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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all who’ve shared their stories and their grief with me. (I’ve changed most of your names and some of your circumstances for your privacy.) You’ve been the inspiration for this book (not to mention giving me a lot of the content). I’ll never forget your loved ones.




Introduction

This is a book about grieving, and for the most part it’s about the death of someone you care about. But it also covers losses in other areas that still have an emotional impact, such as the loss of a marriage or a job.

 

If you’ve picked up this book, it’s because you have experienced (or are experiencing) grief, or a person you care about is struggling with the loss of someone or something he or she holds dear. First of all, I want to reassure anyone who is mourning: you’re not alone, and you’re not crazy. The kaleidoscope of feelings you’re experiencing is normal.

 

Because grief is often an unknown reaction, it catches us off guard. It’s similar to feelings that we’ve felt before, such as disappointment or sadness, yet it can be accompanied by even more emotions and reactions. Grief is also different in diverse circumstances. One of the benefits of educating yourself about grief is that sense of relief that comes from knowing what is normal. Being able to identify what you’re feeling and why you feel the way you do helps put your feelings into perspective. They aren’t any less intense, just more understandable.

 

You can begin your grief recovery right away. That doesn’t mean it won’t be a long and painful journey. For some, it will be. However, your journey starts with the belief that you’ll recover, even though right now you may fear you never will. It might feel as if you’ll be bogged down in grief forever.

 

The goal of this book is to help you understand grief, so you can find strength during your grief journey, cope, and eventually recover. You’ll adjust to the changes within yourself and the changes in your life.

 

I have been a marriage and family therapist for 25 years, and a corporate grief counselor for 10. In that time, I’m heard thousands of people share their grief with me. I’ve heard stories that have brought me to tears, and ones that lifted my spirits. I’ve been privileged to help so many. They’ve taught me so much.

 

The grief journey isn’t easy. For the majority of people, it’s probably the most difficult time of their lives. But it’s not one we can escape. Sooner or later we will lose people, circumstances, and things we love. Those losses will throw us out of balance as we struggle to find our way through the pain and other reactions we feel.




 How to Use This Book 

The Essential Guide to Grief and Grieving is a basic overview of grief, intended to familiarize you with the mourning process so you can understand what you are going through and better cope with the rollercoaster of emotions you’re experiencing. It’s also helpful for the people around those grieving to better learn how to support them. In addition, this book will provide other resources to enable you to delve deeper into the educational and recovery process.

 

The book is divided into four parts:

 

Part 1, Loss and Grief, offers an overview of grief, grieving, and loss. You’ll learn the reactions you may have when you’re grieving, and the challenges you may expect on your journey. You’ll learn what you’re feeling is normal—perhaps painful and horrible, but normal.

 

Part 2, Bereavement, is about death—mostly of people you love—and bereavement. But you can also grieve the loss of co-workers, classmates, friends, neighbors, celebrities, and pets. You’ll learn how to (and how not to) support the bereaved.

 

Part 3, Loss in Other Life Circumstances, is about relationships, but not just romantic ones, such as marriage. This part also covers the failed relationship with your work that leads to job loss, and the relationship with your body as it changes due to aging and illness. It also discusses the loss of your home, another powerful relationship loss.

 

Part 4, Recovery, is more than self-care, although that’s included here. It’s also about what you can do to support yourself in your grief. These chapters can set you on the path to recovery, help you open your heart again—to love and be loved—and give you the courage to take on new life challenges.




 Book Extras 

Throughout the book, you’ll see additional pieces of information in sidebars. Here’s what to look for: survival strategies

These tips give you advice for coping with grief or helping other people cope with grief.



  cautions and concerns

These sidebars contain cautions to help you avoid some common grief pitfalls.



 Definition

Check these sidebars for definitions of words or phrases that may be unfamiliar to you.



 Expressions of Grief

These quotes will help you understand and relate to others who are grieving.





You’ll also see a fifth, name-changing sidebar that presents interesting facts, case histories, or other extended background information you should know.




 A Last Word Before We Begin … 

My wish is that this book gives you hope that you’ll eventually recover from your grief. You’ll be forever changed by the grief journey. The information here will help sustain you through your grieving experience and guide you to recovery. Your life will be different, but perhaps even better in some (or many) ways. You can feel joy again.




 Acknowledgments 

It sometimes takes a community to write a book, and I’m blessed to have a lot of people to acknowledge:

 

My acquisitions editor, Paul Dinas, who with patience and humor guided me through this process. My development editor, Lynn Northrup; production editor, Kayla Dugger; and copy editor, Jan Zoya.

 

My agent, Jessica Faust.

 

My boyfriend, Don Napolitano, who’s cheerfully allowed me to retreat to my office and work, instead of spending time with him. Thanks for all the support, the wonderful dinners, and cleaning up the kitchen afterward.

 

My wonderful family, immediate and extended, has always supported me. I’m more grateful than I can express to have them in my life. Special thanks to my uncles, Peter Junger and Larry Codner, who’ve rescued me from computer issues many times over the years. Thanks also to my beloved grandparents, and my father, Robert Holland, who taught me about bereavement.

 

I’ve had so many friends support me in writing this book. I can’t mention you all, but you know who you are.

 

To Louella Nelson, writing teacher extraordinaire, who taught me how to write fiction, and thus (hopefully) made this nonfiction book a better read.

