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INTRODUCTION

When one door closes, another opens, but we often look so long and regretfully upon the closed door, we do not see the ones which open for us.

—ALEXANDER GRAHAM BELL

 

 

 

 

One of the most striking, and perhaps even most appealing, features of soap operas is that the characters never seem to be permanently scarred by their past tragedies. They live through illnesses, miscarriages, adultery, multiple divorces, and deaths, but the next year, they move on to the next story line seemingly unscathed. Occasionally they refer to the past, but the characters never seem to be too deeply affected or traumatized by it. People even die and miraculously come back to life—sometimes it was all just a dream. We’re willing to suspend disbelief because the fiction is so satisfying, so comforting, so unlike real life.

In the real world, tragedies and losses affect us deeply and profoundly. We may eventually move on to a new story line, so to speak, but we do not forget the past and we certainly do not remain unscarred. Our losses affect us irrevocably. When a loved one dies, the deepest loss of all, a part of us dies too and life will never, ever be the same again. That’s the bad news. But our grief also has the potential to be transformative,  leading to unprecedented levels of psychological and spiritual growth. That’s the good news.

Grieving is one of the most universal of all human experiences, cutting across race, nationality, gender, and socioeconomic strata. The vast majority of us will outlive our grandparents, our parents, our pets, and some of our friends. Many of us will also outlive our spouses, siblings, and sadly, even our children. Although grief is something we all must encounter eventually, talking about it, ironically, is still one of our great taboos. We can talk about diseases, social ills, politics, and even sex—especially sex. We’ve even become more comfortable talking about death and suicide, albeit grudgingly. But when it comes to grief, and addressing the ongoing, long-lasting feelings of those who are left in death’s wake, we just don’t want to face it and we certainly don’t want to talk about it.

One griever told me that three years after her twenty-eight-year-old daughter died unexpectedly, she was having a bad day and found herself quite depressed and sad. She called a friend hoping to find a sympathetic ear but instead was assaulted by the friend’s exclamation, ‟You mean you’re still grieving over her, after three three years?” The friend’s question was not meant to be malicious. She honestly didn’t understand that to a grieving mother three years is nothing. She was sadly ignorant that major loss lasts a lifetime.

This woman is not alone in her ignorance. I’ve heard educated people tell me that they thought the average length of the grieving process was two to four weeks. Maybe that was just their wishful thinking. We’re an immediate-gratification society that values quick fixes, a generation raised on microwaves and fast foods. We prefer our solutions and emotions conveniently packaged for the swiftest consumption.  So we expect grief to be a quick and easy process with no bitter aftertaste. But how can we expect to love someone, lose someone—and not be changed irrevocably? How can we realistically expect this to be a speedy process? Yet time and again grievers tell me they are being asked, “When will you be your old self again?” or “It’s been three months already, shouldn’t you be over this by now?” Perhaps you’ve heard comments like this too, and chances are that as a result, you feel quite confused and isolated in your grief.

Maybe you’ve been asking yourself the same questions. Let’s face it, most everyone facing grief’s darkest days and nights is hungry for relief. In my practice as a psychotherapist and grief counselor, I often hear brave souls wondering “When will this be over?” And I often see people who are in pain many years after the loss berating themselves for their ongoing grief. They ask, “Is it normal to still be hurting so many years later? Is it possible that grief lasts so long?”

The reality is that it is absolutely normal to be still grieving, to still feel the aftershocks of loss for the rest of your life. Grief changes through the years, but the simple truth, which no one wants to admit, is that you will never be your old self again. You are forever changed. That’s not to say that you won’t heal, because you will find ways to heal. And yes, the raw, jagged pain of acute grief will fade. But just as a very deep wound leaves a lasting scar, you will have an emotional scar that will, at times, still feel sore.

Grieving is not a short-term process; it’s not even a long-term process; it’s a lifelong process. “Having a future” now means that although your life will flow again, it will flow differently as a result of the loss. Your grief will become incorporated into your life history, become a part of your identity. And you will continue now, and forever, to redefine  your relationship with your deceased loved one. Death doesn’t end the relationship, it simply forges a new type of relationship—one based not on physical presence but on memory, spirit, and love.

 

There are many wonderful books available that address acute grief and how to cope with it. But these books often focus on crisis management and imply that there is an “end” to mourning. They essentially fail to address the issue of grief’s ongoing impact, and how it changes through the years. This book will focus on long-term adaptation to loss. It will provide you with the understanding of how loss can be integrated into your life, how it will continue to be a part of your existence through the years. This book will also give you the tools to take the loss and make it meaningful, that is, to find ways to ensure that your loved one’s life and death were not in vain.

