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Inspiring, profound, intimate, and moving, this updated edition of the classic self-help book

brings solace, hope, and advice to anyone who has suffered loss.Everyone experiences grief,

but few books offer real help with the debilitating emotions of bereavement. Now, an

internationally respected authority on personal change maps the terrain between life as it was

and life as it can be. Readers can move at their own pace through the seven distinct phases of

loss and can work towards a stronger, more balanced self. The author's own story of the loss

of a young husband, combined with the tales of dozens of individuals, and the most recent

research on coping with loss, helps readers to become happier, healthier, and wiser beings.



AUTHOR’S NOTE: The stories told in Seven Choices are true. In order to honor the privacy of

the more than sixty generous individuals who were willing to tell me the stories of their grieving

process, I have altered names and other distinguishing features of the accounts. In addition, in

telling my own story I have looked backward with eyes that can now see pattern, order,

significance, and progression in what at the time was often only random, unconnected events. I

have told the truth of my story at the same time that I have, on occasion, telescoped events,

consolidated meanings, and altered strict chronological sequence in order to provide lucidity

and precision in the discussion of the grieving process.Grateful acknowledgment is given to the

New York Times for the following: From “About Men—The Death of a Son” by Albert F. Knight.

Copyright © 1986 by the New York Times Company. From “Sea Sculpture” by Ronald Pease.

Copyright © 1981 by the New York Times Company. From “Middle-Age Dating” by Noel Perrin.

Copyright © 1986 by the New York Times Company. Reprinted with permission.This book was

originally published as Seven Choices: Taking the Steps to New Life after Losing Someone You

Love.Copyright © 1990 by Neeld & Need, Inc.Copyright © 2003 by Elizabeth Harper NeeldAll

rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this

publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or

stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the

publisher.This Warner Books edition is published by arrangement with Centerpoint Press, a
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company. Used under license by Hachette Book Group USA, which is not affiliated with Time

Warner Inc.Cover design by Brigid PearsonBook design by Charles A. SutherlandText

Illustrations by HRoberts DesignContentsDedicationAcknowledgmentsIntroduction: A

Prologue1: Impact: Experiencing the Unthinkable2: Second Crisis: Stumbling in the Dark3:

Observation: Linking Past to Present4: The Turn: Turning into the Wind5: Reconstruction:

Picking up the Pieces6: Working Through: Finding Solid Ground7: Integration:

DaylightAddendumDirectory of Resources IndexNotesBibliographyAbout the AuthorACCLAIM

FOR SEVEN CHOICES“Compelling substance … a gifted writer. … Elizabeth Neeld clearly

meets Samuel Johnson’s first criterion for genius.”—Washington Post“Sound advice on how to

adjust to change and form new life patterns and human bonds.—Publishers Weekly“A useful,

wide-ranging work … trenchant … pertinent.”—Kirkus Reviews“A highly original and

meaningful approach to the grieving process.”—Psychology Today“An affirmation of the power
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focus on coping (which is necessary) and acceptance to the importance of integration and self-

empowerment.”—Dr. John Schneider, author of Stress, Loss and Grief“A profound book …

deeply compassionate and very wise.”—Coast Book Review Service“Elizabeth Harper Neeld

gives lessons written from experience and from the heart on rehabilitating your life when you
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delighted me with her exuberance for living.In the Directory can be found the wisdom of three
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provides suggestions for selections of music that are appropriate for each of the seven sets of

experiences—from Impact to Integration. It was Ann’s support and ingenuity that made Seven
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educator, author, lecturer, and psycho-spiritual therapist with degrees in education, counseling,

and psychology, writes about how to help children who are grieving. A new section on helping

teenagers deal with grief and loss is provided by Colleen O’Grady, supervisor, consultant, and

trainer of family therapy in child and adolescent psychiatry at the University of Texas Mental

Science Institute in Houston. Professor John Bradley suggested a list of movies about grief.

Charles Anderson, professor at the University of Arkansas in Little Rock, contributed a story

that appears in the “Working Through: Finding Solid Ground” chapter about the definition and
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Echrich, in her leadership in the Grief and Loss Program of AARP, together with her colleagues

Susan Duhamel, Kathy Wood, Judy Fink, Tim Wollerman, Selima Nelson, Nancy Griffin, Bill

Moore, Tom Young, Eunice Hofmeyer, Dorothy McConnell, Ida Nezey, Florence Williams, Mary

Yarber, Ann Black, and all the AARP Grief and Loss Program volunteers around the United

States, inspire me to continue to do whatever I can to be of help to people who are

grieving.Kathi Appelt, Cynthia Whitcomb, Christine Head, Lee Herrick, Yvonne Donaldson, Eva

Archer-Smith, Joe Mercer, Beth Mercer, Ernestine Hambrick, Sheri Harper, Gail Daniels, Dee

Poole, Cathy and Russ Setzekorn, Ken Appelt, Robert Unterberger, Faye Walker, John Bradley,

and Paula Hunter are family members and friends whose presence I count on and am grateful

for every day of my life. The late William Stafford not only enriched my life with his poetry but

gifted me with his friendship as well.Dr. Betty Unterberger, who holds the endowed chair in

history at Texas A&M University, has been a mentor, an inspiration, a friend, and a companion

on my spiritual journey for more than twenty years. She is the person who taught me about

silent prayer. Her support and love are with me every day.My sister, Barbara, my brother, Frank,

and my aunt Frances are daily connections to the very riverbed of my origins; they let no time



go by when they do not remind me of their love and support. In so doing, they resonate for me

the care and encouragement that my late parents, Tommie and Rachel, provided for all of

us.My husband, Jerele, once told me that he thought the reason I had come into this world was

to write Seven Choices, and that the one person I had written it for had already read it …

therefore everything else in my life after that could be pure pleasure. It’s that kind of jollying up

—and that kind of faith—that makes my life with Jerele fun and fruitful. And our shared

commitment to the Holy Other empowers each of us every day. For all of this, I am always

thankful.INTRODUCTION: A PROLOGUELet me tell you a story …How many times has such

an offering been a boon to our lives: a break from doing sums in arithmetic class, a just-

frightening-enough last activity around a campfire, a moment to laugh, a clarifying example

that helps us understand.And sometimes even a gift. A life-saving, life-giving gift.A few months

after my young husband, in perfect health, dropped dead one summer by the side of the road

at our cabin in Tennessee, I went to a distant city on business. A friend, thinking to help,

arranged a dinner in that city for me and another widow. When the woman was seated at the

table where I waited, she immediately began to cry. And she cried during the entire meal.

When the waiter brought the dessert menu, my dinner companion came close to becoming

hysterical; she kept talking about how much her late husband loved chocolate.It wasn’t that I

didn’t empathize. How many meals had I cried through, just as she was doing now? But I must

admit that I was a bit puzzled, for the whole idea of this dinner was that I would have an

opportunity to talk with someone whose insights and experiences would benefit and help

me.As we walked out of the restaurant, I ventured to say, “I’m so sorry for your pain. How long

has your husband been dead?”When she answered, “Eighteen years,” something snapped for

me. I said to myself, in that very moment, “Elizabeth, whatever it takes, eighteen years from

now you are not going to be walking out of a restaurant carrying in front of you a life-size

cardboard cutout of a widow.” I already knew enough about grieving from books I had been

reading to realize that people have sad experiences and cry years and years after a loss. But I

also knew enough to realize that this was not the case here. This person, instead of being

caught in a momentary experience of “shadow grief,” was living—it seemed to me—the lifestyle

of someone whose very identity was the loss she had experienced.What could I do to avoid

this?Perhaps because I was a researcher by training and a teacher of poems and stories, I

decided to watch for people who had experienced loss and tragedy and ask them to tell me the

narratives of their lives. But I wanted to hear the stories of a particular kind of person. I wanted

to talk to people who, in spite of the awful things that had happened to them, had found some

way to love life again. People who, through some means (though what these means might be,

at this point, I didn’t have a clue), had managed not to get stuck in the pain and emptiness of

their loss. I wanted to learn from people who could say, like Mr. Manette in Dickens’s A Tale of

Two Cities, “I’ve been recalled to life.”I ended up, over time, talking to more than sixty people.

When I began, I had no thought in mind except my own need. I had to know what people did or

what they thought or what they learned that made the positive difference in their lives after loss

had shattered their world. I would talk to them, and then I would go home and write what I

remembered in my journal.Later—in fact, years later—as I reflected on the stories and on my

own experiences, I thought I saw a pattern of movement from the time when we feel the first

blast of loss to the time when we can say, “I have found equilibrium again. I have freedom from

the domination of grief. Life now has a ‘new normal.’ I am not stuck. I am again a participant in

the wonderful mystery called life.” This was the genesis of the book you are now holding.From

the testimonies of so many individuals who read the first editions of Seven Choices, I now

know that the mapping of the terrain of active grieving that I made for myself—based on the



experiences and examples of the generous community of people who shared their stories with

me—offers something for all of us when loss blows our lives to smithereens. It is this mapping—

flexible, personal, individual, and private—that forms the structure of this book, from “Impact:

Experiencing the Unthinkable” to Daylight, when we can finally say that Integration is now a

mark of our daily lives.Buttressing the personal stories people told me are the works of

scientists, medical professionals, philosophers, spiritual thinkers, and poets who provide

evidence or offer powerful observation that such an “active grieving process” does exist and

that it is within the power of each individual to make the choices that allow movement through

that process. The process is unique to every individual; each of us moves at a pace and in

ways that are right for us; nothing is automatic, and everything derives from our active

participation in the ebb and flow of our own lives. Yet we all share the same humanity. We

recognize the common elements of our grief, at the same time that we recognize that no two of

us experience a loss in quite the same way. Each of us is a member of a community that is

known the world over, a community of “those who mourn, those who have lost.”I begin each of

the seven chapters of this book with a narrative of the loss of my husband. You will find,

however, that my story merely serves as a mirror to reflect the disasters and the triumphs we

all experience during the process of grieving many kinds of loss: divorce, death (parents,

children, partners, brothers and sisters, friends), estrangement from a friend, loss of the shape

of life as we knew it, financial and career setbacks, reversal of expectations, disappearance of

a dream.But enough framing of the tale.Let me tell you a story …1IMPACT: EXPERIENCING

THE UNTHINKABLEWell, everyone can master grief ’cept he that has it.William ShakespeareI

looked at my watch: 8:17 P.M.“He really should be back,” I thought. “I know it’s harder to jog

here than it is back home. But, even so, he’s had enough time to finish his run by now.”Every

summer, as soon as the spring term ended at Texas A&M, Greg and I came to our cabin in the

Tennessee hills. We had bought the place four years earlier, just after we got married. We

could barely believe our good fortune: The cabin cost us almost nothing, because it was so old

and run-down (a condition Greg found most appealing—he loved to wield a saw and a

hammer), and the location reminded us so much of the beautiful spot where we were

married.In fact, the mountains around our cabin were part of the same range that sheltered

Cade’s Cove, the site of our wedding. While we were dating, we came upon the tiny cove that

appears so unexpectedly and incongruously among the rugged and steep mountain peaks.

