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About the Author

Sasha Bates is a psychotherapist, writer and former documentary filmmaker. Eighteen years in the TV industry saw her write, direct and produce series as varied as Omnibus, Grand Designs, Live and Kicking and How to Look Good Naked, alongside on-going sidelines in travel journalism and yoga teaching.

Her fascination with people – with what makes us tick and what creates the myriad dynamics between us all – fuelled this first career as a filmmaker and led to her going even deeper with her second career as a psychotherapist. Having gained an MA and advanced diploma in integrative psychotherapy from The Minster Centre in London she worked in the NHS and in higher education before setting up her own private practice.

When her husband, Bill Cashmore, died unexpectedly at just fifty-six, Sasha turned back to writing to help her make sense of the tumultuous feelings of grief that were overwhelming her. As she wrote her pain onto the page, she found her therapist self entering the conversation, using therapeutic theory to help her navigate through the new and unwelcome world into which she had been thrust. Her first book – Languages of Loss – was the result of that dual narrative approach. The feedback she received from this revealed how hungry people were for more direct and straightforward conversations about grief. A Grief Companion, her second book, aims to fill that gap and provide some practical tools to help grievers navigate this painful and confusing time.

Sasha continues to write, teaches workshops about grief to other grievers, and to other therapists, and has founded a commemorative theatrical bursary – The Bill Cashmore Award – in conjunction with the Lyric Theatre Hammersmith.

To find out more please visit sashabates.co.uk

@sashbates on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook.
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For my husband, Bill Cashmore, my father, Peter Bates,
and my uncle, Mervyn Woolliams – amazing men
whom I adore, and whose untimely deaths have taught me
so much about the varied shapes and flavours of grief.




Praise for A Grief Companion

‘Immensely practical, tenderly compassionate and reassuringly conversational, this is the perfect companion for anyone experiencing loss. Full of lived wisdom, insights, suggestions and hope, it is above all shot through with kindness. Part guidebook, part instruction manual, part love letter, this is a book that takes you by the hand and promises the gentlest comfort in the darkest of times.’

TAMSIN GREIG, ACTOR

‘Explaining how the mind and body work together, A Grief Companion offers insights into the process of grieving. The writing is energetic, down-to-earth and honest as Sasha Bates helps readers cope with the many layers and levels of grief. A useful as well as a moving book.’

CATHY RENTZENBRINK, AUTHOR OF A MANUAL FOR HEARTACHE

‘This is the book I was searching for 20 years ago when my son died, thank heaven it exists now. It really is the perfect companion. It contains everything a bereaved person needs to piece together their new life without the person they loved. I will highly recommend it to my clients and to anyone accompanying a bereaved person through their grief.’

LIZZIE PICKERING, GRIEF INVESTIGATOR AND FILM AND PODCAST PRODUCER

‘Sasha has put all her knowledge, as an experienced psychotherapist, and all her heart, as a woman grieving, into writing this book. It’s a resource to treasure, and a great example of how to be kind to yourself from the midst of deep distress. It is beautifully laid out. I will certainly be using it in my practice and recommending it to clients who have suffered loss.’

TOIREASA MCCANN, PSYCHOTHERAPIST

‘Sasha Bates draws on her work as a psychotherapist and her own personal experiences of loss to offer a flexible and holistic toolkit to bring comfort and hope to anyone whose life has been shattered by grief. Structured into sections on mind, body, spirit and the everyday, this new book is packed full of useful insights and resources – from vocabulary lists that help you pinpoint and communicate your emotions, to advice about funerals, relationships, anniversaries, and a range of therapeutic and creative activities. A Grief Companion will act as both a compassionate friend and an expert mentor on your grief journey, enabling you to manage life after loss in a way that is right for you.’

DR LESEL DAWSON, UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL AND ARTS AND CULTURE LEAD OF THE GOOD GRIEF FESTIVAL




Introduction

My husband Bill died, and I wrote a book about it. You may have read that book. That book might be the reason you are now reading this one. Not that it matters either way, but if you did you will know that I don’t believe there are easy ways to shortcut the pain of grief, nor that it is something that you ever ‘get over’. It is a truly horrible and long-lasting experience and I can’t pretend it is not.

