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A note of caution

Self-help books can never replace professional help if that is what is needed. But they can provide you with a better understanding of the problems you are facing, and offer suggestions about making changes.

Grief is a difficult topic, so reading a self-help book about the subject can be challenging. It is unlikely that anyone who is grieving is going to ‘enjoy’ reading a book about grief. Irrespective of when your loved one died, Overcoming Grief may stir up a lot of strong emotions. While feelings of deep sadness are a normal and expected reaction to the death of a loved one, it is important that you don’t force yourself to deal with issues about their death before you are ready.

A self-help book about grief might not provide enough support for some people. If at any time you feel hopeless about your situation, or think that you are getting worse, then seek professional help immediately.

Be aware of the following warning signs that you might need professional help.


•   Feeling as though you have been ‘stuck’ for some time

•   Feeling increasingly depressed

•   Feeling hopeless about your future

•   Thinking about suicide or not being here anymore

•   Thinking that life isn’t worth living

•   Making plans about how you could commit suicide

•   Withdrawing from friends and family

•   Experiencing marked disturbances in your sleep or appetite

•   Feeling panicky, anxious or agitated

•   Ruminating over the same thoughts or worries

•   Having great difficulty carrying out your day-to-day activities

•   Avoiding people or places that remind you of your loved one

•   Having difficulty going to work, university or school

•   Relying heavily on alcohol or other substances



Seek help from a doctor, grief counsellor or clinical psychologist if you experience any of these symptoms consistently, for more than a week or two, and if you feel as though you are getting worse. Coming to terms with the death of a loved one is hard work both emotionally and physically, and there is nothing shameful about seeking help.


1

Your story


My grief has consumed me. My husband died suddenly, five months ago, and I can’t begin to describe the emptiness I feel. Each morning I wake up hoping to find it was just a bad dream. It’s a struggle to get through the day and I’m not sure what to do. When I heard that my local hospice was running a bereavement group, I mustered what little energy I had and went. I needed to do something, anything.

LEE, 63



At the support group nine men and women were seated at the table. Each had come with their own story to tell – stories full of pain, heartache and intense sadness. They were uncertain and their emotions were raw. At first the room was quiet, but before long these strangers were sharing their stories about the death of their loved one. Peter was there because his wife of thirty-five years had died six weeks earlier from lung cancer; Kate’s 38-year-old son had died four months ago in a car accident; and Beth had come because the first anniversary of her mother’s death was approaching and she felt as though she was getting worse. Even though each of their stories was different and their grief unique, they had come because they needed to do something to help ease their pain. They had come because they felt alone and wanted to connect with people who were experiencing something similar. Lee had come because she didn’t know what else to do.

Who has died in your life that has led you to this book? Maybe it was your partner or spouse, your son or daughter, your father or mother, or a special friend or relative. No matter who died or how they died, your story and your grief are unique. The pain you are experiencing cannot be compared or minimised. It doesn’t matter how old the person was who died or that someone else’s situation seems worse than yours. If you loved them or they were a significant part of your life, then your pain is real and your grief valid.

In psychological terms, grief is defined as ‘the anguish experienced after significant loss, usually the death of a beloved person’. Finding ways to express your anguish or pain and reconcile your loved one’s death are important parts of grieving. You might need to tell your story over and over again, or search for answers in an attempt to understand what happened. And you may have to wrestle with difficult memories, regrets and ‘if onlys’. Even though no one can grieve for you, Overcoming Grief can help you work out what it is that you need to do to get through this difficult time in your life.

Grief is defined as the anguish experienced after significant loss, usually the death of a beloved person.

What is your story?

Each person has a different story to tell about how their loved one died and the impact it had on their life. Death can be expected, or it can be sudden and tragic. Regardless of how your loved one died, being able to tell your story – either publicly or privately – will help you make sense of what has happened, and hopefully allow you to accept how your life has changed.

There are several important and different components to consider when you think about your story. Those listed below will be addressed throughout Overcoming Grief.


