job at the funeral home teaches him about the importance
of honoring the dead. The rituals—the washing, the dressing, the viewing—are not just
procedures; they are ways for the living to process their grief together. The black suit itself



becomes a ritual garment. By wearing it, Marty participates in a tradition of mourning.
Over time, he learns that ritual can be a bridge from pain to acceptance. The community
of mourners, from the homeless man who attends every service to the grieving mother
who clings to her child’s casket, shows Marty that he is not alone. This sense of shared
humanity is a quiet, powerful theme running throughout the novel.

Identity and the Masks We Wear

The black suit is a literal and metaphorical mask. Marty wears it to hide his vulnerability,
to project an image of controlled sorrow. But as the story progresses, the mask begins to
feel  suffocating.  Reynolds  explores  the  tension  between  the  person  we  present  to  the
world and the person we are inside. Marty’s journey is about finding the courage to take
off  the  suit—not  to  forget  his  mother,  but  to  allow  himself  to  live  again.  This  theme
resonates with all adolescents, who often feel pressured to wear metaphorical suits of
their  own—the  good  student,  the  tough  kid,  the  invisible  observer.  Marty’s  story
encourages  readers  to  examine  the  masks  they  wear  and  to  find  the  strength  to  be
authentic,  even  when  it  hurts.
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Writing Style: Jason Reynolds’ Mastery

Jason Reynolds’ prose in The Boy In The Black Suit is deceptively simple. He uses clear,
direct  language  that  cuts  straight  to  the  emotional  core.  There  are  no  convoluted
metaphors or flowery descriptions; instead, every sentence serves the character and the
story.  The  dialogue  feels  authentic—teenagers  talk  like  real  teenagers,  with  slang,
hesitations,  and  unspoken  meanings.  The  pacing  is  deliberate,  allowing  moments  of
stillness to breathe. Reynolds also employs a masterful use of repetition, particularly with
the image of the black suit. It becomes a refrain, a heartbeat in the narrative. The tone
balances heaviness with moments of warmth and even humor, preventing the book from
becoming a relentless downer. This balance is what makes the novel so accessible and
powerful. It respects the intelligence and emotional capacity of its young audience without
patronizing them.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication in 2015, The Boy In The Black Suit has garnered critical acclaim
and a devoted readership. It was named a Coretta Scott King Author Honor Book, and it
appears  on  numerous  recommended  reading  lists  for  young  adults.  Teachers  and



librarians frequently cite it as an essential text for discussing grief, mental health, and
resilience.  The  novel’s  impact  extends  beyond  its  literary  merit;  it  has  become  a
touchstone for  teenagers  navigating loss.  Readers  often share how seeing their  own
experiences reflected in Marty’s story made them feel less alone. Jason Reynolds has said
that he wrote the book because he wanted to create a story about a boy dealing with grief
in a way that felt true to his own experiences growing up in a community where loss was
common but rarely discussed openly. This authenticity is the book’s greatest strength. It
validates  the  struggle  and,  in  doing  so,  offers  a  quiet  hand of  companionship  to  anyone
who has ever worn their own black suit.

Conclusion: More Than a Story, a Shared
Experience

The Boy In The Black Suit  is not a story that offers easy answers. It does not promise
that  time  heals  all  wounds  or  that  love  conquers  all.  Instead,  it  offers  something  more
valuable: the reassurance that it is okay to not be okay. It shows that grief can be a long,
winding road, but that there are kind people and small moments of grace along the way.
Jason Reynolds has crafted a novel  that  is  both specific in its  details  and universal  in  its
emotions. It speaks to the teenager who has lost a parent, the friend who doesn’t know
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what  to  say,  and the  adult  who remembers  their  own first  heartbreak  of  loss.  The  black
suit that Marty wears eventually becomes a symbol not just of sorrow, but of survival. He
learns that he can put it on and take it off, that the love for his mother remains, and that
life, though irrevocably changed, can still  hold joy, connection, and hope. For anyone
seeking a book that treats grief with dignity, honesty, and heart, The Boy In The Black
Suit  is an essential read—a quiet, powerful testament to the resilience of the human
spirit.