But wait, please don’t stop reading – it’s not all as gloomy and depressing as that last sentence makes it sound. There are many things that make it more bearable – for me writing the book was one of them, as was reading other people’s books on the subject, or, at times, books that were very far from the subject. And I have certainly had, and hopefully will continue to have, many moments of joy and lightness and pleasure in my life since Bill died, despite my ongoing grief and sadness over losing him. But I can’t talk about those nice moments without first acknowledging that the backdrop to it all is awful, and painful, and not an experience that any of us would ever voluntarily choose to undergo. And that’s just the thing – we don’t volunteer for it, we don’t choose it, yet this horrible thing will happen to every single one of us. It may not be a spouse that you lose, but you will lose parents, friends or siblings, and even, if you are really unlucky, a child, or perhaps an unborn child. That being the case, this book would like to serve as a companion to you as you journey through your own grief, whomever it is for.

This book gives you permission to do your grief, your way. I’m not here to claim that I have got it ‘right’, which would be impossible, nor can I offer any definitive answers as to the best ways of managing the pain. But what I can offer are suggestions as to how you might go about finding what those ways might be – for you. I can only do that by telling you of some of the things I have found useful, and that others have told me they found useful, and by leaving the space – metaphorically, but also literally in the case of the white spaces you will find herein – for you to add your own ideas, experiences, feelings, lists, doodles, coffee cup or tear stains. You may also find it useful to buy yourself a nice notebook in which to expand more fully on some of those suggestions, and into which you can paste your own pictures, mementoes, poems, quotes, or anything else that you discover along the way and from which you derive strength, comfort or inspiration.

You can try my suggestions – or not. And you may find them helpful – or not. Any or all of those responses are fine. You are going through one of the worst and most difficult experiences of your life and neither I nor anyone else can tell you the best way for you to do that. You know yourself better than the rest of us ever can, so you do it your way. If some of what follows helps you to find what that way is, then I am delighted to have been able to offer you some small respite from the horror, even if just for a few moments. It may not feel like it now, but those moments will get longer and more frequent, while the horrible ones will get shorter and less frequent. That may take some time, however. My aim for this book is that it might, in its own small way, help encourage that shift in ratios to inch ahead faster. I also hope that it might, eventually, offer some optimism to let you know that you will find light and courage from out of this darkness, and you will be transformed by it. Your grief will not leave you, but you will arrange yourself around it differently. However unwillingly you entered into this, you will find some good things emerging in time. Maybe not today, maybe not even this year, but one day.

I also hope that if you are the friend of a bereaved person this book will provide a small glimpse into the complexity of what your friend could be going through. It will hopefully generate some clues and ideas as to what they may need from you; and there’s a section, very near the end, aimed just at you as well. You can support your friend on their journey by thinking about some of the suggestions in this book, and pondering which could be helpful, and which may be less so. But more important than the practicalities is if you can take on board the book’s central message, which is that your friend’s grief is unique to them and they will need to feel their way through it in their own way, and at their own pace. It is not your job to tell them what you think they should be doing at any point, nor to pass comment or judgement if you would like them to be doing it differently. Try to support them at the place where they are, not push them to where you would like them to be. Follow, don’t lead, and if you do happen to proffer any of the suggestions herein make sure it is just that – an offer not an instruction.

This book does not need to be read in any sort of order because grief is not linear and what feels helpful at one point may feel unhelpful at others. Mood swings are an inherent characteristic of grief, so allow yourself to take it all one step at a time and know that what you need from day to day will change. And change again. To give you a little guidance as to where to begin, however, the book is separated into different sections so you can see which might speak to you at any one time. Those sections are:

MIND – for when you want to engage the brain and think about what is going on for you;

BODY – for when your physical self is dominating your responses;

SPIRIT – for when you are feeling more reflective and pondering the bigger questions;

EVERYDAY – for when there is nothing for it but to engage with paperwork and washing-up and the other mundanities of life, both the familiar, and all those myriad extra tasks thrown up by a death. There are also a few bits and pieces that you may want to dip into when necessary – about Christmas, anniversaries and triggers for instance – and some lists of resources that might offer support. There is also a section here that you may want to show those friends who would like to help you but don’t know how.

So, choose which area feels right for you to start with today, or just open the book at random and see what awaits you there. I wish you luck. I am also sending you love and the hope that this book will serve as a friend and companion alongside you on this horrible experience you are undertaking so unwillingly.
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