•   Who died?

•   How did they die?

•   Was their death expected or unexpected?

•   What have you lost with the death of this person?

•   Who can support you as you grieve?

•   What would your loved one want for you now?

•   Which direction do you see your life taking now?



Even if you don’t consider yourself to be a ‘talker’, it’s still important to ask yourself whether or not you have had the opportunity to talk about the death of your loved one. Some people don’t feel the need to talk at all and prefer to think through things on their own, whereas others need to talk to express their thoughts and feelings. If you are someone who wants to talk about what happened, often the hardest part is finding someone who can truly listen to you rather than telling you what to do.

It’s common for people to say that in the beginning they were able to talk about the death, but that as time went on they found it increasingly difficult, for fear of burdening those around them. As a whole, Western society isn’t very good at supporting those who are grieving. This probably has a lot to do with the fact that many people tend to find the subject of death uncomfortable, especially because there is nothing that can be done to ‘fix’ the problem. There is also a general perception that grief is something you can get over easily and in a relatively short period of time, in much the same way as you’d recover from an infection. Unfortunately this misperception is perpetuated because people, despite their best intentions, don’t really understand the complexity of grief. What often ends up happening is that they become impatient with the bereaved person’s so-called ‘lack of progress’ and say things that imply they should be better by now. The problem is that grief is not widely understood – grieving is a process of adjustment and new learning that cannot be hurried.

Grieving is a process of adjustment and new learning that cannot be hurried.

Four recurring themes

When someone is grieving, especially if it is their first experience of the death of someone close to them, not knowing what to expect or how best to handle certain situations often intensifies their grief. Many people report that feeling they have little control over what is happening to them or around them is a significant factor that contributes to their anguish.

Throughout the book there are four major themes that provide a framework to help you understand grief more fully. These themes – covered separately over the following pages – will help you work out where to focus your attention so that you can begin to regain some control in your life.


1.   Your grief is unique

2.   Grieving gives you the time and space to learn to live without your loved one

3.   You can overcome grief’s hold

4.   It’s up to you.



1. Your grief is unique

No two people will experience the death of a loved one in the same way, so it’s impossible to truly know another person’s pain or sense of loss. And it’s difficult to predict how you will grieve because it depends on many factors. These include your personality, the way you tend to deal with problems, the way you think about things that happen in your life, the nature of the relationship you had with the person who died, and the circumstances surrounding their death. Even if you have experienced the death of other people in your life, your grief will be different each time. What makes grief so complex is that with the death of one person, those left behind experience many different kinds of loss. If you accept that your grief is unique, then it makes sense that there is no one way to grieve. Part of the struggle of grieving involves working out what you need to do to adjust to life without that special person.

2. Grieving gives you the time and space to learn to live without your loved one

From the very moment you learn about the death of your loved one, your life changes forever. The amount of change relates to the degree of adjustment and new learning that you have to undertake. Too often others expect you to ‘get back to normal’ within weeks. This is unrealistic because your life has changed and it will never be the same as it was before. The path you were once walking together is no longer an option. It is as if you have been forced on to a new path, not of your choosing. The process of grieving is healthy and adaptive. It gives you the time and space to adjust to the many changes that result from the death of your loved one, both at a physical and an emotional level. Even though you may never ‘get over’ the death of your loved one, it is possible to learn to live without them physically in your life and to find meaning again.

3. You can overcome grief’s hold

During the first few months you might feel as if your grief has a life of its own, with total control over you. You may feel that there is absolutely nothing you can do to loosen its grip. Often people say that they feel helpless and powerless, and describe a feeling of being ‘out of control’ which can be very disconcerting. Trying to regain a sense of control and order in your life will help you as you grieve. The aim is to shift the balance of power so that, gradually, you can begin to overcome the hold grief has on you. There are many strategies that can help you start to take control of your life again, which tackle your thoughts about the death as well as your behaviour.