Here a few families of pioneers, trekking in the early nineteenth century toward a new life, had

found a haven among the cove’s meadows. The barrier of mountains that surrounded them

required the settlers to rely on their own ingenuity. Their cabins, water mill, barns, churches,

and pasture fences are still standing, now preserved as a national treasure, a testimony to the

pioneer’s self-sufficiency. When we decided to get married, it was the oldest cabin in the cove,

the John Oliver place, that Greg and I chose as the wedding site. That cabin, with its hand-

hewn timbers, its doors fastened with carved wooden hinges, its floor worn smooth by

generations of living, was a symbol for us of the way we wanted to live our new life together:

simple, strong, in harmony with the environment.Our own cabin had been built only forty years

ago, not over 150, but it and the surroundings had the same sense of timelessness and peace

as Cade’s Cove and John Oliver’s cabin. Whether it was down at the feed store listening to the

farmers guess about rain or on my parents’ front porch with our chairs tilted back against the

wall, listening to night talk, we felt our spirits renewed whenever we came here.My seventy-two-

year-old daddy, a Holiness preacher who had retired from pastoring but not from preaching, as

he was quick to tell you, had settled himself and Mother a few years earlier in a little wood-

frame house on Possum Creek in Soddy-Daisy, which was right nearby. Greg and I loved to



walk up the road at the end of the day and visit with my parents on their front porch.“Got two

bushels of butter beans out of the garden today,” Daddy would report. “And if we get rain

there’ll be more the day after tomorrow. … Here, Elizabeth, take this dishpan and see if your

thumbs still know how to open a bean.”And then there’d be discussion about the progress of

Mother’s fourteen-day cucumber pickles and whether or not there were enough tomatoes to

begin to can. Most nights there’d be homemade peach ice cream around bedtime; and then

Daddy would say, “Time to turn in.” Greg and I would start for our cabin.We always seemed to

be able to see the moon and at least one bright star in front of us as we walked down the

country road. I would look up at the sky and chant a rhyme from my childhood:I see the

moon;The moon sees me;God bless the moonAnd God bless …Instead of “God bless me,” I

always said, “And God bless us.”Greg would answer:Star light, star bright,First star I see

tonight;I wish I may, I wish I might,Have the wish I wish tonight.“But,” he’d say, pulling me close,

“I’ve already got my wish. I’ve got you!” No matter how predictable this ritual, we still laughed

every time he said those words.Greg and I were both professors, and we used the summer

months to do our writing. We had come to the cabin this summer to finish a book we were

writing together, and our work was going well. In the five days since we arrived we had opened

up the cabin, unpacked our books and supplies, and decided where each of us would

work.Greg’s spot was at a small table on the tiny screened-in front porch. “Lets me see who’s

going up and down the road,” he joked, as if any more than one or two neighbors were likely to

pass in a whole day’s time. I worked inside, at a table we had placed beside a long wall of

windows. I could watch the chameleons that scampered along the old stone foundation, where,

in some earlier time, another part of the cabin had stood. And if I looked up I could see the tops

of the pine trees that grew all around the cabin. “Virgin pines. Hundreds of years old,” Greg

explained. “They’ve never been cut—that’s why they’re so tall.”Work had gone well today, and

after supper Greg had said, “Want to join me for a six-mile run?”“No, sir, offer declined,” I said.

“I’ll do the two-mile route and see you back here when you’re finished.”So I had run to the

Possum Creek bridge and back, and it was now time—past time—for Greg to be home.

Minutes passed. “I bet these hills did get to him,” I said to myself. “He’s probably walking the

last miles. I’ll take the car and go pick him up; he’ll appreciate a ride back home.”I started the

car and guided it carefully over the big roots of the trees that grew all the way up to the edge of

the cabin. I turned onto the paved road from the cabin lane. It was that time between daylight

and dark that makes one feel lonesome and melancholy. Reaching the bridge at Possum

Creek, I noticed how still and deep the water looked. Everything was covered with that kind of

gray-green light that’s left in the mountains when the sun has almost gone down. I crossed the

bridge and rounded a curve.There I came upon a scene of confusion. Large groups of people

were standing on both sides of the road and spilling out into it. Carefully, I threaded my way

through the crowd. I drove past the black-and-white car that belonged to the sheriff’s patrol. I

drove past the orange-and-white ambulance parked in the gravel on the left-hand side of the

road. What held my attention was getting back onto the open road.The trees and bushes were

thick and grew close to the pavement. “It’ll be easy to miss him if you’re not careful,” I reminded

myself as I left the crowd behind. So I drove slowly, looking carefully to the right and to the

left.There he is! I see him! It was a glimpse of Greg’s orange running shorts. I had known I

would find him taking it slow and easy up and down these hills! I accelerated the car and

exhaled a sigh of relief. How long, I wondered, had I been holding my breath?But when I got to

the spot where Greg was, the orange turned out to be a cylinder that had been mounted on a

post, meant to hold a newspaper. By now I had reached the country store that I knew was

Greg’s three-mile turnaround point. “I’ve just missed him somewhere on the road,” I said,



speaking aloud to no one but myself. “I’ll turn around here. I know I’ll see him on the way back.

I’ve just managed to miss him.”When I got to the curve above Possum Creek, the crowd was

still there. So was the black-and-white car that belonged to the sheriff’s patrol. And so was the

orange-and-white ambulance.I noticed a man standing in the middle of the road. He seemed to

be directing traffic.“What happened?” I asked, rolling down the window when I got abreast of

him.“Lady, move on. You’re blocking traffic,” was the man’s reply.I eased the car down toward

another man who was also standing in the middle of the road. This man appeared to be in

charge.“Sir, what happened?” I asked again.“We found a man in the ditch,” he answered.“Well,

I’m looking for my husband,” I said. “My husband went for a six-mile run, and he hasn’t come

home yet.”For a few seconds the man said nothing. Then he spoke in a voice so low that I

could hardly hear him. “Ma’am, I think you should pull your car over to the side of the road.” I

felt no emotion. I asked no additional questions. If there was any connection between what was

happening beside that road and my life, it still was not apparent to me. But I did what I was told.

I pulled over to the side of the road.There was a place on the gravel where I could park. I pulled

in beyond the ambulance and turned off the motor. By the time I put my feet on the ground

outside the car, that man and another were there by my open door. They were waiting for me to

get out of the car.From my seat, I looked up at the two strange men. It was only then that I

realized that the man they had found in the ditch and the man I was looking for were probably

one and the same.“Is he dead?” I asked.There was a long silence. One of the men finally

answered.“Yes, ma’am. He is.”I got out of the car. One man stood on my right side and one on

my left. We began to walk, not touching, toward the ambulance. Greg, my husband, was

dead.We reached the back door of the orange-and-white ambulance. The crowd standing there

quickly moved aside. No one was talking. I stepped up to get into the ambulance. The wire-

mesh grate under my feet did not seem stable. I held on to the railing to keep from falling.A

shiny chrome bench ran the length of the ambulance; it was cold when I sat down on it. In front

of me a body lay on a stretcher, covered by a white sheet. A pair of jogging shoes rested on top

of the body’s stomach. Blue Adidas. I knew they were Greg’s.When the man pulled down the

sheet, I felt no emotion. How can you cry when you know it is not possible that your husband is

dead? “Look at him,” I thought. “There’s nothing wrong with him. He looks exactly the way he

did taking a nap on the front-porch swing this afternoon. He couldn’t have died from those

gravel burns on his cheek. There’s just some mistake; I know he’s not dead.” Nevertheless,

when the man standing at the door of the ambulance said he needed to ask me some

questions, I covered the body up again.“Is this your husband? … What was his address? …

What is his date of birth? … What is your name? … Does he have any children? … Are his

parents living? … What was his occupation? …” I felt so competent, knowing all the answers.

There was not a single one I stumbled over.My mother and father arrived. I heard my father

crying and calling out before I ever saw him. “I don’t believe it’s Greg,” he was saying as he

pushed his way through the crowd. “Let me through. I’ve got to see if it’s him.”When he got to

the door, I said, “Yes, Daddy, it’s Greg.” I got out of the ambulance so he could see. Then I saw

my mother running through the crowd. She was crying, but there was no sound. Mother did not

go to the ambulance; she came straight to me. We got into my car, and I drove back to the

cabin.I spent the next hours being efficient. People must be called: Make a list. Find the

telephone numbers. Sit down and dial. Greg’s two sons, his ex-wife, his mother. My family. Our

friends. People we worked with. When one is emotionally frozen, one can deliver even

devastating news without cracking.My sister, Barbara, arrived from Chattanooga. She, my

brother-in-law, and I went to the hospital to release the body. I went back to the cabin and

chose the burial clothes. Neighbor women brought chocolate cupcakes and hot, strong coffee



to my parents’ home, where we had gathered. Neighbor men sat in silence on the front porch

with my father. My friend Felicia arrived from Knoxville. My brother, Frank, came from Atlanta.

Others were flying and would arrive tomorrow from more distant places.Everyone sat in the

living room all night. Frank, Barbara, and I planned the memorial service—I sat on the couch,

Barbara on the floor, and Frank on the fireplace hearth. Frank wrote on memo paper that

Mother brought him from beside the telephone.Details were decided. We would hold the

service down on the grassy slope by Possum Creek. Frank would be in charge, and we would

ask several of Greg’s friends just to stand and talk. We’d put flowers in big tin buckets and

place the casket down by the water. Mother and Daddy’s minister would give a final prayer.

