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About the Book

‘He passed away’, ‘She’s gone’, ‘He’s dead’...

There are many ways of describing death, but there is no easy way to describe the life that comes after it. Nothing can shield you or prepare you for the brutal reality and crippling pain of loss. Death is an awfully big adventure – but not for those who are left behind. 

Kate Boydell was widowed at the age of 33. She felt that her life had lost its purpose and she wanted it to end. But she got through it – and so can everyone. In this down-to-earth, practical and insightful guide, Kate draws on her own experience of bereavement and uses her unique sense of humour to offer frank, empathic and warm advice on coping with every aspect of the grieving process, including:


	coping with the initial shock

	telling your children

	organising the funeral

	shopping and cooking




About the Author

Kate Boydell was widowed in 1998 after nine years of marriage to her beloved husband Charlie. Charlie was a fit and healthy 28-year-old when he contracted a virulent bacterial heart infection shortly before their wedding, and had to undergo two bouts of open-heart surgery six weeks later. Despite this initial set back, he and Kate enjoyed nine years of blissful married life. Charlie’s tragically early death at the age of 37 followed a long battle with the problems associated with the initial heart surgery. He suffered heart failure at home after a bout of ’flu, and died in Kate’s arms, leaving her with two small children to bring up single-handed.

Kate felt compelled to write a book about Charlie, and their life together, and it was the struggle to find a publisher for her first book – Big-Hearted Man – that prompted Kate to write an online survival guide for young widows. The success of the website www.merrywidow.me.uk prompted calls from many widowers for a similar guide for men and so Kate decided to write a comprehensive guide to bereavement, offering clear and practical advice for anyone who has lost a partner. Death . . . And How To Survive It is the result.

If you have any comments, you can e-mail Kate at merrywidow@boydells.com


Death . . . And How To Survive It

A unique, practical and uplifting guide to coming to terms with the loss of your partner

Kate Boydell
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For Sarah, David, and all the other poor souls journeying out of the darkness and into the light. Walk straight and tall, and know that I walk beside you every step of the way.


introduction

IMAGINE A BLACK whirlpool, dark and powerful, strange and forbidding. Imagine that whirlpool at the end of a hospital bed; imagine it swirling around the receiver of a telephone; imagine looking into the inky vortex and feeling yourself being drawn towards it. You can see it, you know it’s there, but you cannot bear to think that you will ever be taken down into its fathomless depths.

But you know you are about to feel it.

Feel it.

Feel those words, ‘She’s gone’, ‘He’s dead’, ‘There was nothing more we could do’. Feel yourself being pulled into the blackness. See nothing; hear nothing; feel nothing – nothing except those terrible, terrible words.

Feel each letter burn into your consciousness. Feel the words carbonise. Feel the blackened ashes fall away, leaving behind an everlasting imprint – a scar in your mind and on your heart.

Down you go. Sucked deeper and deeper until hope becomes a tiny speck of light in the far distance. You can see people around you, but their words are lost to you. You are lost.

All hope is lost.

All is blackness.

Nothingness.

Hell.
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Death. It’s a bit depressing, isn’t it?

Nobody wants to talk about it.

But I do.

Nobody wants to have a visit from the Grim Reaper. If you are on his list, he will come to your house and take you, or someone you love. It’s too depressing to think about. But then death is depressing, and brings us untold misery – which is why he’s called the Grim Reaper and not the Happy Shopper.

I had the Grim Reaper in my house. He came to visit one day and left my husband dead on the carpet. He came and took a young father away from his wife and infant daughters. He came and took my love from me, and at the time there was nothing I could do to stop him.

But I can do something now.

I can write about all I have been through and let people know that death does not mean the end of your happiness; that death doesn’t mean you are never able to smile again; that death can be beaten.

I want to tell all of those people who have lost a partner in the prime of life that death will give them gifts – gifts that set them apart from others.

Death left me naked. Stripped bare.

I had no protection.

I was shivering and cold and alone.

Death took my shining knight, my suit of armour, my sword and my shield. But what death took was invisible to others. The outside world didn’t know about my marital armour. The outside world couldn’t see the strength my husband gave me, the confidence he instilled in me, the love that filled me up and made me the vibrant, vital 33-year-old woman that I was.

Death took from me.

But now I have taken from death, and what I have taken I am giving to you.

I’m not going to drone on about all the misery I’ve been through because you don’t want to hear that – the last thing you need right now is to read somebody else’s tale of woe. No, I’m going to tell you all the things you won’t be able to learn anywhere else.

I’m going to give you a beginner’s guide to death.
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How many people do you know who are in the same position as you? Is there anyone in your street, in your block of flats, in your neighbourhood, who has just lost a partner in the prime of life? Is there anybody in your immediate circle of friends who isn’t happily married, or part of a couple?

No?