4. It’s up to you

One of the hardest things about grieving is that no one else can do it for you, which can feel very lonely and isolating. At times you may wonder whether what you are experiencing is ‘normal’. You might have lots of unanswered questions and you may have many well-meaning friends who tell you that they know how you are feeling and what you should be doing. But because grieving is something you need to do for yourself, the best advice is to take things slowly and pay attention to your inner voice. Listen to your grief. Even though, logically, you know your loved one has died, you need time to reconcile what has happened and to work out what is best for you. Unfortunately, at a time when you are likely to be most vulnerable, grieving requires you to become your best advocate by speaking up for what you need.

Is it really possible to overcome grief?

Although the title of this book is Overcoming Grief, you might be wondering whether it is possible ever to overcome your grief. The title is meant to suggest that you can do things to help yourself overcome the intense, raw pain that is your grief, so you can continue to live your life in a meaningful way. It is not meant to imply that you will get over the death of your loved one. Grieving is an ongoing process that knows no time limits. Hopefully, one day, you will get to a point where you will be able to say to yourself that you feel as though you have overcome your grief – or the hold it had on you – while knowing that your loved one and the life you shared will never be forgotten.

It is possible to do things that can help you overcome the intense, raw pain that is your grief.


I was three years old when my mother died. I was so young that I was not able to appreciate the profound effect her death would have on my life. My youngest sister was also to die. She was seven years old when she died from osteomyelitis of the spine. We had been separated since my mother’s death and at the age of ten I tried to understand death. The sadness of the funeral service and seeing the little blue coffin affected me greatly and I became withdrawn and constantly wondered if I could also die.

After I finished school I completed my General Nursing training. Having to deal with death on a daily basis gave me the strength later to face my husband’s illness and subsequent death. Only with the expertise of devoted doctors, and the love and support of our family and friends, was he able to rally through difficult times. As a family we endured the relentless phases of his demise until one day, with his children and me by his side, he died slowly and with dignity. Again, I was to feel this great loss of a person who meant so much to me. For so long my daily nursing duties had consumed my waking hours caring for my husband, and now nothing seemed to matter. I lost interest in everything but felt I had to be strong for my children and grandchildren.

The frightening dreams I had before his death, of a large black form standing over my bed, never occurred again. In time I resumed a better sleeping pattern. The support of my family and friends helped me find comfort in knowing that I had been a special part of a well-lived life. Gradually, my constant visions of my husband in his last days are fading and being replaced by memories of the strong, healthy, loving person he was when I first met him some fifty-four years ago.

THELMA, 74



How to use this book

Step by step, Overcoming Grief will show you how to begin to take charge of your life again, using a ‘tool box’ approach. Unfortunately there is no magic cure. And even though you know there’s nothing that can be done to bring back your loved one, you can begin to take action to overcome the hold grief has on you. As you read on, you’ll find a number of different exercises or ‘tools’ in each chapter that will help you grieve the loss of your loved one. These exercises are based on the psychological treatment model known as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). They focus on your thoughts and behaviour, not only about the death of your loved one, but also about building a new life for yourself. It’s a good idea to use a journal to write down your answers to these exercises. This way you can keep a record of your work and track your progress. And because each chapter builds on the one before, it’s best to read through the book from beginning to end, rather than dipping in and out.


SUGGESTION: USE A JOURNAL

There are a number of written exercises in Overcoming Grief, and as you work through them it can be valuable to record your answers in a journal or book that you can look back over in months to come. This way you keep your answers together, which can help you track your progress. You may like to buy a book that has meaning to you – maybe one that is a special colour or which has a picture on the cover that reminds you of your loved one. Another idea is to use a loose-leaf folder and make your own cover using photos of your loved one or other keepsakes.



Summary

•   Tell your story

•   Your grief is unique

•   Grieving gives you the time and space to learn to live without your loved one

•   Grief has a life of its own

•   You can overcome grief’s hold

•   It’s up to you
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