In part 1 of this book we will look at three basic stages of acute grief—Shock, Disorganization, and Reconstruction—which normally take place in the first year or two of bereavement. In part 2 we will look beyond acute grief to the rest of your life and what you should expect from your grief through the years. One chapter examines the fluid, lifelong process I call Synthesis, that of integrating life with loss. This stage is not optional, because as long as you are a breathing, feeling, loving person, you will forever be integrating loss into your life. Your grief will undoubtedly change over time, but it will never be ‟finished.” The next chapter describes Transcendence, the fluid, lifelong process of making meaning out of loss. Trancendence is optional, since not everyone chooses to convert their pain into something meaningful.

In fact, in my personal and professional experience, I have seen grievers take one of two metaphorical roads over time. One road is dark and treacherous. Those on this path have let their loss dampen their spirits and, ultimately, extinguish the light from their lives. The other road is light and glimmering. Grievers on this path have learned from their grief, have been transformed by it, and have channeled it back into living. I am reminded of the Chinese symbol for crisis: one of the translations of this symbol is “danger,” but, interestingly, another translation is “opportunity.” Crisis, then, means both danger and opportunity. Grief over time is like that—it also offers both danger and opportunity.

This means that while grief is painful, it can lead to something positive; it has a transcendent potential. I have found an analogy helpful in illustrating this concept. If you’re scheduled to depart on an airplane during a grey, drizzling day, you know that you will ascend through the rain and the dark clouds—usually after quite some delay, however—and you will rise through the storm to find bright sunshine up above. You transcend the darkness to find light. Transcendence literally means “rising above.” With grief, over time, it is possible to rise above the stormy clouds to discover sunshine up above. But even as the sun shines brightly overhead, the tempest still blusters below.

Why is it that some grievers stay soaked in the rain? Why is it that they see only the “danger” as they live out their years feeling afraid, cold, and bitter? And why is it that others find the “opportunity” in crisis, using their grief as a catalyst for growth and maturity, and thus transcend toward the sun? Why are these people able to continue to risk and love, and even to believe in God, in spite of their broken hearts? And perhaps more importantly, how can you be one  of those who discovers the transformative potential of grief?

To try to answer some of these questions, I began my research by talking to grievers whose losses occurred, on average, five or more years ago. I wanted to see what kind of perspective they had developed over time. I wanted to analyze grief’s ongoing impact on their lives. And I wanted to see if there were trends and specific pathways leading toward transcendence.

Finding people who had lost and grieved was surprisingly easy. I told friends, colleagues, acquaintances—virtually anyone who would listen—about my project. I hoped to talk with people who had lost a spouse or partner, a child, a parent, and/or a sibling two or more years previously and would be willing to tell me about their experiences. One interview led to another. Friends of friends led me to more. It seemed that almost everybody knew someone who was a likely interview candidate. I was reminded of an old story about a woman who was promised eternal riches if she could find a house that had never known sorrow. She spent years traveling through many lands, going from house to house, and finally concluded that no such home exists. Indeed, every home knows sorrow.

I spoke with approximately fifty people, who represent all walks of life: men and women from all cultures and races, from all socioeconomic backgrounds, from all over the country. Their losses cover a wide spectrum and occurred anywhere from two to forty years ago. I have changed most of their names and identifying characteristics, but their experiences are true and the words are their own. Their stories are woven throughout this book.

What I learned from my conversations with these grievers is the basis for this book. I discovered that there is a way to  grieve effectively and a way for grief to provide fuel for living. Those who see opportunity in crisis, who look toward the open rather than the closed doors, have certain qualities and characteristics in common. This mix of similar qualities seems critical for long-term healing, and I have framed it within a four-letter acronym called SOAR: Spirituality, Outreach, Attitude, and Reinvestment. Healthy grievers follow some or all of these pathways in order to move through the stages of grief and to reach the ultimate stage of healing that I have called Transcendence.

Transcendence has to do with rising above your immediate circumstances, achieving a new perspective, and in so doing, discovering possibilities for a future. When you’re in the midst of pain, the future may seem incomprehensible. But Transcendence shows us that it is possible to have a vision for the future, a future filled with meaning in addition to the loss. The SOAR framework makes the vision a dynamic reality.