Greg’s body would be buried in the family plot in the country cemetery nearby.Only once all

night—when Barbara first arrived and came running through the door calling, “Oh, Sister! Oh,

Sister!”—did I almost feel tears. Only once, as I walked through the empty dining room and just

happened to glance up and see the moon and one star framed by the windowpane, did a deep

groan sound from somewhere far, far away, from somewhere outside me.As I stood in the

lumberyard the next day buying plywood to put down by the creek for the memorial service, I

realized how strange this all was. But all I could think to say was “Daddy, we never thought

we’d be buying plywood for this purpose, did we?”I went to the memorial service wearing the

only dressy thing I had brought to the cabin, the white suit and bright red silk blouse I had

bought for Frank’s graduation from law school the month before. Two small ceramic stars that

Greg had bought for me—one red and one black—were still pinned on the lapel.When it was

time for Frank to begin the service, he stepped up to the rock wall that edged the water and

began to talk:We are here to celebrate the life of Gregory M. Cowan. We are having this

service here by the water because it was one of Greg’s favorite places, and one he would want

us to remember him in. A few of Greg’s friends are going to speak of what Greg meant to them

and what he contributed to their lives. …I felt pride when I heard the eulogy given by David,

Greg’s friend and our department head at the university:We come bringing our garlands of

flowers and of words in honor of a man who loved loveliness in all things. … In his presence we

all thought better of the world and spoke better about each other. This is why the sad occasion

that has brought us here has its affirmative, its joyous side. Where Greg led, we shall follow.

The memory of his smile, of the twinkle in his eyes, of his patient voice, will disperse and blend

into the mystery of each of our lives and of life itself. The spirit of affirmation that was the light

of Greg’s life has rejoined the spirit of affirmation that lights the lives of good men in all times

and places and that enables us to find our way.As David spoke the funeral eulogy, I heard his

words; but I was also participating in another ceremony …The wind is blowing the pages of the

marriage book, and the dairy farmer-turned-justice of the peace is having trouble keeping his

place. Greg and I stand in front of him, our backs to John Oliver’s cabin, Greg with a big white

daisy in his lapel, me carrying a bouquet of daisies tied with yellow streamers. The vows … Will

you have this man to be your wedded husband? … Will you have this woman to be your

wedded wife … to live together according to God’s holy ordinance … till death do you part? … I

do, I do. The prayers … I will lift up my eyes unto these hills from whence cometh my help. …

This was my promise. And Greg, turning his head to take in the numinous beauty around us,

quoted a prayer he had written in a letter to me several months before: May we be blessed by

the birds, the bark, and the slanted rock.I returned to Possum Creek. The service was coming

to an end. Frank was speaking:After hearing what Greg meant to all these people, if you can

imagine that a hundredfold, you will begin to understand what he meant to his family. One

talent he had that we can all try to emulate was his ability, and willingness, to express his

feelings toward others. An example of this was just three weeks ago, when everyone came to



Atlanta for my graduation from law school. That night, after Greg and Sister had gone back to

Texas, Greg called to let me know how much the day had meant to him and how much he

enjoyed being with me. Here today, before each of you, I pledge for myself that I will try to let

each of you know what you mean to my life, and I urge you to make that same commitment.It

was time for the closing hymns. The congregation, gathered on the hillside, began to sing an

old spiritual, “I’ll Fly Away.” I heard the words: “Some glad morning, when this life is o’er, I’ll fly

away, to that home on God’s celestial shore, I’ll fly away. I’ll fly away, oh, glory, I’ll fly away.

When I die, hallelujah, by and by, I’ll fly away.”Again, I suddenly found myself somewhere else

…It’s a Sunday morning in Mexico. I’m on a path cut out of the edge of the jungle. The

bougainvillea grows so close to the path that we brush the flowers as we jog past. A yellow-and-

green parrot is sitting high up in a plantain tree.“Let’s sing,” I say.Reaching for my hand, Greg

replies, “It’s Sunday, so let’s sing a hymn.”“How about ‘I’ll Fly Away’?” I answered.We sing,

jogging along together.The congregation is now beginning the final hymn. “Amazing grace, how

sweet the sound.” I listen, but I am not present at a memorial service on July 4 at noon by the

side of Possum Creek, in Soddy-Daisy, Tennessee. I am far away …In a big white room in a

house in Texas. The sun shining through the east windows gives the softest light you have ever

seen. It’s Sunday, and the New York Times covers the floor. The coffee cups are almost empty.

Greg says, “Hey, I haven’t heard our concert this morning. Isn’t it about time?” And I go over to

the piano I’ve had since I was a little girl and begin to play “Amazing grace, how sweet the

sound …”I come to myself as the audience sings the last refrain. Some friends, carrying big

buckets, are moving among the people on the hillside. The buckets are filled with flowers.

Everyone is being given a white daisy to take away.I looked and saw the light sparkling on the

water in front of me. As the sounds of the hymn echoed from the mountains across the creek, I

noticed that a flock of ducks had swum up to the edge of the water. The ducks were all lined up

in a row, as still as they could be.Then there was the drive to the cemetery and the walk up the

hill to the spot where Greg’s body would be laid. The minister reads: The fruit of the Spirit is

love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith … My sister, brother, their spouses,

and I sing a little song that we made up one summer night when we three couples were

vacationing together: You are my lovely daffodil, that grows upon the yonder hill … Somebody

prays. Then the kind funeral director asks if we want to stay or leave as the casket is lowered

into the ground. I suggest that we leave. The sun feels excruciatingly hot on my head as I step

away from the graveside, and my feet slip several times on small pebbles as we walk back

down the hill.In the-days and weeks that followed, I must have told the story a thousand times:

It was Monday afternoon, we were at our cabin, he went for a jog. … He died in stride as he

ran along the road … a congenital heart defect so small the coroner said it would never have

been detected. … The doctor said he would have died that night no matter what he was doing.

… He had a heart that was going to last forty-three years, and that was it.I wrote long letters to

all our friends, giving them every detail of the weeks before Greg’s death—what he had done,

what I noticed and remembered now, the amazing things I could see in hindsight. I answered

note after note, acknowledging the kind words people had written: Hans, I know exactly what

you mean when you say you feel as if you’ve lost your biggest fan. … Dear Amilde, Yes, he was

so relaxed; and I, too, always felt he was listening, that he always had time, that I had his full

attention when he was with me. I relived our last day over and over and over again. The way he

made a flower out of the butter lettuce for our salad at lunch. The way we worked on the

manuscript all day together. The book, Gift from the Sea, that he left turned down at his

worktable. How I called out, “Grego, those legs look terrific,” as he jogged away from the cabin.I

took little notice of the strange things that were happening to my body—or to my mind. My



appetite disappeared. For days I felt no hunger. It was more than two weeks before I

remembered that there were good things in the world to eat. One morning I smelled Mother’s

biscuits baking in the oven and realized that I wanted breakfast. It was the first food I had

tasted in days—a plate of gravy and biscuits. The meal made me feel good because it brought

back cozy childhood memories.I lay awake for hours when I went to bed. Every night, when I

finally did get to sleep, I would wake up at exactly the same hour, 3:00 A.M. I had dreamed that

someone had stolen my wedding bracelet. The same dream night after night. The first thing I

would do when I woke up was reach frantically for my arm. Was the bracelet still there?After

this, I could never go back to sleep. I would lie there imagining that the insurance company

would find something wrong with the policies and I wouldn’t have the money to buy a

monument for Greg’s grave. I would think of my two stepsons and fear that I wouldn’t be able to

save anything for them. I would think of all the bills piling up and try to figure out how I was

going to pay them with only one salary.My menstrual period started fifteen days early and

flooded like a hemorrhage. And when it finally ended, it began again after only seven days. I

couldn’t think clearly. I did strange things. I carried gravel around in my coin purse, gravel that

was speckled with blood from the scratches on Greg’s face when he fell. Every time I got

change out, I picked up the pieces of gravel and squeezed them in my hand. Once, when I was

washing my hair, I saw a crack in the sink. For a moment, I was certain that the crack was

blood from one of Greg’s scratches.On the fourth day after Greg died, I finally cried. Two

friends who had not been able to come to the funeral flew from New York to Tennessee. I

wanted to drive to the airport to get them. When I sat down behind the wheel of the car, every

detail of Monday afternoon came back to me. Leaving the cabin. Looking for Greg. Asking the

man what had happened. Stretching high to reach the wire-mesh step at the back of the

ambulance. As I remembered, the tears came in a torrent.And now I could not stop crying. I

cried as I typed letters. I cried when I went to bed at night, and I cried when I woke up in the

morning. At times during the day I would feel rushes of grief, like waves, and I would sob

convulsively. Often, I felt that I was choking.I took a trip to see one of Greg’s sons. We talked

for hours about his father. I ordered what I knew Greg liked when we went to a restaurant. I was

angry that he wasn’t there to see how neatly Fred had cleaned his apartment in preparation for

my visit. I was loath to leave because being with Fred and his brother, David, was the closest I

could now get to Greg.My sister, my brother, and I went to the Pacific Northwest to attend a

memorial service in Greg’s hometown. While on board a small boat, crossing a bay, I thought

of how many times Greg and I had made this trip together. I had always loved the exhilaration

of the spray on my face and the wind whipping around me. On this day, however, I only felt dull.

My eyes wouldn’t focus. Instead of seeing the water, I saw only other years and other days.

Suddenly, I thought, “I could jump! I could jump right into the water! I could go where Greg is.”