 

To the writing community of RWA, especially the women (and a few men) of the Fantasy, Futuristic and Paranormal chapter. Whenever I had a question, someone on the FF&P online loop had an answer or something to contribute. Thanks SO much.

 

To my critique partner, R. J. Sullivan. Bob, thanks for setting aside your own work to critique my chapters. I appreciate all the help you’ve given me over the years. You’re definitely the Comma King!

 

Some other friends have read some chapters and given me feedback. Joe Maizlish; Bart Palamaro; Ottilia Scherscel; Heidi Telpner, R.N.; Charity Gallardo; Linda Leszczuk; Kelly Whitely; Delle Jacobs, LCSW; Charlotte Maclay; and Mary Ellen Bowman, I’m so grateful for your help.

 

To friends who contributed some ideas, Pastor Bob Mooney; Shannon Holland, LCSW; Raphael Gunner, Ph.D.; and Terry Jordan, LCSW, thanks so much.

 

My church, Messiah Lutheran of Yorba Linda, including Pastor Bob Mooney and Pastor Ron Baesler.

 

Adventure boot camp and my fitness instructor, Suzanne Stringfellow, and all my friends in class, especially Wendy Swarts, kept me sane and in shape throughout the intense process of writing this book. Thanks, ladies.

 

Thanks to Shihan Brad Wenneberg and my fellow blackbelts at American Martial Arts Academy for teaching me how to get through intense experiences. I thank Mike Oats and Steve Hoppel, for taking over my morning  karate class so I could write. Now it’s back to training for third-degree blackbelt!

 

To two special women, Jonna Lannert and Kathleen Givens. You left too soon, and I miss you.




 Trademarks 

All terms mentioned in this book that are known to be or are suspected of being trademarks or service marks have been appropriately capitalized. Alpha Books and Penguin Group (USA) Inc. cannot attest to the accuracy of this information. Use of a term in this book should not be regarded as affecting the validity of any trademark or service mark.




 art 1

 Loss and Grief

You’re grieving. Or someone you care about is grieving, and you want to understand what that person is going through and learn how to support him or her. You’re hit with powerful emotions and other reactions that you don’t know what to do about. You may wish all the painful emotions would just go away and you could get back to your normal life.

 

In this part, we look at what grief is and the kinds of things, such as loss, that cause us to grieve. We touch on misconceptions about grieving and how they can hurt or inhibit your grieving process. We expand on various kinds of loss and the way they affect you. We also explore trauma, because a traumatic experience sometimes causes grief as well as traumatic reactions—or something that causes you grief may also feel traumatic. Knowing about the effects of trauma enables you to take better care of yourself if you’re in this situation.




 chapter 1

 The State of Grief

Everyone grieves

Grief can be complicated

People grieve differently

Myths that can impede the grieving process



Grief is a complex emotion that’s often not understood, especially if you haven’t experienced it before. Sometimes a person doesn’t know he or she is grieving. For example, we don’t usually associate “grief” with a job loss. Because of this, we might not completely heal because we don’t know we’re hurting in this area. However, unresolved grief is often an unfinished issue in people’s lives. It can underlie anger, acting out, and depression, and it can cause problems in other areas, such as physical health, emotional well-being, job performance, or a romantic relationship.




 What Is Grief? 

Grief is a profound feeling of sadness and pain caused by an important loss, change, crisis, or failure, either actual or perceived. Although grief is usually associated with bereavement, many types of loss, such as a job, a move, a failed relationship, or health problems, can lead to grief. There is a whole range of grief, from mild sadness—missing someone or something that’s over in a few days—to abject suffering that can last for many years.

 Definition

Bereavement means to be deprived by death. Someone whose spouse has died, for example, is said to be bereaved.



Because grief is often an unknown reaction, one you usually don’t experience until you have an important loss, it catches people off guard. It’s similar to other feelings you’ve felt, yet grief is still a unique experience. Grief is also unpredictable. It also differs in various circumstances, so you might not recognize it. Even if you’ve been through times of grieving before, no event feels the same. You can’t anticipate what your grief will be like, or how long it will take to recover.

 

When you’re grieving you can feel like you’re going crazy or something is wrong with you. One of the benefits of educating yourself about grief is the sense of relief you receive from knowing what are normal reactions. Learning that you’re grieving helps you make a shift in your coping. You have an emotional label for your reactions; you aren’t weak, crazy, or overreacting. As painful as it is to settle into your grief, you can also have a sense of relief, as in, “Now I understand what’s happening to me. I’m grieving!”

 

The ability to identify what you’re feeling and why you’re feeling it helps put your emotions into perspective. They aren’t any less intense, just more understandable. Without the fear of being “crazy” or the pressure to change, you have more emotional resources to manage your grief. You can allow yourself to feel instead of worrying about your reactions.

 

When Ben’s wife died from a cancer that quickly progressed, he took bereavement leave for six weeks before returning to his job. While at work, he was able to compare his pre-loss performance and his post-loss functioning, and could see a distinct difference, which worried him. He began to question how he was handling his grief and wondered if he’d come back to work too soon. Yet he also loved his job, and his boss and co-workers supported and cared about him.