Part 3 of this book is devoted to explaining the SOAR Solution. This section seeks to guide you on your quest to find the numerous opportunities in grief, rather than only the never-ending, frozen sorrow. Although the road is not an easy one, this book offers a specific map for the journey. Each of the four chapters describing the four pathways of SOAR includes many real-life examples of how people have journeyed toward Transcendence in coping with their grief through the years. Bear in mind that SOAR is not a quick fix or a formula answer, since each person’s journey down each pathway is complex and unique, but I hope that this framework will provide you with hope, guidance, and inspiration for making your own journey through danger and opportunity.

Of course, as I have already pointed out, not everyone reaches Transcendence—it’s a potential stage of growth. Many people get stuck in the grieving process and are paralyzed by the spiritual and emotional roadblocks they encounter on the journey. In part 4 of this book, then, we will analyze these multiple blocks. One typical obstruction is a spiritual and religious crisis of faith. While this is not unusual in itself—in fact, it is characteristic of grief—if grievers cannot work through the crisis of faith and ultimately reconstruct a viable belief system, then they remain transfixed in a spiritual void. An entire chapter explores this frequently experienced phenomenon.

In another chapter we will look at the various types of emotional blocks, such as exaggerated grief, in which a perpetual griever wears his pain as a heavy cloak and thus is unable to move forward in life or to risk loving again. We also will consider the nongrieving or repressed griever, someone who constructs elaborate defenses to avoid feeling the pain, anger, guilt, hurt. I often see this type of patient in my practice, one who seeks help for another seemingly unrelated symptom, such as depression, anxiety, or substance abuse, only to discover that she is reacting to an unresolved loss from the past. If the emotional pain from loss isn’t appropriately grieved, then the pain simply redirects itself into other destructive tendencies and behaviors.

Fortunately, it is never too late to do the grief work and it’s never too late to transcend. Part 5 offers specifics on how to get back on track in a way that facilitates healing. You cannot rewrite history; the death of your loved one is a reality. But you do have a choice now in how you consciously respond to your grief and in how you weave its thread into the tapestry of your life. It is never too late to seek higher  ground in your grief, to choose the SOAR pathways that lead toward Transcendence.

 

Considering the emotionally charged nature of this topic, I wasn’t sure how working on this project would affect me personally. In fact, when I told people I was writing a book on death and grief, they would say, “Oh, how depressing” or ‟What a terrible topic.” This underscored my impression that most people are terrified of this subject matter. Certainly, some of the interviews were quite painful for me, as the listener. Many were dreadfully sad. All were intense and emotional. I might have ended up depressed by the entire experience and obsessed with loss. Instead, what I gained by talking with each person is what I hope you will gain: a profound respect for the triumph of the human spirit and an increased awareness of life as a gift. As Rabbi Harold Kushner, who wrote When Bad Things Happen to Good People , said when I interviewed him regarding the death of his son, “The death of somebody you love is so painful and tragic precisely because life is so precious. By hurting so deeply, you are affirming the value of life.”

This is a book about death and grief, yes, but more important, it’s a book about love and hope. I have learned from my experience and interviews with courageous people about pain, struggle, resiliency, and meaning. Their stories show that over time, you can learn to transcend even in spite of the pain. We all get broken by life sooner or later because loss is the price we pay for living and loving. But experience shows that we can become stronger at the broken places and find the opportunity in crisis. I hope this book will help you move beyond grief and will guide you on your journey through times of healing and transcendence.




PART I

The Initial Grief Journey




CHAPTER 1

In the Beginning: Shock

If we could read the secret history of our enemies, we should find in each man’s life sorrow and suffering enough to disarm all hostility.

—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW

 

 

 

 

Your journey along the grief road actually began long, long ago, with your very first breath of life. When you were born, you descended the birth canal, reluctantly leaving behind a warm and safe environment, finding yourself thrust into a cold, bright world, and possibly even getting whacked on the feet or the behind. That’s when you had your first experience with loss. No wonder you cried! Every day thereafter you have experienced thousands of minor and major losses—from the loss of the bottle to the loss of a job, from the loss of your baby teeth to the loss of a friendship, from the loss of childhood innocence to the loss of adult dreams.