But would I find him? That was the question.Everywhere I went, I looked for Greg. I had to go

to New York to discuss the future of the book we had been writing; and when I wasn’t working, I

roamed. I went to the apartment house where Greg and I had lived before we moved to Texas,

to the restaurant where he surprised me with an engagement ring set with jade. I retraced the

route we took the day we carried a sheet of plywood on our heads from the lumber store on

West Broadway to our apartment on Bleecker Street. I ate cannoli at Ferrarro’s and ordered a

full plate of antipasto at the Greek restaurant, even though I knew it was too much for one

person.I stood in the entry of the Little Church Around the Corner and imagined the candles

being lit on Christmas Eve. I rode the A train to the end of the line and walked up the hill to see

the unicorn tapestries hanging in the Cloisters. I ran my hands over the coolness of the stone

walls and sat in the opening of the arched walls, watching the shadows move across the



courtyard. Everywhere, I tried to find my past. But all I found was incontrovertible evidence,

assaulting evidence, that Greg was not present. And that everything—the past, the present,

and the future—was irrevocably altered by the fact that he was dead.I went to see a therapist.

“I feel so abandoned,” I said to him again and again. “Do you think Greg misses me the way I

am missing him? Do you think he cares about me anymore? Does he see me? Does he know

I’m still here?”The wise therapist reassured me that my questions—and my feelings—were

normal. “Don’t hold anything back,” he counseled. “Cry as much as you want to. Don’t try to be

strong and brave. You have not just lost a husband; you have lost a part of yourself. You are

mourning not only for Greg,” he reminded me. “You’re also mourning yourself. You’re mourning

your own death.”In the absence of any purpose for life, my mind was constantly swirling with

emotions and thoughts that repeated the same message.Guilt. Was I responsible for Greg’s

death? If I hadn’t been so keen on jogging, would Greg be alive today? Had there been some

sign of his problem that I ignored or just missed? Why wasn’t I kinder to him the last time he

had a cold? Did I kill him by thinking ugly thoughts when I was angry? And why did he die and

not me? He was a much better person than I was, much kinder and more loving. And those

times I had enjoyed being by myself, happy that he was gone on a trip, even fantasizing about

being an independent woman completely on my own again, back in my apartment in New York

… did God know about those thoughts and punish me by killing Greg?Regret. Why didn’t I run

with him that day? At least I would have been with him when he died. Why did I agree to such a

tight time line on the book? If we hadn’t been rushed, maybe he wouldn’t have worked so hard

and then he might not have died. Why hadn’t we spent more time with his children?

Resentment. What good did it do that we took care of ourselves? What did it matter that we ate

well and always exercised? Who cared now that we took all those vitamins? Why did he have

to die before we completed the book? Why did he go off and leave me with all the remaining

work?Anger. In New York the bell captain at the hotel where Greg and I had stayed many times

in the past asks when I get out of the cab, “You alone this time, Mrs. Cowan? Where’s the

boss?” At that moment, I hated Greg. I hated him for deserting me. I hated him because I was

the one who had to tell this man that he was dead. I hated the empty hotel room. I hated the

double bed. It seemed preposterous to me at that moment that a human being could just

disappear from the earth. I sat down at the desk in my room and wrote furiously: “I absolutely

cannot believe at 10:50 P.M. on Tuesday, July 31, that Greg Cowan is dead. No Greg Cowan.

An empty space. No one to fill the Greg Cowan space. There is no Greg Cowan anymore on

this planet. I hate the world! I hate the world! He was a presence felt. He occupied space. He

was. Where are you, Greg? Where, where are you? Can you really have gone away?”Mystery.

There were mysterious happenings. One day while sitting in a fifth-floor office at my publisher’s,

editing a chapter of the book, I saw for the first time a note in the margin in Greg’s hand: “Get

butterfly haiku.” Only the day before, I had called my graduate assistant in Texas and asked her

to find a short poem for the text, and she had given me this Japanese haiku:Spring SceneOn

the temple bellHas settled, and is fast asleepA butterfly.AnonymousReading Greg’s note, “Get

butterfly haiku,” I think, “I’ve already done that. I did that yesterday!” I was so stunned by this

coincidence that I turned in the swivel chair to look outside. There I saw, hovering against the

glass, five floors above Third Avenue in New York City, a bright orange butterfly.Then another

kind of mysterious happening. Returning to Tennessee from New York, as the plane touched

down on the runway, I felt as if I were suddenly engulfed in darkness. I could not breathe. I

could not stand without holding on to the seat in front of me. When I tried to walk down the

aisle, I stumbled from side to side; everything was black in front of me. The same words kept

circling: “What am I coming back to? Nothing but more of the same. Nothing but an empty



cabin.”And then the unexplainable happened. As if a voice had spoken, although I heard no

sound, the words came: “Look outside. The sun is shining. Life is good.” In that moment, I felt a

release from the heaviness that had been pressing in on me since we landed. Somehow, in

that split second, I knew that I was going to be all right. It was a genuine moment of grace. And

even though the feeling did not last, I never forget the miracle of its occurring.Visions. As I was

flipping through a magazine back at Possum Creek with my parents, a photograph caught my

eye. It was a sepiatinted photograph of an old town in the West, a town very similar to one

Greg and I had stayed in once when we were traveling through South Dakota. As I stared at

the picture, I could feel Greg and me pulling into that town in the late afternoon. It was as if we

were driving right into the picture. I knew exactly what we would have said. I felt how we would

have felt.Hearing an insect buzz, I looked up from the magazine and out toward the yard.

Suddenly, as if slides were being flashed on a screen, I saw three scenes suspended like a

mirage in the glare of the hot August sun.An Irish fisherman’s wife was sitting by a fire on a

cold, stormy night. The oil lamp on the table beside her cast a warm yellow light. The woman

was knitting rapidly and nervously; the rain was beating on the windowpane. As I watched this

scene, I knew the woman’s husband would never come back. I knew he would be drowned at

sea that night during a storm.A Native American woman was preparing her brave for battle,

telling him goodbye as he left to fight. His face was painted with diagonal stripes of blue. His

short loincloth struck against his thighs. There was one brief moment when the woman

reached up and straightened the band around the warrior’s head. As she made that gesture, I

knew the brave would die in this battle and never come home again.The third scene was a

lonesome prairie. There was nothing but emptiness as far as the eye could see. The grass was

tall and spiky, the kind that hurts your legs when you walk through it. Standing among this wiry

grass was a family, their covered wagon behind them. The mother stood motionless, looking

down at the ground. Two children huddled beside her, their faces buried in her skirts. The father

stood a short distance away. He, too, was staring toward the baby’s tiny grave.In the few

seconds that these three scenes flashed before my eyes, I gained wisdom. I realized that death

was impersonal, that women—and men, too—in all times and the world over had felt the pain

of losing a loved one. And millions more would experience it also. I saw that death and grief

were a condition of living. Death was not something that had happened only to me. I was not

special.I cried from the depths of my being. I cried for the Irish fisherman’s wife, for the Native

American woman whose brave did not return from battle, for the pioneer family who had to

leave their baby on the lone prairie. I cried for the human condition. I knew that what had

happened to me was not a personal thing, that in my grief I was participating in a way that the

world was. The way life was set up to be. And even though this wisdom could not shield me

from what lay ahead, it nevertheless did allow me to get in contact with and express my

deepest pain.As each day passed, I realized more fully that I had not only lost a husband but

that I had lost the very purpose and shape of my life. The bulwark I had built against

randomness, the chaos of existence, that bulwark had been destroyed. My life no longer had

any contours; there was nothing into which I could fit. I had no expectations. I had no plans. At

night I dreamed of thin crystal vases, broken while being washed. I dreamed of sheets hanging

on a clothesline above an ocean, being whipped, whipped, whipped by a very strong wind.Day

after day it was the same. In the twilight period between sleep and waking, I would hear the

words “Oh, Greg, oh, Greg,” except that they sounded like “Oh, sad, oh, sad.” When my mother

asked one morning, “How are you today?” all I could say was “I feel so weary. So stretched out

and caught. I’m the loser for being alive.”I wrote to a friend: “The nothingness of life. Nothing is

important. There’s no reason to be here. Greg’s dying has done more than just leave me alone.



It has rocked me to the foundation and shaken all my optimism about life. I feel like running

head-on into a tree.”That is what it means to grieve. You allow yourself to see the truth—the

devastating truth. The continuity of your life is gone. The connections are broken. The web of

human relations that you had with courage reached out to build turns out to be so fragile. So

quickly destroyed. And you are impotent. Powerless. The force—the robber—has struck. About

this you have no say.Grief is excruciating pain. You understand why for centuries, in cultures

around the world, the wail of grief has sounded. That wordless cry into the night. The lament of

life and death. You now know the meaning of those long, mournful wails.This is Impact. This is

Experiencing the Unthinkable. Shattering. Surprising. Gut-wrenching. Debilitating.

Overwhelming.Our lives have changed, but without our permission. We are disoriented,

frightened, confused. We reel, stagger, stumble, unable to regain our balance. This response to

the unwanted change that has intruded into our lives is natural. For what we have lost is the

very shape of our lives, the structure that tells us who we are and what we are about. How

could we, then, not react with such intensity?But there is also a paradox in our behavior. We

may respond to the news of the loss in such a way that people say things like “It hasn’t hit her

yet” or “He still hasn’t let himself realize what has happened.” But regardless of appearances,

these people are wrong.It is true that for a period of time—minutes, hours, days, even weeks—

we may pay little attention to a reality in which people concern themselves with long-range

planning, or with making their way in the world, or with friendly, sociable discourse. But never

think for one minute that we are not in touch with reality. We are in touch with the most

profound reality there is. The kind of reality that is grounded in our deep interconnectedness to

everything around us. The kind of reality that centers on the personal world each of us has

constructed—the people we love, the work we do, the place we live in, the family we belong to,

the things we enjoy. The kind of reality that we sometimes get in touch with when we stand

over our children as they are sleeping or when we gaze out at sea or when we finish planting a

garden or painting a picture.Yes, the grieving person is in touch with reality. It is the most

elemental of realities, the ground of realities. To this, attention is being paid.It may be, as

researchers at the Institute of Medicine suggest in their study of bereavement, that during this

time of stress our brains secrete special neurohormones that allow us to register or recognize

things that are happening around us in a detached, slow-motion way. It may be, as Dr. Beverley