 

Ben brought his concerns to me. “I’m so up and down. Sometimes I’m fine, then I’m struggling,” Ben told me. “Sometimes I feel sad, and I’ve teared up a few times at work. I can’t concentrate much.” He gave me an anxious  look, which eased when I reassured him that his reactions were normal. “Sometimes I feel like my muscles are sore, especially my shoulders, for no reason that I can tell,” he added.

 

“That’s normal, too,” I said. “You’ve been carrying the weight of your world—your wife’s illness and death—on your shoulders. You’ve probably been very tense in the last few months.” Ben straightened in his chair. He looked relieved. Now he could stop worrying and focus on work and his recovery.

 cautions and Concerns

Even though aches and pains are a normal reaction to a loss, make an appointment with your doctor to rule out any physical causes.



Grief is complex and multilayered. Many in the depths of grief find words inadequate to explain how they feel. Others, especially those grieving the death of someone close to them, use words like “raw,” “unpredictable,” “empty,” “terrified,” “isolated,” “confused,” “exhausted,” and “wild” to describe their emotions.

 

To grieve means to acknowledge in your heart, and to others, that your loss meant something to you, and that now you must honor the importance and pain of that loss. The reality of the grief journey—the sadness, tears and fatigue, the alteration of normalcy, changes in family, distancing of some friends and family—can be confusing, lonely, and difficult. Times of grieving can be the darkest, most troubled of our lives. Some who become mired in their grief can grieve for the rest of their lives.

 

However, you need not grieve forever. Part of recovery involves the knowledge that you need to give yourself the space to grieve for as long as it takes. Your journey from pain to recovery begins with the belief that you will come to terms with your loss. When you become discouraged, remind yourself, “I will recover. It will just take time.”


 A Universal Experience 

Grief is a universal human experience, a theme that winds through the seasons of our lives. No one escapes the pain of suffering losses through death  and other circumstances. As the years pass, we will experience times of our own mourning, and we’ll support others through their sorrow. Sometimes, we’ll go through a period of little or no loss. Other times, losses will pile on us in a weight that we think we cannot bear. Then there are those in-between phases, where we have space to recover before the next crisis hits us. Or the loss is small enough to heal quickly.

 Definition

While grief is an emotion, mourning is a state of being, a time of grieving where the individual focuses on his or her sadness. This length of time is different for everyone. There is no “normal.”



Because grief and grieving eventually happen to all of us, it’s important to know how to cope in the best way possible. While what works for one person won’t necessarily work for another, there are many similarities to the grieving process. Often your best resource is others who’ve been through the same experience. They can support you throughout the crisis and to recovery. But family and friends can still listen and be there for you even if they haven’t had the same personal experience with grief.


 Not Just Sadness and Disappointment 

Grief is different from sadness and disappointment, although those feelings are included in the bundle of emotions that are part of grief. Most people have experienced sadness and disappointment before. Often things that cause these emotions first happen during childhood and adolescence. Learning to deal with these feelings is part of growing up.

 

Grief is characterized by pain and sadness, but a lot of other feelings and reactions comprise grief. (Chapter 3 delves further into grief reactions.) While sadness is a response to loss, you might also experience it from the following:• Loneliness
• Someone or something hurting you
• The pain of others (including animals)
• Feeling troubled 
• An unhappy event or one or more painful circumstances in your life
• Feeling discouraged and/or hopeless
• Pain from your past
• Feeling “blue” or “down”



We all experience disappointments, both large and small, throughout our lives. You feel disappointed when someone or something doesn’t meet your expectations. You can be disappointed in yourself, in others, in things, in an ideal, or in an experience. The more you risk, the more you can feel disappointed by failure. Most disappointments are easily set aside, but others remain life-long feelings. If the pain of the disappointment is sharp, and the person doesn’t let it go, it can turn into bitterness.

 

However, you can utilize disappointment to grow and change. You can reevaluate what caused your disappointment and use it to increase your efforts. You can head in a different direction, or let go of someone or something. You can also channel your sadness and disappointment into creativity. Your feelings can inspire stories, art, poetry, and music.




 Grief Is Different for Everybody 

Grief often has an abrupt beginning—an event happens, and you’re plunged into mourning. Other times, the loss is gradual, and you might have a corresponding slow build-up of grief. Sometimes it might take you a while to realize you’re grieving. According to grief experts Russell Friedman and John W. James, authors of The Grief Recovery Handbook (see the Resources appendix), more than 40 events can cause grief. However, there may be far more than 40 events. We assign personal meaning to times, places, feelings, objects, our bodies and health, people, and pets. A loss that to many people isn’t a big deal (something that might not even register on their emotional scale, such as the loss of a pet) may be very meaningful to someone else. Because grief is emotional, it doesn’t always make sense.

 cautions and concerns

It’s important not to judge the grieving of others, because we can’t determine for someone else what’s important or how he or she should feel and behave.



There are some similarities and patterns to the grieving process. However, grief is as individual as the person who feels it. No two people will grieve the same way. Everyone’s emotions are unique to them. The effects of a loss, and the amount and way someone will grieve, can be based on many factors, such as …• Spiritual beliefs.
• Life experiences, especially of other losses.
• Types of loss suffered, and the circumstances of the loss.
• Developmental and cognitive abilities.
• Meaning assigned to the loss.
• Physical health, age, gender, and culture.
• Personality, temperament, and attitude.
• Family pattern of grieving.
• Social support and other meaningful activities in one’s life.