Every life transition, every beginning and ending you’ve ever experienced, involved loss. That includes even “happy” transitions—like graduation, marriage, the birth of a baby,  a move to a new city, or a new job. Perhaps you don’t expect to “grieve” when you have a baby, since it is such a joyous occasion, but with this event comes an important ending—the end of your life as a twosome, the end of a certain lifestyle that included freedom and spontaneity, the end of ever sleeping late again on a Saturday morning. Every parent will tell you that having a baby involves an “adjustment” period as they adapt to their new situation. Effectively they are grieving. Life is full of painful endings not related specifically to death, such as a job loss, an illness, a romantic breakup or divorce, and each of these also requires a transition stage as the old is discarded and the new is formulated.

So the truth is that, whether you realize it or not, you’ve actually been grieving on some level throughout your life. Clearly some losses are more traumatic than others, and some are harder to adapt to, thus requiring more time and energy. In fact, your loss now may bring the most intense grief that you’ve ever encountered, since death is the most extreme and dramatic of all losses. But it’s not the first loss you’ve adapted to, and it’s not, undoubtedly, the last. That’s why understanding the grieving process is critical, since it is a relentless reality approaching each of us at every turn in life.




A Process 

I once had a patient in therapy who used to wish for a magic button to push or a switch to flick that would make all of her troubles disappear. Whenever we reached a particularly emotional or painful part of her treatment, she would half-jokingly say, “Now where is that switch for me to flick to make this go away?” I think we’ve all wished for  such a switch, at one time or another. You probably want one now more than ever. But unfortunately, no such magic button exists no matter how hard we might wish it.

Grieving is a process. As this book will consistently reinforce, grieving is a lifelong process. And yet, the first year of bereavement is particularly acute, as the effects of the loss begin to sink in, as each important holiday, anniversary, and birthday passes without the loved one’s presence. Confronting the first anniversary of the death day is also a major psychological challenge. An old adage asserts that true healing cannot begin until the griever passes through each of the four seasons without his or her loved one.

So what happens in the first year and how do you cope with it? The grieving process is different for each, yet intrinsically the same for all, falling into three primary phases: stage one, Shock, characterized by numbness and disbelief; stage two, Disorganization, involving a physical, psychological, and often spiritual breakdown; and stage three, Reconstruction, or rebuilding one’s life. “Stage” is an artificial concept in the sense that you don’t progress linearly from one stage to the next, easily closing the door behind you. Most people tend to flow back and forth between stages two and three, at first spending more time in stage two, and eventually more in stage three.

Essentially grief is a tearing down and then building back up—a death and a resurrection. The death of a loved one irrevocably alters your life; in effect, it destroys your life as you knew it. Hopefully, through the grieving process, you begin to rebuild your life. What often happens, however, is that people want to avoid the painful aspects of stage two; the breakdown is too terrifying. So they rush right ahead to the stage of Reconstruction, telling others—and themselves— that “Everything’s just fine, I’m okay, I’m adjusting just fine.” They attempt to skip to the end before they’ve gone through the middle.

A friend recently told me about her neighbor whose four-year-old-son, an only child, died tragically, unexpectedly, suddenly. My friend, who also has a four-year-old-child, said, “You wouldn’t believe how well she is handling it. I saw her last week, just a few months after his death, and she seemed just fine, so composed. I got all choked up, started crying when I saw her—I could hardly speak, but she was like a pillar of strength. She said they were going to try to have another baby. I was so impressed by her ability to move on.”

What I said to my friend was, “It sounds to me like she’s ‘moving on’ just a little too quickly. I just hope she’s allowing herself to break down in private. Or if she can’t touch the pain yet, I hope she’ll let herself get there eventually. That’s the only way she’ll ever truly heal.” What I thought to myself was, “It’s amazing that people really think stoicism is admirable.” Unfortunately, stoicism is the antithesis of true healing. People need to understand that and not be so afraid of consciously experiencing the pain.

Imagine the consequences of leaping to the end before you’ve gone through the middle if you had a broken leg from an accident. Imagine that you’re lying in bed in a cast just one week after the accident. Would you try to take the cast off by yourself and go out dancing that night? Of course not. You would understand that your bones needed time to heal, time to knit back together in an orderly, chronological progression. The process cannot be rushed. Well, grieving follows the same pattern. Your mind, heart, and spirit need time to heal, and the process cannot be rushed.

Sure, you can go dancing on your broken grief without giving it time to heal, without taking your medicine or doing your physical therapy. You might even find yourself dancing rather well at first. But look deeply and take care because your breath may be short, you may start to trip, and your dancing shoes may be deteriorating. There are no real shortcuts or switches to flick.