Raphael points out, that our ego “virtually closes its boundaries and defenses against the

trauma that is perceived as overwhelming and a threat to its survival.”Yet for the

neurohormones and the defenses even to go into action, we have to first know that something

terrible has happened. So while we are perhaps protected for a time from realizing the external

implications of the loss, nothing protects us from the immediate internal knowledge that

something has threatened our lives. That some alien force has intruded. That we are in danger;

our survival is at stake. We know this immediately—before we even know the facts or the

details. We register the loss through some frequency that bypasses words and conscious

thoughts and at some velocity that is quicker than sound.We are never more aroused than

when we have experienced a loss. Our body is in a state of emergency. As with all

emergencies, even emergencies of far less significance (think of our response when pipes

burst during a winter’s freeze), we devote our entire and immediate attention to reacting. We

may react by becoming numb and detached. We may react by becoming efficient and able. We

may react by crying or falling to pieces. But we do react. We are not dumb to what has

happened. We know it to the very core of our being.This response is so elemental that we even

share it with animals. Konrad Lorenz took note of how greylag geese responded when they lost

their mates. The goose’s first reaction was to begin looking frantically for its partner, moving



about “restlessly by day and night, flying great distances and visiting places where the partner

might be found, uttering all the time the penetrating … long-distance call.”Many of us read the

story, which appeared in newspapers worldwide, about elephants mourning at a rail track in

India’s Assam state. Seven elephants had been killed by a train that derailed. Khagen

Sangmai, a top official of the Digboi police station in Assam, reported that, within minutes of

the train’s hitting the elephants, a herd of about one hundred other elephants “came from

nowhere.” The elephants, “with tears rolling down their eyes,” circled the pachyderms that lay

dead by the railroad track.The scientist Cynthia Moss also described the response of a family

of elephants to the death of one of their members from a gunshot wound: stopping at the

scene, becoming quiet and tense, and then slowly and cautiously beginning to touch the body.

When the family finally moved on to find food, the mother elephant kept looking back, as if to

get one last glimpse of the body they were leaving behind.The reactions we have when we

experience a loss, then, have a long evolutionary history. We find ourselves in a state of alarm.

We behave as if we are searching for the one who is lost, even though we do not consciously

expect to find this person. The restlessness we experience—going from place to place, from

room to room—is one way we search. So is the alteration in our perception that causes us to

think we see or hear the person who is absent, and the slip in attention that results in our

setting the lost person’s place at the table or looking for the absent one in a crowd. We are

aroused at a deep, evolutionary level, and our actions—shock, crying, anger, pining, searching,

ignoring, detaching—are automatic and testify to the connectedness and bonding that have

existed among human beings as well as animals for millions of years.What is “normal” behavior

during the first days, weeks, and months following a loss? That is a question that we ask often,

for we find ourselves behaving in erratic ways and sometimes even fear that we are going

crazy. We are occupied almost every minute with thoughts of what has happened and

experience everything—including ourselves—as unfamiliar, unreal, and unpredictable. Stories I

have heard from men and women who talked about their early grieving reveal that in the first

hours, days, weeks, and even months, any of the following reactions can take

place.SPONTANEOUS EMOTIONA young father remembers:When they called me at work,

they said, “Daniel has stopped breathing—he’s been taken to the hospital.” All the way to the

emergency room, I figured it was something bad, but I didn’t think he was dead. Maybe it was

just because I didn’t want to think my three-month-old son was dead. I mean, it happened so

fast.When I got to the hospital, I saw my cousin standing outside. He didn’t say anything as I

ran past, only shook his head. So I ran inside to the desk and asked the nurse, “Where’s my

son? His name is Daniel. Where’s my son?” She pointed toward a door. I ran inside, and Jill

said, “Our boy is dead.” I fell to the floor, and I cried.A TEMPORARY SHUTTING OUT OF THE

LONG-TERM IMPLICATIONS OF THE LOSSA widow recalls:When my husband died, I was so

calm and so efficient that my sister-in-law, who had come from Ohio to Pennsylvania to be with

me, called her family to say she was coming home early. “Joan is doing so well,” I heard her

say on the telephone. “You should see her determination! She’s got fire in her eyes! She’s

taking care of everything. She doesn’t need anyone here to help her.”If my sister-in-law had

only known. A week later the reality hit me, and for months I couldn’t function.SEEING THE

LOST ONEA young widow speaks:I walked past the stairs, and out of the corner of my eye I

saw him sitting on the top step. He was putting his tennis shoes on. The image was so vivid. He

was bent over tying his shoe just the way he always did, with his racket up against his knee.

The scene startled me so much that I jerked to a stop. But when I looked again the step was

bare.CONFUSION AND DISORIENTATIONA grieving partner told this story:I cannot remember

my own phone number. I took the wrong turn coming home from work today, and we’ve lived in



the same place for four years. My mind just will not work. I start from one place to another in

the office and forget where I was headed or why. I cannot make sense of reports, the same

kind of reports I’ve been receiving from my colleagues since I came to work at this company.

Our boss asked us in a staff meeting one day this week to consider a particular business

situation from a completely different point of view than we would ordinarily have done. In the

past, I’ve always enjoyed this kind of challenge, to think “outside the box.” But for the life of me,

I could see only the obvious. I was unable to imagine a single alternative.RESTLESSNESSA

mother whose son was killed in an automobile accident recounts:When I’m home, I roam from

room to room. I can’t sit still. I hunt for something to occupy my time and can’t find anything.

When I’m at work it’s no better, because Dan worked with us in the family business.Today was

my first day back at work, and all I did was walk from laboratory to laboratory. I suppose, in one

sense, I was looking for Dan, although I knew, of course, that I wasn’t going to find him. Finally,

I started talking to him quietly as I went through the building. “I love you,” was the thing I said

the most. “Dan, I love you.” I also told him how much I miss him. Sometimes, if no one else was

around, I’d call out his name.When the crew sat down for lunch together, as we do every day,

Dan’s absence was so obvious. I found myself several times looking to the place at the table

where he always sat, and I was surprised every time when he wasn’t there. You would think I’d

realize, after looking for him the first time, that he was gone; but I guess it was such a habit to

expect him to be there. During the entire lunch hour I never stopped expecting to see him at his

place at the table, no matter how often I was disappointed when I looked.IRRATIONAL FEARA

man reports:The day I rented the apartment, I didn’t notice that there were no lights in the

ceiling. The house Marie and I had lived in for twenty-eight years had lights in the ceiling, so I

just didn’t think about an apartment being wired only for lamps. So here I was, staying my first

night in the apartment, with no light except a photographer’s light that I used when I developed

pictures. The bed I had bought hadn’t come yet, so I slept on the floor. I can tell you, I was as

scared as a ten-year-old. The dark scared me. The sounds scared me. When the icemaker

came on in the refrigerator, the noise almost made me jump out of my skin. Off and on all

night, I got up and walked around the empty apartment. I hardly slept at all.FORGETTING THE

LOST ONE IS GONEA widow recalls:Our son-in-law called from Germany. Beth had had the

baby, a girl. I was so happy! As soon as we hung up, I called Frank at the office. It wasn’t until

the receptionist said “Hello” that I remembered that Frank was dead. I put down the phone and

just stood, looking around the house. Nothing belonged to me. Nothing was familiar. This could

just as easily have been a strange hotel as the home in which I had lived for thirty-five years.

There was nowhere now that meant anything to me, nowhere that I cared about or felt that I

belonged. Even the air in the room felt dead.DISBELIEFA sister recalls:My older brother and I

went to Joel’s apartment. It was just as he had left it. Half a bagel on a paper towel lay on the

countertop. A grape jelly jar stood open—the brand we had all eaten since we were little kids—

with the case knife inside. The navy sweatshirt I had bought him at the Gap was spread out on

the back of one of the kitchen chairs. In the bedroom, the covers were hanging half off the floor.

“As usual,” we said to each other. In the living room, CD cases spilled all over the coffee table.

We wanted to know which CD was in the player, but we also didn’t want to know. What were

the last songs he had listened to before going to work? It wasn’t possible that our brother

wasn’t coming back. It just wasn’t possible. There had to be some mistake. If we waited long

enough, Joel would burst through the door. When I said this to my brother, he said, “Oh, Lisa, if

he only would.” But we knew the truth, even in the middle of our disbelief.ANGER AND

RESENTMENTHear this story:I was walking along the streets in New Orleans. Everywhere I

looked there was a couple. All I could see was couples. Couples laughing. Couples with their



arms around each other. Couples shopping. Couples eating oyster sandwiches at the Desiree

Bar. At that moment I hated Joe more than anything else in the world. I hated him; I hated

being one-half of a couple. I thought, “If I had a knife in my pocket, I would stab every couple I

see.”FEELINGS OF GUILT AND BLAMEListen to this widow:I knew my husband was sick, but I

didn’t know how sick. I had to go to a business meeting at four-thirty that afternoon with some

disgruntled clients. “I’ll be back by seven,” I told him as I left. He must have had the convulsion

almost as soon as I was out the door. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for going to

that meeting. If I had been there, I believe the convulsion wouldn’t have been so bad or gone

on so long. I could have gotten him to the doctor sooner. I called him from the meeting but the

line was busy, and, of course, I thought he was on the phone with someone. He must have

tried to call me, because when I found him moaning on the floor—his face as gray as death—

the phone was there beside him. If only I hadn’t gone. I could have saved him so much

suffering.PHYSICAL DISTURBANCESA daughter reports:A few days after my mother died, I

was at work and suddenly felt a heaviness in my chest and my upper arms. I couldn’t get my

breath. I just sat at my desk gasping, feeling as if I were going to die. The attack lasted for two

or three minutes, but the heaviness stayed. For several days, I could hardly lift my arms high

enough to get them on the steering wheel to drive the car. Finally, when the breathing attacks

began to occur more frequently, I went to the doctor. “Stress angina,” he said, and prescribed

some nitroglycerin patches, which I now wear every day. “If the situation gets worse,” the doctor

said, “we’ll have to consider other alternatives.”TOO BUSY TO MOURNA young woman talks

about the months after her husband’s sudden death:It is clear to me that I haven’t started

mourning. How can I? Hardly a day goes by that there isn’t something else to do that’s related

to Martin’s death. Find his retirement-fund papers. Get five new copies of the death certificate.