 Misconceptions About Grief 

A lot of myths exist about grief and grieving, especially when it comes to bereavement. Friends, family, co-workers, and even some religious advisors and counselors can cause harm to those who grieve, even though they mean well. They can give the wrong advice, or they can, subtly or overtly, criticize the person’s grief journey.

 

Because of these misconceptions, the grievers may fail to process their grief in the healthiest ways. They may think something’s wrong with them. Or they might try to avoid or suppress their feelings, which can lead to prolonged grieving and physical health challenges. Or they can become hurt and angry with those offering the “advice” and argue with them or withdraw.

 Definition

To process your grief means to allow yourself to feel your emotions instead of suppressing or avoiding them. You explore what you feel and why you feel the way you do. You come to accept your emotional state.




 It Will Pass 

“Time will heal your pain” is a common misconception, as if the passage of days, months, and years is enough to make people feel better. People often toss this cliché at grievers, as if bestowing a great piece of wisdom. Even if it were true (which it isn’t), what good does some hope of future relief do for someone who is grieving now? Often, after a loss, especially bereavement, people can hardly put one foot in front of the other. They’re not sure if they can bear their grief for another 10 minutes, much less until a hypothetical future.

 

The truth is that time alone will not heal you. Time does help in that, eventually, you adjust to the loss. Time doesn’t erase your emotions. You can still miss what and whom you lost. What the grievers do with the time is what makes the difference. If you just sit in a chair and stare out the window, waiting for time to heal you, you might be there a long time. You’ll collect a lot of dust, but you won’t make much progress.

 cautions and concerns

A small number of people may experience delayed grief. Initially, they may think they’re fine (although perhaps they may be numb) and that feeling may last for weeks or even months before they begin to grieve.




 Everyone Sympathizes 

Most people do sympathize, but not everyone. Some people are too self-centered, busy with their own lives, or uncaring to feel for you, much less support you. But just because people sympathize doesn’t mean they express their sympathy to you. They may do the opposite and avoid you. Or, if they say something, it may not come across in a helpful manner. Because most people don’t receive education in talking about uncomfortable subjects, much less grief, they may handle the situation poorly for several reasons:• They’re uncomfortable.
• They don’t know what to say, and are afraid they’ll say the wrong thing.
• They don’t like to see someone else’s pain. 
• They don’t like the reminder that loss can happen to them.
• They’re already negative people, so critical comments are consistent with their personality.



It’s especially difficult for people to know the best way to support the bereaved. Many people would rather say nothing at all than say the wrong thing, and that can come across as uncaring. Most don’t know that a simple sentence such as “I was sorry to hear about your loss” can make all the difference. Chapter 13 will go into greater detail about what to say (and what not to say) to someone who has had a loved one die.

 

People who are grieving often learn not to show how they feel. They try to share their feelings and perhaps aren’t met with understanding, or maybe they’re shamed by critical comments. To avoid the shame of others’ implied or outright judgment or criticism, grievers often isolate themselves further to protect themselves. Yet that very isolation adds to the deep loneliness they may feel, and it lengthens (or even stalls) the recovery process. Chapter 18 goes more into how to take care of yourself when someone is unsupportive.

 

When Diana’s house caught fire and burned down, she was traumatized and grief-stricken. But she found, when she tried to talk about losing her house in the fire, people kept telling her, “You should be grateful everyone got out safely.” Diana was so very grateful that her family and their pets were all okay. But she was still upset about losing her house and wanted to share her feelings. Because she wasn’t able to do so, she found herself becoming depressed.

 

While lack of understanding while you’re grieving is often painful, the positive part of a loss may come from the unexpected support of some individuals or groups. For example, people you work with but don’t really know give you a hug after the death of a family member, neighbors organize a clothing drive for your family after your house burns down, or strangers send money after reading about your loss in the newspaper. If you allow it, those who surprise you by reaching out can often balance (although not erase) the hurt of those you expected to be there for you but weren’t.


 Distraction Helps 

People are often told to “keep busy,” as if distraction will make them feel better. Often grievers will try to exhaust their bodies so their thoughts will stay away from their grief and/or so they can sleep at night. Sometimes this is possible. Other times you’ll feel tired and sleepless.

 

Dan and his 32-year-old son, Gary, worked for the same company. Gary was a fun-loving guy who enjoyed riding motorcycles. On one weekend trip, he was killed in an accident. Dan was devastated by the death of his son. He couldn’t escape reminders of the pain because memories of Gary were around him at home and at work. While he and his wife deeply grieved together, when he was at work, Gary appeared to shut out his grief. He threw himself into his job and didn’t talk much about his son. He became irritable and critical. Distraction was the only way he knew to avoid feeling his pain. His co-workers had no idea how much he was grieving.

 

Distraction does help, but only to a point. While meaningful occupation can be comforting, frantic busyness only serves to help the individual avoid feelings. Compulsive housecleaning, extensive yard work, and long hours spent on the job are all ways to avoid your feelings. However, some tasks such as cleaning and organizing your home are a way to feel in control of something (your environment) when you have no control over the death of a loved one or other losses.