Wherever you are right now on your journey—whether your loved one died two weeks ago, two years ago, or even twenty years ago, it helps to understand the process from beginning to the not-so-clear end. As Glenda the Good Witch of the North told Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz before she set out for Emerald City, “It’s always best to start at the beginning.” So it is with most things; so it is with grief.




Shock 

The first wave of shock occurs the moment you discover that your loved one is dead, or is going to die. A feeling of numbness sets in and you might feel as if you are in a dream. Disbelief is common since the mind simply cannot absorb such overwhelming news. You might think, “This can’t be happening; she’s not really dead; this is just a bad dream and any minute now I’ll wake up.” Some people faint or find that they feel dizzy or even nauseated. Anything is possible in this stage: you may cry hysterically or you may be unable to shed a tear; you may make all of the funeral arrangements or be unable to function.

Shock at this time is actually a protective mechanism, an emotional anesthesia that eases the pain. Your mind, like your body, can only absorb a finite amount of trauma at any  given time. Just as a body goes into shock after physical impact, so does your mind. The sense of numbness and denial is highly adaptive since it allows the reality of the tragedy to sink in slowly and gives you time to mobilize your inner resources. The shock response usually lasts anywhere from a few hours to a few weeks.

 

Suse is a fifty-three-year-old woman who learned of her son’s death by telephone. Her son was murdered by terrorists in the fatal and very public bombing of Pan Am’s flight 103, which exploded over Lockerbie, Scotland in December of 1988, killing all 270 people on board. Suse’s son was one of the thirty-five Syracuse University students on the plane who had been spending a semester abroad and was en route home for the holidays. Suse, a professional sculptor, recalled:I was so excited that Alexander was coming home that night for the holidays, and I just couldn’t wait to see him. We had a big family vacation planned, and I was filled with anticipation. That afternoon, I was working in my studio, on a figure of Alexander, in fact. The phone rang and it was a young friend of Alexander’s and she asked me in a peculiar tone of voice, only because it was so slow, if Alexander was home yet. I said, “No, but why don’t you leave a message, he’ll be home tonight.” She said, “No, that’s all right. What time do you expect him home?” And I said what time. And she said, “What airline is he coming home on?” And I said, “It’s Pan Am.” And she said, “Do you know the number?” And I said, “Yes, Pan Am 103.” And she just blurted out, “Oh my God, haven’t you heard? It exploded.” I remember how something in my  gut just tightened. It was like something was completely sucked out of me, all my life, all my innards, and I screamed at her not to say such a thing. But I knew that this was not a joke. I hung up. I bent over, clutching my stomach, and I went over to the radio. The first thing I heard was, “Pan Am 103 was last seen in a fireball over Scotland.” That was the moment I knew that I would never see him again. I fell to the ground and I thought I was going to faint.





Although it has been many years since this tragic event, Suse cried bitterly as she told me this story. The emotion welled up inside her as she recounted that terrible moment in time when her world changed forever. Words are inadequate to express the horror of learning that someone you love has been wrenched from your life.

With sudden death, one minute your loved one is with you, loving you, laughing with you, arguing with you, and then suddenly he vanishes as if by some cruel magic trick. There’s no time to say goodbye, to adjust to the idea gradually. The electrifying jolt makes life seem as fragile and ephemeral as a child’s bubble that bursts moments after being blown through a plastic ring. Understandably, with a sudden death, shock may be especially intense and possibly prolonged.

After the initial brutal impact, shock generally continues with a wave of aftershocks. These aftershocks can leave you in a daze lasting for weeks or even months. In this fog, you know on one level that your loved one has died, but on another level you cannot grasp all of the ramifications. It seems impossible to fathom that the person you love, who  was just alive, is suddenly no longer there. Life may seem dreamlike, surreal. Suse said, “Initially you’re not sane. You don’t think and you don’t function. Waking up was the worst. Waking up in the morning was just a major, major ordeal. ”

During these aftershocks, it’s not uncommon to “forget” that your loved one is gone. You might set a place for him at the dinner table only to later dissolve into tears as you realize that no one will be sitting there. You might reach for her on the other side of the bed in the middle of the night only to rediscover that you are alone. Maybe you pick up the phone and dial your brother’s number before you realize that no, he’s not there to answer. It’s not unusual, in this stage, to repeatedly do or think something related to your loved one as if he were still alive. Over and over again you come up against the cold, hard, shocking truth that he is really gone, forever.