Change my will so that the children will have guardians if something happens to me. Talk to the

insurance agent, again. Fill out forms and more forms. Decide whether to sue the driver of the

other car. Look for a smaller house. Think about finding a job. Spend as much time with the

kids as possible. My sister asked me the other day if I thought my being constantly busy and

not taking time to let the situation really sink in might be why I’ve had something close to

pneumonia for weeks and never get enough sleep to feel rested. She’s probably right. The truth

is that I know I’m putting off something that it’s necessary to do—dealing with the feelings and

pain and thoughts about Martin’s death—but so far I just don’t feel I have the time or the

energy to do this.OBSESSION WITH MEMORIESA widow recounts being haunted by a

recurring image:Every time I close my eyes, I see the room in the hospital where the attendant

met me. “Here is the form you need to sign to release your husband’s body.” That was all she

said. I suppose I expected her to say something else—maybe “I’m sorry” or “How are you?” or

“Would you like to sit down?” But she didn’t. All she did was hand me the paper and say, “Sign

on the line at the bottom of the page.”“But I’d like to talk to someone,” I said.“I’m the person to

talk to,” she responded.“Will there be an autopsy?” I asked.“No need for an autopsy,” she

replied. “Your husband was a hit-and-run.”“But I’d like to have an autopsy,” I said.“The coroner

did not request an autopsy,” she answered. “We already have your husband ready for the

morgue.”As the attendant took the paper and started to leave the room, she handed me a

small yellow envelope. I had no idea what it was. When I turned the envelope upside down, my

husband’s watch and wedding ring fell into my hand.Nothing has ever hit me harder than sitting

in that hospital cubicle by myself, staring down at my husband’s watch and ring. Not even the

first news of his death. I cannot forget the scene. It flashes before my eyes, I guess, a hundred

times a day. Over and over I see myself turning the envelope upside down. Over and over I see

his wedding ring and his watch falling out into my hand.EXPECTANT BUT STILL



SURPRISEDA daughter recalls:Our mother had been ill for more than two years, so my

siblings and I expected her death at any time. In fact, given how much she suffered, we would

say among ourselves that it would be a blessing when Mama died. We hated to see her in such

terrible pain.But, you know, even though I had done a lot of what I’ve heard is called

“anticipatory grieving”—after all, we had already lost our mother as we knew her—I was

surprised by my response after she died. I hadn’t realized the difference, I guess, between her

continuing to be present in our lives, even if she was sick, and her being completely absent, as

she was after her death.As long as she was alive, she still figured daily in my life—whether I

was calling or going to the nursing home, talking to the doctors, asking about new medicine,

talking to her when she was lucid, or volunteering to be on the family council. A big chunk of

the structure of my time altered when she died. I had to find new things to do. And I was

surprised to discover that I had to grieve having no mother, even though I thought I had faced

this loss a long time ago.UNEXPLAINABLE EXPERIENCESA widow reports:I was riding in a

taxi. Elliot had just died. I was going home from the hospital to get burial clothes to take to the

mortuary. Suddenly, the taxi was filled with the smell of violets. I looked out the window to see

who might be carrying flowers, or where the flower stall was located. But there was no sign of

flowers anywhere on the street. “The violets must be in the front seat with the driver,” I

thought.“What a beautiful smell,” I said. “Where are the flowers?”The driver looked startled. “I

was about to ask you what perfume you’re wearing,” he said.Neither of us could come up with

an explanation for the sudden smell of violets that we were both experiencing. It was one of

those weird, unexplainable occurrences. In some strange way, though, that mystery was

comforting to me. I was uplifted by the smell of those violets. I felt as though I’d been touched

by Elliott, or by the hand of God.CRITICAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN EXPERIENCING THE

UNTHINKABLEUpheaval, topsy-turvy, lost, strange, painful, vacant, engulfing: words that we

think of when we hear these stories. The cluster of feelings, thoughts, and actions when we are

hit by the impact of loss make us feel that we are “not of this world.” Little matters except what

is going on in our interior being. We know that nothing can make our situation better except a

reversal of the terrible thing that has happened. Yet even in these dire straits there are things

we can do and ways we can think that are useful and valuable responses.TAKING CARE OF

OURSELVESWhen we experience a loss, a very ancient reaction is triggered in our brain: the

flight-or-fight response. More than one researcher has remarked on the deep evolutionary

roots of this response to loss. The reason we have such terrible pain, they say, is that far back

in the timeless past we learned, as a species, that we had to bond with others in order to find

food and to protect ourselves from enemies. To break those bonds was to die ourselves. Even

now, when the bonds we have with others are disturbed, at some deep level we fear for our

very survival.Because we sense that we are in danger, the body mobilizes to protect itself from

the intruder or, if that’s not possible, to escape to safety. But loss is no hostile tribe that we can

guard the camp against; nor is it an enemy that we can run from. Therefore we are caught in a

state of tension. Our brain has stimulated us to take action; but, since we cannot undo the loss

there is at this moment no action we can take. We are, therefore, held taut. This means that our

bodies are under enormous stress.The results of this stress show up immediately. Medical

studies report that the chemical regulation of our breathing may become defective. Our vital

processes are altered; the biological rhythms of sleeping and eating are disturbed. Our immune

system becomes impaired. In fact, as the Institute of Medicine reports, our bodies have

multiple reactions to grief: The autonomic, physiological, biochemical, and endocrine systems

are all affected. Hormones go haywire; T cells stop protecting us from infections and viruses,

as they previously did; our blood flow and cardiac rate increase; our digestion, metabolism,



circulation, and respiration change. We experience irregular heartbeats. Our adrenal system is

activated. Our ability to concentrate and pay attention decreases; our anxiety increases. In

response to loss, then, our bodies are out of balance; homeostasis is disrupted.What can we

do about this?The most important thing is to understand that we are in a state of emergency.

Our very self has been assaulted. Our bodies and minds are reacting intensely to the loss. We

need to take as good care of ourselves as we can. This means taking sufficient time off from

work. It means eating as well as we can, when we can, drinking water, and resting in ways that

support our well-being. It means going on walks or bike rides, running, swimming—whatever

allows us to feel our bodies moving. It means taking special measures, such as getting

massages or other kinds of bodywork, putting a cold cloth over our eyes, and listening to

music.The most important thing to say about the subject of our well-being during this initial

response to our loss is that, while these intense experiences are occurring, we need to do

everything we can to stay healthy. Unfortunately, it is precisely at this time that we feel little

inclination to care for ourselves. Often, it is only by an act of sheer intention that we do what we

need to do in order to stay in good health.RELYING ON OTHERSOver and over people

remark, “Without my friends, without my family, I wouldn’t have made it.” The nurturing given by

those who care for us provides a kind of cocoon of comfort, peace, and safety that we

desperately need at this time. I remember hearing Buckminster Fuller say once that love is

metaphysical gravity. We never realize the truth of this statement more keenly than during a

time of loss, when it seems that the presence of our family and friends is all that allows us to

hold anything together.This is the time to rely on those around us in practical matters, to let

them do for us. Accept their offers of help. Welcome their gestures of care and support. Let

others take care of the children, run errands, prepare food, assist with arrangements, help with

immediate business or legal affairs.It is also the time to rely on our family and friends for

emotional support. Spend as much time with them as possible. Talk about the lost one, even if

you find yourself doing so incessantly. Cry unashamedly—wail and scream. Sit mute if you

wish, or speak quietly. Just being in the presence of people who love us sends a message

somewhere deep inside us, even if we don’t realize it consciously, that we are still connected in

this fragile web we call life and that, in spite of the rupture caused by the loss, there is still

some continuity.RESERVING JUDGMENT ABOUT GUILT AND ANGERSince no human being

is perfect, we’re bound to feel guilty about something that’s related to the lost person. We wish

we hadn’t done something that we did do, or that we had done something we didn’t do. We

remember thoughts we are now ashamed of. We recall mixed feelings about our relationship

with the lost person. We remember hurting the person unnecessarily. We wonder why we are

still alive and the other person isn’t. And the list goes on.The important thing at this point in the

grieving process is to withhold final judgment about these matters until we are under less

stress and can think more clearly. We should hold out the possibility, at least, that our judgment

of ourselves may be more harsh than is warranted. And if we are at fault in some way this

period of Experiencing the Unthinkable is not a good time to try to work out appropriate action

to take in response to the situation. It would be better to put the matter of guilt aside for a while

and say, “I’ll think about that later. I’m not in a frame of mind now to do justice to the matter.”We

are also likely to feel anger toward others. We may be angry at the person who is gone: he

could have stopped smoking, but he didn’t; she abandoned us; he left me with this

responsibility. Perhaps we feel that someone else is to blame for what happened: the hospital

staff could have done more, and they didn’t; his mother made too many demands on him; there

was never appropriate attention paid to the children; she drove after drinking and caused the

accident. Or we may just be angry in general, over trivial things: how long the clerk takes to



pack the groceries; what clothes the children put on in the morning; whether the grass is cut

first thing on Saturday.It is true that we are not much in control during this time. But if we can

be aware that anger is a common response to grief, and that we may not be angry about

exactly what we think we’re angry about, we may be able to express our feelings in ways that

do not tear at our relationships and have us gouging at others.ASKING QUESTIONSIt is

important to learn as many facts as possible about the circumstances of the loss. If we do not,

it is likely that for months or even years ahead we will be obsessed with questions. What kind

of heart attack did he have? What really happened? Where exactly on the road did the collision

occur? When such questions can be answered, we should ask for the most minute details

about what happened. Accurate information will take the place of fantasies, fears, and haunting

mysteries.I saw the positive effect of getting all the facts a few months ago, when friends

whose son had died in an automobile accident spent time learning everything they could about

the accident. They examined the car; drove out to the site to look at the skid marks on the

pavement; asked the officer all kinds of questions. The end result was that they felt as fully

informed as they could be. This didn’t, of course, answer all those painful existential questions

—Why did it happen? Why a young man? Why couldn’t it have been different?—but the family

did get an accurate picture of what had happened. They knew the facts as far as they could be

known. It was clear to all of us that, for them, this made an enormous difference.But what about

those questions that cannot be answered? Why wasn’t I home when she called? Why does