 

In a recent workshop, I discussed ways of reducing stress and asked for examples from the audience. One participant mentioned that she cleans. I joked that cleaning would make me feel more stressed, and everyone laughed. But this is a good example of meaningful occupation. For this woman, cleaning has always helped her. Therefore, if she experienced a loss, using it as a way to cope would make sense for her. Even better would be if she’d allow herself to stop and reflect and perhaps cry when she dusted an object that reminded her of her loss. It’s important to pick activities that help ease your stress rather than just exhausting you.

 

If you spent your time distracting yourself, your grief may remain underground, but not healed, and may spring up when you pause. It’s important to balance periods of busyness with times of quiet. That might mean you’ll start to feel and grieve when you pause. But that’s what you need to do. Giving yourself this space is taking care of yourself.

Mandy discovered this for herself. She spent the first year after her beloved mother’s death trying to distract herself through compulsive shopping, even though she’d never really liked to shop. She spent money she didn’t have, which made her feel guilty. Finally, Mandy stopped shopping. As the reality of her mom’s death set in, Mandy spent much of the second year in tears. It took a time of “real” mourning for her to move on from her deep grief.

 survival strategies

One way distraction helps is to be of service in some way. Volunteer to assist those less fortunate. (There are always people who have it worse.) However, don’t do this in the early phase of your grief. If you get too caught up in a cause, you may not have room to process your feelings.




 Don’t Think About Sad Things 

Grief isn’t something that’s controllable, yet some people believe it’s better to try to restrain it. They’ll tell you to put sad things out of your mind. Many grievers would love to follow this directive if they only could, but there’s nothing they can do to control their emotions. They feel the way they feel, and they can’t stop it. Whether they like it or not, their thoughts are preoccupied with their loss.

 

The lack of knowledge about grieving, accompanied by a suppression of feelings, can cause emotional blockage (or even damage), which can prolong recovery. It can also lead to physical stress or illness. People tell themselves, or are told by others, things like this:• “Shrug it off.”
• “Don’t think about it.”
• “Stuff happens.”
• “Don’t dwell on it.”
• “What’s done is done.”
• “Think about the good things in your life.”



Part of processing your loss is thinking about what makes you sad. You will return to your memories many times. Even though they may make you sad,  they can also bring you comfort. Processing your grief, including the sadness, is a necessary part of recovery.


 It Could Always Be Worse 

People tell themselves this phrase as a way to comfort themselves. There’s nothing wrong with feeling some gratitude for the blessings you do have, even though you’re grieving a loss. Holding on to gratitude is a helpful way to balance out your sorrow. Yet you can also use this platitude to cut yourself off from experiencing the full range of your grief.

 

When Nancy’s 5-week-old son died suddenly, the only way she could get through the shock and pain was to tell herself, “At least it wasn’t Donna.” If she felt that much sorrow over the baby, how much more devastated would she have felt if she’d lost her 4-year-old daughter? Only years later did she realize she’d learned the “it could have been worse” philosophy from her mother, and had used it at the time because she didn’t know how else to cope. With hindsight, she saw that if she’d been able to talk to supportive people, especially other mothers who’d been through the experience, she would have dealt with her son’s death differently.

 

That doesn’t mean you won’t hear or read about someone else’s grief story that is far worse than yours, and you can find yourself moved by their plight. These moments might give you some perspective and make you feel grateful for what you do have. However, these experiences must come from your own encounters in life, not those imposed on you by others.

 

People can use this cliché as a “band-aid” to try to put over the wound of someone’s grief. They don’t know how to be with your feelings, so they attempt to stop your pain. They think they can point you in another direction, which will make you feel better. While you might agree that things could be worse, it probably doesn’t make you feel better.

 

Like anything else in life, it matters how you take care of yourself during your time of grieving. There are things you can do that aid in comforting and healing yourself. There are also things you can do that aren’t beneficial. Chapter 20 will help you explore ways to cope with your grief.


 Essential Takeaways 

• Everyone experiences times of grief.
• Grief is a complex and multilayered emotion.
• Everyone’s grieving process is different and is based on several factors.
• Misconceptions about grief can interfere with the healing process.






 chapter 2

 Loss

Grieving and loss

Different types of loss

Living with regret

Coping with secondary loss

Recovering from loss



Part of being human is our capacity to love and to bond with people, things, and places. In addition, these connections provide us with identity, ideals, meaning, purpose, goals, dreams, roles, and a sense of security. Some connections can be deep and powerful. When we lose them, we experience grief.




 The Relationship Between Grieving and Loss 

There are losses that disappoint us; make us sad, angry, ashamed, or resentful; and those where we simply shrug our shoulders and move on. Some losses motivate us to increase our efforts to overcome our problems. Then there are those losses, the most painful of all, which we grieve over. What differentiates grief from other reactions is the love and meaning we’ve given to the person, place, or thing we’ve lost. The more we love or need someone or something, and the more he, she, or it means to us, the more likely we are to grieve, and the longer and more intense our grieving experience.




 Types of Loss 

A loss can be a cataclysmic event such as the sudden death of your child or a tornado that wipes out your community, or as seemingly insignificant as breaking a sentimental heirloom. Many people can make a list of the losses, large and small, they’ve accumulated over their lifetime. Some people have lives laden with loss. Others lead apparently charmed lives, with little impacting them. Most people fall somewhere in between. The longer you live, the more losses you’ll experience.