Shock will be influenced by whether death came like a blow from behind with no preparation and no warning, as in Suse’s case, or if it came slowly, gingerly and lingered for months or even years. If your loved one is dying from a terminal illness, for example, there is a certain amount of anticipatory grieving that you can do, since you have a sense of preparation for the death.

Anticipated death may in fact seem welcome by comparison, at least to someone who has had the wind swiftly knocked out of him by sudden death. But the truth is that anticipated death has its own brand of shock, a dissipated impact that may be reexperienced over time. With a terminal illness, for example, you experience shock in the beginning with the diagnosis. You also experience the shock of watching  your loved one deteriorate, and then you may experience shock anew with the actual death, after you were somehow secretly hoping for a cure.

 

Andrew’s lover, John, was diagnosed with AIDS shortly after they began their relationship.

I knew he was HIV positive, but this was 1988 and everything was relatively new; it was still in the researching stage. He would joke about having two or less years to live but I figured something would happen in that time, some medical advance that would save him. Soon, I realized how sick he was and he said I could leave if I wanted. But how could I? I had found that special person. No way. I wouldn’t have left. I spent an entire year doing nothing but taking care of him. He became blind and deaf, literally helpless; tubes were everywhere. Watching him deteriorate was the hardest part. He went from the person I knew and loved, to this shell of himself.



Because John’s death was expected, Andrew had an opportunity to say goodbye. There was time to take care of unfinished business, time to plan for the end. But time worked against Andrew as well because time meant becoming a caretaker and watching the person he loved change, ravaged by illness. Although theoretically Andrew wasn’t caught off guard by John’s death, he still experienced shock repeatedly as he mourned the past, the present, and the future. In some ways, even with advanced warning, you can never be prepared for death.

I think at one point John shut down and just waited for the end to come. When he died, I couldn’t even cry. I was in shock; numb, absolutely numb. Even though I knew it was coming, this wasn’t supposed to happen. He was only twenty-eight and I’m forty—I was supposed to die first. I’ve known other people who have died, but this affected me more than anything I could ever imagine. It turned my whole life around when he died. I just kept thinking, “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. My life isn’t supposed to be like this now.”



It’s not uncommon to experience relief after the lingering death of someone you loved. On the one hand you’re relieved for your loved one who no longer suffers. You’re glad that the process of pain and deterioration has ended at last. On the other hand, you’re relieved for yourself since your life no longer has to be put on hold. Many caretakers find that their lives revolved around the illness, and that they sacrificed everything—time, money, energy—for months or even years. To finally be released from this responsibility may understandably bring about some sense of relief.

Of course, with relief may come guilt as you may be ashamed of thinking, “At last it’s finally over and I can move on with my life.” You think there’s something wrong with feeling a sense of personal gain from someone else’s death. Working through the feelings will take time, but eventually you need to come to a place of acceptance. You deserve to get on with your life and the best thing you can do for yourself is give yourself permission to live and realize that feeling relief is normal.




Coping 

During this time of shock, you must remember that you are in a highly vulnerable state, both physically and emotionally. You need to be extremely gentle with yourself and not expect too much. It may be all you can do to take a shower on any given day. Don’t push yourself. If possible, have people around who can answer the phone for you and cook your meals. Also, if possible, take some time off from work. Most companies will offer several condolence days and some will even agree to several weeks off. This is really a time to focus on your survival, just one day at a time.

Many people find it helpful initially to be surrounded by loved ones, friends and family who can offer support. First of all, they can take care of any details for you that you don’t think you can manage on your own. Second, something healing occurs when you connect to other people. A traditional Native American expression reflects the wisdom of being with family and friends: “Joy shared is doubled and grief shared is halved.” They can connect you to your lost love by sharing their memories with you. And they can hug you, touch you, hold you. Physical touch is extremely therapeutic, especially when you are grieving. So literally find a shoulder to cry on.

On the other hand, some people prefer to be alone in the beginning of their grief. One griever told me that she couldn’t stand all the visitors and well-wishers around after her husband died. She said, “I know that their intentions were good, but I just didn’t really want to be around anyone yet. And I especially didn’t feel comfortable crying in front of everybody. At one point, there were so many people in  my living room that I just got up and took a shower so that I could cry there in peace. I just sobbed in the shower. Everyone kept telling me that I shouldn’t be left alone, but that’s really all I wanted in the beginning.”

Every individual has different needs and preferences.
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