God let these bad things happen? Why did we fight the last time we were together? Why did I

gossip? Why didn’t I work harder on our relationship? What have I done to deserve this? How

can life be worth living when such awful things as this happen?A friend of mind calls these

“messy dot questions.” My friend loves art, especially pointillism—the style of painting in which

an artist uses thousands of tiny dots to create a scene. If you stand back from one of these

pictures, you can see clearly the sailboat in the harbor; the women sitting at the café, the

streamers of their hats floating in the breeze; the waiter bringing the wine. But, my friend

reminded me, if you go right up to the canvas you cannot see the picture at all. All you can see

is “messy dots.”To ask questions about the way life happens, about the place of human beings

in the scheme of things, about our own complex makeup and behavior, is, at this point of

Impact, to put our noses up against the canvas. It isn’t as if there won’t be a time later when we

can engage with such essential questions in a meaningful way. But now—when our bodies are

under siege, when our thoughts are scattered, when our ability to focus productively is impaired

—is not the time to try to find definitive answers.GIVING ATTENTION TO RITUALOne of the

things people often tell me they regret when they look back on their grieving process is that

when the event happened they rushed through the goodbye services or ceremonies. Or they

bowed to convention and didn’t have the kind of service or event they really wanted.It is

important to honor your inclinations. To return to the community of origin, if that is important, no

matter the extra trouble or the distance. To hold the service in an environment that is right even

if it is unconventional. To have the songs that you desire sung even if they are not funereal. To

take some symbolic action in private or with close friends, if being public is not what you

want.Even if the loss occurred in the now distant past, there are still other opportunities. Many

of the individuals who have spoken to me of their regrets told me, also, of services or

ceremonies they held in memorial, often at a later date: a musical evening in which a string

quartet played Mozart concertos; a picnic on a hill; a memorial service held on the anniversary

of the event. These were a kind of second acknowledgment that allowed the individuals who

were grieving to plan and to do things that were not done initially.TELLING THE TRUTH

ABOUT OUR LOSSAgain and again during this cluster of behaviors, thoughts, and feelings



related to being stunned by what has happened, we discover how much our lives have been

changed by our loss. It is important that we deny none of these changes.But many people want

to make things better for us. Loss is an awkward subject. It is hard for many people to be

around someone who is grieving—not only because a friend or an acquaintance is in distress

but also because another’s loss reminds all individuals of their own vulnerabilities and their

own mortality. And perhaps it reminds these individuals, too, of losses they have already

experienced that are painful to remember.Whatever the reason—whether out of concern for

the grieving person or out of concern for themselves—many people have a natural tendency to

try to say or do something that will make us feel better: There’s a purpose for what has

happened; I know you’ll see it later. You have (or will have) other children. He’s released from

his suffering. You’ll be so much stronger as a result of this experience. She had a good life. He

would not want you to be upset like this. She would want you to be happy. And so on and so

on.Such statements are, for those of us who are grieving, totally irrelevant. It doesn’t matter

that some of the sentiments might turn out later to be accurate or even useful. Now they truly

do not matter. Now everything is destroyed, and life is in shambles. Nothing anyone says can

make that any different.We can remember that these attempts at consolation, which we find so

banal, are the way many people attempt to stave off the harsh realities of loss—both for us and

for themselves. We are not hardened or evil or self-indulgent because we are unmoved or even

angered by these “words of comfort.” Unfortunately, we often think we should believe or act on

the “truths” others remind us of; and, when we cannot, we feel small and perhaps even

guilty.However, this is not the time to try to be philosophical or trusting or reasonable or logical.

It may be that in a few months (or years) we will see things differently. But none of this matters

now, as we deal with the affront of our loss. So we must keep telling ourselves the truth. We

must acknowledge all the ways in which this loss has changed our life and mourn each one of

these changes.TREATING WITH RESPECT UNEXPLAINABLE AND MYSTERIOUS

OCCURRENCESAlmost everyone experiences some kind of strange phenomenon following a

loss. But most people are embarrassed to talk about these unusual events for fear that others

will think they are crazy.There are many theories to explain strange events that occur.

Physicists talk about “implicate order” and “morphogenic fields.” Scientists talk about “laws of

seriality” and “object-impact interactions.” Theologians talk about “grace” and “a higher Being.”

The most useful way to hold these mysterious events early in the experience of grieving is not

to try to understand them but merely to acknowledge and reflect on them. And to realize that a

grieving person who sees or hears something unexplainable has not suddenly become addled

or weak-minded. We don’t have to be able to explain a phenomenon in order to take comfort

from it or to marvel at it. Perhaps the most important thing about experiencing such

occurrences is the truth they put before us: that we do not know everything. That there are

sources of comfort and of Presence that we cannot explain. That life contains mysteries, and

that it is possible to be greatly enriched and even strengthened by these mysteries. That we

can be blessed by moments of grace.THE CHOICESince our initial responses following a loss

are automatic—rooted far back in time and designed to protect us and to keep us connected to

others—the idea that we can make a choice seems improbable, if not ludicrous. The loss has

occurred. About that it is clear we can do nothing. We are helpless and hopeless. Sick,

frightened, hurt, disoriented, left behind. How could we possibly have any choice in the matter?

But there is a choice that we have the opportunity to make and remake, a choice that enables

us to move appropriately and at our own pace through the active grieving process and achieve

a life-affirming outcome:We can choose to experience and express our grief fully.You might

wonder: If the responses during this time are automatic, how could an individual not make the



choice to experience and express grief fully?That’s the paradox. The automatic, natural

responses occur, but we decide whether to experience fully these responses or to try to stifle

and suppress them. And there are many reasons that we might choose to suppress our grief

rather than express it. The pain might seem unbearable. It may seem more reasonable, since

nothing can be done about the loss, to try to forget it—to put it behind us—as quickly as

possible. People around us may encourage us “to be brave,” “to be strong,” “to pull ourselves

together.” Or we may feel that if we don’t rise above the loss we are denying tenets of faith we

have affirmed and lived by. People around us may indicate—and we ourselves may believe—

that sufficient time has passed for us to be finished with this particular cluster of responses to

our loss. We may be embarrassed to express our grief in front of others. We may fear that we

are going crazy because we think strange thoughts and do weird things. We may decide to

curtail the expression of our grief because it is interfering with our daily activities.All of these

reasons not to choose to experience and express our grief fully can be rooted both in our own

reluctance to feel the pain of grief and in the general attitude toward grieving that is present in

our culture. The first, of course, is understandable. We don’t want to stare into the emptiness of

this black abyss. We don’t want to be overcome by waves of sorrow and lose control. We don’t

want to open ourselves to hurt. But there is a natural, normal—albeit individual, unpredictable,

back-and-forth—process of grieving that leads to balance and new perspective. These initial

responses are an authentic expression of the beginning of that process.Society, however, gives

us little permission to grieve. The better we appear to be coping, the easier it is for people to be

around us. We know that the reports people want to hear are: “He is holding up well”; “She

went back to work on Monday.” The anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer says it bluntly: “Mourning is

treated as if it were a weakness, a self-indulgence, a reprehensible habit instead of a

psychological necessity.” And Lily Pincus, the noted family therapist, commented that she had

recently attended a funeral rite “that lasted altogether seven minutes.” She describes society’s

attitude toward mourning as a general conspiracy that death has not occurred.So the cards

seem stacked against us, both within ourselves and in the outside environment. We can

understand, then, why the choice to experience and express our grief fully may not be easy.

But despite the difficulty, when we do make the choice we will have begun the process that, at

some point in our own life story, helps us find a new equilibrium.Dr. Anthony Storr, researcher

and author, points out how dangerous it is not to choose to express grief fully. Objective

studies, he notes, show that widows who suppress their emotions have more physical and

psychological ailments during the first month, remain disturbed much longer, and, even as long

as thirteen months after their husband’s death, still display more marked disturbances than

widows who were willing to “break down” during the first weeks.Dr. John Bowlby, too, talks

about the positive side of giving way to grief. According to him, people who will achieve a

healthy outcome to their grieving are people who let themselves “be swept by pangs of grief.”

He adds, “[The] tearful expression of yearning and distress will come naturally.”Of course, the

manner in which each of us expresses our grief varies. I remember that my seventy-two-year-

old father showed little outward emotion while he was with the family in the weeks following

Greg’s death. But he spent an inordinate amount of time by himself on the creek, in his old

wooden boat. He later told us that during these periods of solitude he talked out loud to Greg,

prayed, or just let the boat drift where it wanted to go on the water. He honored his need to

experience and to express his grief fully.Colin Murray Parkes, M.D., reminds us that there is an

“optimal level of grieving” that differs from one person to another. Some people will cry and sob;

others will exhibit their feelings in other ways. The important thing is for feelings to be

expressed. How they are expressed is of secondary importance.If we do choose to experience



and express our grief fully, there will come a time of release. This will not mean, of course, that

the grieving process is over; but it will mean that we are free of the constant, suffocating crush

of Experiencing the Unthinkable.The following story illustrates the release that can come from

expressing grief fully.A mother told me:When our son John died at the age of twenty-seven, for

weeks I was crushed by the pain of his death. One night my husband, Gray, and I were sitting

at supper. I was suddenly overwhelmed by the realization that I would never see our son again

in this life—that this was the end, physically, of my relationship with this little baby that I had

carried. I began to cry, and I cried and cried and cried, uncontrollably. I went into the bedroom,

took off my clothes, and put on my bathing suit. I went out into the pool, jumped into the water,

and swam and cried and cried. I did maybe fifty laps. When I got out of the pool, I felt better.