 

Some people are more impacted by the losses in their lives. For them, it’s not just the losses they experience, but also the way they experience those losses. In other words, it’s not just what you’re handed, it’s what you make of it. Some people focus in a determined way on loss and negativity. Others are more balanced or optimistic.

 

Most people have busy, full lives. There’s no space for a crisis or a loss to drop on you with all the attendant tasks that fall on your shoulders, as well as the complex grief reactions you experience. People may be surprised and dismayed to find an important loss can cause emotions that are more intense than any they have felt before. Your new must-do list and the depths of your emotions often leave you overwhelmed as well as grieving. Some losses might involve more busyness than others. While you’re dealing with them, you may want or need to put some (if not all) of the rest of your life on hold. You’ll have to take care of the urgent tasks before you can process your loss.


 People and Relationships 

The loss of people we care about accumulates over our life span. For most of us, the greatest losses in our lives are the loss of close family members, the people we love deeply—children, spouses, parents, grandparents, and siblings. However, we can grieve the death of close friends, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, co-workers, and pets. We can also become emotionally involved with public figures, even though we don’t personally know them, such as professional athletes, movie stars, politicians, or singers and musicians, and grieve their deaths.

Beginning with the teen years, we can (sometimes often) experience the loss of love interests. Most people can still remember the pain they felt after the breakup of their first love or the pain of an unrequited crush. Although some people are married to their high school sweethearts, most people experience serial relationships, have their heart broken one or more times, and have to grieve the loss of multiple relationships. Aside from the death of loved ones, divorce is one of the most painful life experiences. Those who go through a divorce may grieve the loss of hopes and dreams and the good parts of their marriage for a long time.


 Loss as Positive Change 

Not all losses are bad. Some involve life transitions that put closure to something we’ve accomplished, or end a certain period in our lives. They may also move us to a different place. While we might be happy about the change, we can still grieve how our life was before. For example, you find a new job. Obviously, that means better pay, benefits, or opportunities than the job you currently have. Yet you might miss valued co-workers, work you’d taken satisfaction in, tasks and goals you’ve accomplished, a familiar routine, and other things you value about your current job. You know at the new job you’ll have a learning curve and new challenges, but it won’t be the same. Even though you’re excited, you may grieve for what and whom you leave behind.

Here are some other examples:• Sending a child off to college and missing him—grieving that your “baby” has grown up and left you
• A young adult in her first semester of college who is homesick and grieving friends and former life
• Buying a new home and leaving behind friends in the old neighborhood, favorite haunts and activities, an organization you belong to, or the familiarity of your surroundings
• Grieving the single life and independence you’re giving up when you get married 
• Having your first baby, and grieving the loss of freedom and peaceful nights
• Landing a job after being unemployed for a while, and missing the time you spent with your family and the projects around the house you worked on that you must now put aside



J. K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter series, struggled with grief after she’d finished writing the last book in the series. At first she felt ecstatic about the accomplishment, but then the grief hit her. She described the feeling as “a bereavement,” and said it was “huge.” Even though she had known the series was going to end, she’d lived with the characters for 17 years. And they were more than characters to her—they provided an escape from some of the difficult challenges she’d had in her life. When the grief hit her, she wept uncontrollably. The only time she’d ever cried like that had been when her mother had died.

 

It’s important to take the time to acknowledge and process your grief. Often, people think they shouldn’t feel sad or mourn because the next stage in their life is supposed to be (and actually is) a good thing. You can feel positive about your future and still grieve your past. By allowing yourself to process your emotions, you’re able to work through them more quickly. Then you’ll feel ready to take on the challenge of your new opportunity and appreciate and enjoy your changed circumstances.

 cautions and concerns

Disenfranchised grief occurs when the person incurs a loss that he or she thinks is shameful (or thinks his or her emotions are shameful), and therefore feels it can’t be talked about, openly mourned, or acknowledged by others. Some examples are AIDS death, rape, testicular or prostate cancer, suicide, and losses due to gambling debts or drug addictions. The inability to openly grieve increases the impact of the loss.




 Anticipatory Loss 

Sometimes, when we know a certain loss is in our future, we can grieve before that event actually happens. For example, a loved one is dying of cancer, our company has announced terminations that will take place in 90 days, or our house is in foreclosure. Anticipatory loss involves  foreknowledge that you, your circumstances, or someone you care about will change in a way that you’ll find painful.

 

Sometimes the stress before the event is so intense that when the actual loss occurs, we can feel relief. For example, when a loved one is slowly dying, we endure the heart-wrenching experience with him. By the time the individual passes away, we are relieved he is released from suffering. It’s not that we aren’t sad, or wish our loved one could be back with us, hale and hearty; we’re just relieved he is finally free from pain and suffering.

 

With bereavement, family members can become more connected with the dying loved one. They have the opportunity to make amends for past wrongs; share memories, stories, and love; and make the physical, mental, and spiritual preparations for the death. Even though they know the death is coming, their grief is still as strong (or stronger) when the loved one passes. However, they may have few regrets because they handled everything beforehand.

 

Often the anticipation of the loss, and what you and others are going through, can take a toll on family members. When someone is dying, for example, sometimes loved ones withdraw from him or her as a way to avoid seeing someone suffering. Or they become angry or irritable so as to keep their fear and sadness at bay. They may bicker with each other, or even become estranged.

 

John’s family had a hard time watching the big man wither away from cancer. The constant pain, frequent nausea, and exhaustion wore away at him and them. Most of his family rallied around him, spending a lot of time at his house. But one of his daughters couldn’t take the stress. She’d burst into tears as soon as she saw her father, and started avoiding family gatherings. This caused some upset feelings on the part of the rest of the family, which lingered after John’s death.

 

The relief you feel after the death may last for months. It’s not until we’ve gotten over the trauma of watching our loved one die that grief might appear. This might take several months, or even a year. (Chapter 4 goes into more detail about trauma.) Sometimes the anniversary of the death will jump-start the stalled grieving process.


 Impact of Multiple Losses 

Emotions from loss can accumulate, and with each one, the grief can build because the pain from the past contributes to your current feelings. It’s as though each major loss layers on top of the last one. This can cause people to feel like the recent loss reopens the old wounds. This is especially true with bereavement. People coping with multiple losses may say things like:• “I’d just gotten over (previous death) and now it’s all come up again.”
• “I’m dealing with the death of my (relationship) and now I have to feel this (new loss), too. It’s too much.”
• “My mom died 13 years ago, and the loss of my friend has brought it all up again.”



Multiple losses can also make people feel as if life has given them too many blows, and they’re not sure if they can pick themselves up and go on. They’re tempted to give up, and perhaps actually do so (at least for a while). Other people may be more determined and keep forging on in the face of difficulties.

 Expressions of Grief

“I lost many of my friends after my daughter died. They thought I should be getting over her death.”

—Catherine, whose 14-year-old daughter died suddenly






 Loss and Regrets 

The grieving process often involves regrets. If you’ve lost someone or something, you think back, seeing your mistakes (or what you now judge to be mistakes). You wish you could turn back time, make changes. I usually see three types of regrets.


 Type One 

The first kind of regret focuses on prevention of the loss and usually begins with the words, “If only …” and regards actions you wish you’d taken (or not taken): • “If only I’d dragged my husband to the doctor, he might still be alive.”
• “If only I hadn’t fallen asleep at the wheel, I wouldn’t have gotten into an accident and wrecked my car.”
• “If only I’d locked all the windows, my house wouldn’t have been broken into.”
• “If only I’d kept my teenager at home that night instead of allowing her to drive to that party.”
• “If only I’d worked harder at my job. My company might not have laid me off.”




 Type Two 

The second type also starts with “If only …” and involves actions you wish the victim had taken (or not taken):• “If only my husband hadn’t stepped on the ice, he wouldn’t have slipped and frozen to death.”
• “If only my wife had worn a seatbelt, she wouldn’t have had the car accident that crippled her.”
• “If only my friend had eaten healthy, instead of subsisting on junk food, he might not have had that heart attack.”
• “If only my son hadn’t left the door unlocked, we wouldn’t have been robbed.”
• “If only the sitter hadn’t taken her eyes off my little girl, she wouldn’t have drowned in the pool.”




 Type Three 

The third type of regret involves wanting to change something about yourself or what you did or didn’t do in the past. You may wish you’d been a better person in some way. Or you can feel bad about something you left  unsaid or undone. Conversely, you may regret some thing(s) you did say or do. People with this type of regret say things like:• “I wish I had spent more time with my children when they were little instead of working so much. I didn’t realize how fast they’d grow up, and that I’d be left with an empty house.”
• “I should have told my wife more often that I loved her. I thought we’d have forever.”
• “I used to complain about my son—how messy he was, how inconsiderate, how I had to force him to do his homework. If I had him back, I’d never complain again.”
• “I never thought I’d get divorced. I took my husband for granted. I loved him too little, scolded, nagged, and complained too much.”



As life goes on without a loved one’s presence due to death, dementia, divorce, or abandonment, you can regret that a loved one is not present to witness your accomplishments or those of your family members. While most of the time you might feel fine, you can especially miss them when a special event or achievement happens.

 cautions and concerns

While it’s normal to have regrets, especially in the beginning of the grieving process, it’s important not to dwell on them. The more you feel regretful, the more you can sink into self-loathing, depression, or bitterness. If you cling to your regrets, you can also become stuck in your grieving. Talk to friends, family, a grief counselor, or a psychotherapist about how you feel. Often others are able to put things into perspective for you.






 Secondary Losses 

When grieving a death or another type of loss, we must cope with the primary loss as well as secondary losses that accompany it. A secondary loss occurs because of the primary one. Any secondary losses probably wouldn’t have happened if the primary event hadn’t transpired. For example, you’re laid off from your job (primary loss), run out of savings (secondary loss), and the bank forecloses on your house (secondary loss).

Here are other examples of secondary loss:• Relationships with friends, family, neighbors, and co-workers
• Our role in our family, community, job, or organization
• Our financial, social, or job status
• Income and/or financial security
• How we define ourselves
• A feeling of safety
• Our sense of control over our lives



Sometimes you might be aware of the secondary losses at the same time as the primary one. You may have to grieve all of them at once. Other times, you only gradually become aware of the secondary losses. Therefore, the time of grieving may be further impacted and extended.

 

You might also grieve the secondary loss. For example, your parents die, and you have to sell your childhood home. Or your secondary loss might not be about grief, but other things that may have an effect on your grieving. For example, if you wreck your car, you might have to deal with the physical effects, such as soft tissue damage and the resulting neck and headaches. You grieve the loss of the car, and also your sense of security. It’s also possible you might not be aware of any grief for the secondary loss. Either it’s too nebulous, or it’s swallowed up or overshadowed by the primary problem.