The dam had burst. Gray drew me a hot bath. As I took the bath, I realized that the welled-up

emotional grief was gone. From that night on, whenever I thought of John I saw him the way he

always came into the house, his long blond hair flying, saying, “Hi, Mom.” The grieving wasn’t

all over, of course, but I found that when I was doing something that reminded me of John I

would just talk to him. Not with any philosophical or ethical meaning … it was always “Are you

there, John?” And that’s the sort of relationship we’ve had ever since.WHAT WE NEED FROM

FAMILY AND FRIENDSOne bereaved person after another has told me that hearing family and

friends say three simple words brought them the deepest comfort. Three simple words: “I am

sorry.” Spoken with no elaboration. Followed by no awkward attempts at consolation. Just “I am

sorry.” Words that reveal the speaker’s understanding that a terrible rupture has ripped our life

and that we are in torturing pain.In the days, weeks, and months that follow our loss, what we

need most is the love, support, and presence of those who care for us. We should not hesitate

to show how much we want to be with our family and friends; to admit how scared, how alone

we feel; to let others take care of us and do everything they can do look after us.One of the

most frustrating things for our friends and family is not knowing how they can help us. As time

goes on, it will become even more important that we let them know what we need. For once the

immediacy of the event has passed, with customary rituals and initial activities completed,

loved ones are often at a loss as to what they can do to help us. We should, therefore, ask for

what we need: I know I’ve talked constantly about Clifford for weeks, but it’s so important to me

to be able to keep him in my memory. … I’m waiting on the insurance payment—can you lend

me some money? … May I drop the children off while I go sign the Social Security forms? …

Will you go with us the first time we return to worship? … I’m feeling lonely—can I come over

and watch television? This is a difficult time for everyone. Our family and friends will deeply

appreciate our letting them know specifically what they can do to help us.Sometimes, of

course, we don’t know what we want or need. Dr. Bowlby points out how important spending

time with an accepting person can be to the outcome of our grieving. He talks first about the

damage done when the bereaved are told to pull themselves together and control themselves,

when they are reminded that they are “not the only one to suffer, that weeping does no good

and that [they] would be wise to face the problems of the future rather than dwell

unproductively on the past.” Individuals who are given such advice, Dr. Bowlby asserts, often

suffer the debilitating effects of unresolved grief even years later. He adds, “By contrast, a

widow with a good outcome would report how at least one person with whom she had been in

contact had made it easy for her to cry and to express the intensity of her feelings; and would

describe what a relief it had been to be able to talk freely and at length about past days with

her husband and the circumstances of his death.”So even if we don’t know specifically what we

want or need during this period of intense grieving, we can spend as much time as possible

with someone who is comfortable with however we are and whatever we need to say or do.



Someone who gives us total permission to grieve, who encourages us to talk if we wish, to be

quiet if we are, to show our anger when it is present. Someone who does not try to make us

feel better or urge us to make the best of what has occurred or attempt to show us all the good

that is still in our lives. Someone who, instead, says, “I’d love to look at all the pictures,” or “Tell

me about him when he was younger,” or “Do you want to talk about what you are feeling

today?” Such a person knows that although it may seem as if we are crying or talking about the

same thing over and over, in actuality each experience is different, following a logic that is

consistent only with a bereaved person’s heart.
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A. Park, “Don't agree with her view of psych meds. After my partner died suddenly in front of

me, i read many books on grief. This was one that made the most sense to me because of the

way she described the journey through grief and explained the challenges of each

stage.Recently, my best friend's son died which was heartbreaking and I started reading this

again and bought copies of it for her and her family, In general, I still like it with one large

caveat:I do not agree with her about psych meds.Grief can morph into major depression,

particularly if there is already a history of it established. I found what she wrote about them to

be a bit misinformed and naive. When used well, psych meds do not take away feelings...rather

they make it so a person is capable of doing the work they need on their issues. Granted every

body is different and has their own path through loss but she suggests too strongly that people

avoid meds altogether...and the implication that someone on meds is not really feeling their

grief is really off.That said, I find pretty much the rest of what she writes to be helpful overall.”

Nancy L., “The best book on the process of grief I have read. The best book on the process of

grief I have read. It presents the differing stages of grief, the choice you must make to pass

through that stage. It is not just applicable to death - but applies to the many losses we have

that involve dying to dreams, relationships and purpose. In each stage information is passed

along from medical doctors, counselors, and psychiatrists about how that stage effects you.

The book is an invaluable resource. Included are is the experience of the writer and

experiences of many others who have lived through that stage. I could only read one chapter

at a time. When I finished the book - I felt as if I was leaving a treasured friend and

companion. I have passed it along to many a friend who has also found it to be a friend that

comes along side what can be a long lonely path.”

Lucille M. Zimmerman, “Raw but hopeful. A good guide.. First of all, it was real and raw. She

describes the utter chaos one feels when someone very dear dies. In her case she was a 30-

something professor living with her young husband. I think he was in his 40s and it was his

second marriage. They were spending the summer in a cabin in TN when he went for a jog and

died on the road. She lets you feel what that was like: denial, anger, confusion, etc.I'm sure she

kept a diary because those details were so fresh. But the book seemed like it was written from

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/VyLVE/Seven-Choices-Finding-Daylight-after-Loss-Shatters-Your-World


years of perspective and research.She takes you through seven phases. At each phase she

gives two choices. One is hopeful and one is not. It's up to each person whether or not they

can move forward or stagnate in despair.She also includes hundreds of vignettes written by

others to back up each point.It's a very hopeful book. Anyone who has experienced deep grief

and come out the other side, stronger and wiser, can trace their own steps. If you haven't been

down that path, it gives you hope that there can be a better day.”

hermione, “beautiful book that actually honors grief. This is THE book to have and give in times

of grief and loss, it's an amazing compendium of others experiences that match my own and

make me feel understood and offers many real ways to help get through the first year and the

years thereafter, our society sadly makes it seem you should get over it in 3-5 days...this book

really helps you feel connected with others as you blame yourself for a loved one's passing, or

feel lost, or feel lonely and scared. I think this book should be in every hospital, funeral home,

and given to anyone you love who has lost someone they love. I am thankful I found it”

Auntycon, “What a painful experience to go through and friends and family do .... Very helpful

for me when I lost my husband I thought I might have written a couple of the chapters as I

read along. What a painful experience to go through and friends and family do try but do not

have a clue how it is to loose your best friend, lover and husband of 53 years. I found purpose

and meaning in my life with the help of this book. I bought three copies and passed them out to

friends.  Hope it helped them also.”

CC Nelson, “A most valuable guide. I first got this book 9 years ago when my husband died

very suddenly. I found it a most useful and helpful tool to deal with the suffocating grief I was

experiencing. The author's insightful approach coupled with the words of other people dealing

with terrible loss helped me see that my chaotic thoughts, fears, and anxieties were quite

typical. This book helped me keep in mind that it would get better and that I would, indeed,

survive this devastating grief.I referred to it often over the first 2-3 years and, since then, I have

directed dozens of people to it.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “An Unbelievable Gift to those in Grief. What an extraordinary book. I

bought Seven Choices after the death of my beloved father. I was suffering so much from the

grief and pain. I had no idea that it was going to hurt so much, and I was acting out in ways I

hadn't thought possible. I was anxiety-ridden, sad, holding in my feelings, arguing with my

spouse, and not at all feeling like myself. Seven Choices made me feel so extremely normal. It

helped me to be able to deal with my pain, to understand that these are normal experiences

and to see that people do find daylight on the other side.If you are in pain from a loss, please,

buy this book.  It was life-changing for me.”

Jetrox, “I recently lost my husband and this book was recommended to me. I recently lost my

husband and this book was recommended to me. I have found it to be extremely helpful and

easy to follow. Coincidentally, it ties in with many of the ideas, strategies, discussions, I have

had in the Grief Support Group I have also been attending. I would highly recommend this

book to anyone who is going through the grieving process, whether it is for a spouse, child,

parent, or friend, significant other.”

Kirstine, “Helps the pain of loss. The author had the terrible experience of her relatively young

husband dropping dead while jogging. They had only been married for four years. In her quest



to find a way to deal with the loss she used her researcher's skills to find other bereaved

people and collate the information into this helpful book. She takes you through what she has

identified as seven stages on the road to acceptance of what has happened and a pathway for

finding a new life without the loved one. Her loss was when she was young and she was able

to find solace through her career and a new relationship, the book is is just as helpful to those

who are much older and who have lost a loved one after many years of marriage or who have

lost a child. Although these are different kinds of bereavement, the progression from shock

and disbelief to acceptance and some form of recovery appear to follow a similar path. You'll

weep at the recognition of what you're feeling but the reminder that others have felt the same

and found some kind of stability over time gives hope that the pain will eventually lessen and

there will be days when you don't cry and repeated thoughts of your loss intrude. I do

recommend this book. I had been a bit wary (and unreasonably prejudiced) about book by an

American author, but found her advice sensible and comforting.”

Leonida, “A beautifully balanced book, written from the heart. Can I write a review if I haven't

finished the book yet? I will, because if the rest of the book is as beautifully written as the 34%

I have so far read, then it deserves all five stars. I lost my partner 9 months ago, and really

only downloaded this onto my Kindle because I met another bereaved person and felt that

common experience wasn't enough, that a book which gave permission to be overwhelmed by

sadness would be helpful. Also there is another reviewer who writes that it was essential

reading for her bereavement group. The author cites first class sources, Bowlby, Pincus, Storr,

and also tells her own story, which is heartwringing and yet she has been courageous enough

to document for the benefit of others, with the back-up of these and other sources less familiar

to me, her experience. I have just read about anniversaries triggering a revival of mourning,

and apart from all the usual birth/death dates, I read that after 9 months, a revival of grief

occurs. "It happens often enough that researchers even write about it," says a psychotherapist

specialising in grief. And that is exactly what happened to me. It is peculiarly comforting

hearing relevant snippets from the stories of others as if grief, one tends to feel so alone and

can become very self-centred. So I recommend this book highly, and thank the author from the

bottom of my heart for writing it.”

Alison Miller, “Insights painful and precious. A book which spoke to me, of me and for me. An

articulate and compassionate depiction of the points on the map of grief. I’m very grateful this

was written, I can relate so fully to each chapter. It helps to read painful and precious

experiences shared so clearly.”

jane harris, “"I'm normal". This book help explain the emotions you go through after loss and

gives them meaning. You realise everything you go through is "normal" in such circumstances

and not the only person who feels the way you do. It gives life an understanding again -

invaluable.”

newyork4, “excellent book for those that have lost someone close. excellent book for those that

have lost someone close. Helped me a lot when i needed it. Have on kindle and bought book

for easier reference.”

The book by Elizabeth Harper Neeld has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 235 people have provided

feedback.
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