 Financial Loss 

For many people, an important crisis or loss also brings a financial burden, like medical or other bills, or a decreased income. Sometimes you have time to plan for the financial problem. For example, you have a 90-day notice of a layoff. Other times, events unexpectedly drop on you—you were laid off and escorted out the door of the company. Having to worry about money when you’re struggling with difficult emotions adds stress to your grieving process. Or financial stress might interfere with it altogether as you fight for a way to survive. Lack of money can also limit the choices you have for coping.

Six months after Angela’s mother died, all she was doing was struggling—with grief over the loss of her mother, to pay bills she’d never had before, and to keep her father from giving up on life. In the midst of all this, she realized she’d have to sell the only home she’d ever known. It was the only way the family could pay off her mother’s hospital bills.

 

Also, the loss may not be just about the money. Often it’s about a feeling of security and peace of mind. Now people have to deal with reduced income, and feelings of fear, anger, and betrayal in addition to their grief. In turn, financial problems can cause or exacerbate other situations or problems. For example, a couple can start arguing over money, thus stressing their relationship at the very time they need to team together.


 Loss of Ideals and Values 

Losses aren’t always about people or possessions. It’s not uncommon to grieve for intangibles. Sometimes these can be primary losses, like when you have to give up a dream you’ve worked hard for. However, it’s more likely that they are secondary losses. When someone you love dies, or you lose a job or a home, or your good health deteriorates, you can also lose the meaning those people, experiences, or things brought to your life, as well as your sense of purpose.

 Expressions of Grief

“How can I be a father if my child is dead?”

—Dan, about the death of his only daughter



Some other examples of intangible grief are the loss of hopes, dreams, and expectations; a role or identity; innocence; a time and place; concepts and beliefs; and trust.

 

While writing this chapter, I took a break for lunch, preparing leftover soup and biscuits. I sprinkled the biscuits with water—a trick of my grandfather’s (who died when I was 9) to bring back their freshness. Suddenly I was stabbed by sadness, remembering the Sunday breakfasts my grandfather would cook. He’d make a special trip to the bakery to buy our favorite rolls. I could visualize their shape, the crisp outside, and soft middle.

Tears came to my eyes, and I mourned, not just the loss of my beloved Opa, but of that time—surrounded by the love of my grandparents and other family members—as we ate a meal together.

 

Because these losses are more abstract rather than tangible, it’s easy to suppress or ignore them. Or perhaps you might not even realize you’re grieving one or more. This lack of awareness can cause a vague feeling of unrest or dissatisfaction. You may make impulsive or unwise decisions in order to escape the feelings. Stopping to pin down and process your grief will enable you to access your life with “clear eyes” and make healthier choices.


 Ongoing Loss 

Some losses are ongoing. Instead of an event, like a death or loss of your job, this type of loss lingers. Your grief can feel unending because you are living with the continuous loss. You cannot forget because the reminders are all around you.

Here are some examples:• Living with a debilitating illness, loss of limb, or brain injury
• Living in a house partially destroyed by a fire, earthquake, flood, or tornado and having no money to fix it or move to another one
• Losing a community due to war or natural disaster and living as a refugee
• Losing a job and being unable to find a new one
• Losing a home and becoming homeless



These kinds of losses also cause ongoing stress that can cause mental, emotional, and physical problems. In these instances, you usually have multiple losses because, in addition to the ongoing loss, you have several (or many) secondary losses. You might be so busy struggling to survive (and taking care of your family) that your grief is suppressed.




 Bouncing Back 

A loss doesn’t always have to remain negative. A serious loss can force a person to grow. It can also cause people to acquire knowledge and skills they didn’t have before. Sometimes a loss propels people into a different situation that they wouldn’t have chosen on their own. For example, a job loss may cause someone to start his or her own business.

 

Steve Jobs, co-founder and Chief Executive of Apple, Inc., is an excellent example of this. Right after his 30th birthday, in 1985, Steve had a falling out with the Apple board and ended up being fired from the company he co-founded. He was devastated and felt like a public failure. After a few months of not knowing what to do, he created a new company, NeXT, Inc. He also developed Pixar Animation Studios. NeXT was later bought out by Apple, bringing him back into the Apple fold. What Steve learned at Pixar, he was able to apply at Apple, leading to the successful creation of the iPod, iPhone, and iPad. Without the detour forced on him by the termination, Apple would not be the successful company it is today.

 

In real life, people overcome many things. The human spirit is remarkably resilient and has a tremendous capacity for healing. People can recover from the most debilitating situations. We have the ability to develop and draw on inner strengths such as personal commitment, persistence, courage, a positive attitude, love, and understanding. As painful and difficult as life changes are, they can also lead to increased personal strength, lessons learned, and a recovery that’s different, and perhaps even better in some ways, than our existence before the loss.


 Essential Takeaways 

• We need to honor our feelings of loss, no matter how insignificant the loss seems to others.
• We can grieve for various types of losses.
• Many losses are accompanied by secondary losses.
• After a loss we often struggle with regrets.
• Losses force us to grow in ways we may not have chosen on our own.
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