You’re a bit stuck then, aren’t you?

Well, not any more.

I’ve been through what you’re going through, and now I’m going to tell you all the things I wish I’d been told when my husband died – things you won’t hear from the vicar or the undertaker, from your GP or your counsellor; things that only someone who’s had a house call from Mr G. Reaper would know. What you are about to read is a practical guide to bereavement, based on my own experiences and those of men and women like me.

In the summer of 2002 I wrote a survival guide for young widows, and published it on the Internet. The response to www.merrywidow.me.uk was immediate and overwhelming; I had e-mails from all over the world, from men as well as women, telling me that what I had written was unique because it so accurately described their emotions at the time. I wanted more people to have access to this information, and I also wanted to include advice for widowers. This book is the result.

I am not a counsellor or a doctor; I’m not a learned academic and I have no letters after my name. I cannot back up my arguments with anything other than honest reasoning, but I do have one thing in my favour – personal experience. You won’t have to visit a self-help group; you won’t need drugs or drink to do what I have done. All you will need is an open mind and a little self-belief. I want to tell all those people who feel their life is over that there is hope and a future. You can live without your partner. I won’t try to tell you that it’s going to be easy or quick, but it will be an interesting journey. I’m not a death guru or a philosopher; I can’t couch my words in scientific theory or psychobabble.

I’m just an ordinary woman, and I’m going to give it to you straight.


part one

through the darkness


1

when death hits you

I BURIED MY life on 8 April 1998. I buried my husband and my hope. I buried my joy. I buried my love. And there was nobody – nobody to whom I could turn who understood exactly how I felt. I looked for books of poetry; for books on death; for something to tell me how I should be feeling and how the hell I was going to survive. But there was nothing for a woman like me.

People have lots of theories about death, and generally those theories exist to make the people concerned feel better about themselves. After all, it’s easier to think that a person isn’t suffering too badly than to confront the reality of their situation. You can tell a young widow that she’s lucky to have her youth, and that she has plenty of time to meet somebody else, because it’s so much easier than comforting her over what she’s lost. You can tell a widower that he’ll be bound to find a new wife soon, because it’s easier than helping him to cope with the everyday struggle of having to bring up a family by himself. People will do almost anything to avoid actually having to confront death and its consequences, but some of us have no choice. The way we face up to it, and the manner in which we conduct ourselves subsequently, will make the difference between peace of mind and perpetual torment.
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When death hits you, it hits you hard. You feel concussed – as if you have been beaten over and over again until you are too blind, confused and hurt to feel anything anymore. But the beating does not take long. It takes only a second for you to be reduced from a normal, happy individual to a bloody, senseless pulp. And in your head you are screaming, but the person you are trying to reach cannot hear you, cannot see you, cannot touch you any more. Your life is slipping away from you – slipping under a white sheet, slipping into the back of an ambulance, slipping down a gloomy corridor on a stainless steel trolley.

Your life is slipping away.

You feel a sense of unreality – dazed and confused, as if you had been pushed out onto an open stage in front of a packed auditorium. People expect you to say something, to do something, but you are frozen to the spot.



Even if you thought you had prepared yourself for this moment, the reality of it will take your breath away.



 

So there you stand, under glaring spotlights, with a hushed audience hanging on your every word. And suddenly, a switch is thrown in your head, and your world is plunged into darkness. At a single stroke you have lost your future, your past, your identity and your position in society.

You are numb.

The numbness is not an affliction but a self-preservation measure. It is your brain’s way of giving you time to get over the shock of what has happened to you. It is the same mechanism that your brain would employ were you suddenly to have a limb torn off. Your body would not be able to cope with the pain if it were allowed to feel it immediately, and so your mind numbs all feeling until you are better able to cope with it. Losing a limb and losing a partner are much the same; part of you has been torn away but you are able to view the bloody stump that remains with a calm detachment that others might find rather alarming. You are not alarmed because you simply cannot feel anything. Your brain is blocking the understanding of your situation, so that although you can hear the words, ‘He’s gone’ or ‘She’s dead’, you cannot comprehend their true meaning. The words are frozen. Your brain will absorb them, but will only allow them to melt into your understanding when you are sufficiently able to deal with their impact upon you. So you go home, you put the phone down, you go to work, you collect the children from school in a swirling, numbing fog.
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When I was allowed in to see Charlie’s body, I knelt down and held him, and then I felt a great welling up inside me, and I threw back my head and I let out an inhuman, animalistic wail. The widow’s wail. It was almost as if my body was allowing one, short burst of emotion to escape me before shutting down totally. It came from deep inside me and seemed to continue long after all the air had left my lungs. And once it had left me, my joy and the capacity to feel love left me too. I felt as if somebody had taken a sledgehammer and hit me square in the chest; I went into shock after a couple of hours and my legs went into involuntary spasm. It was unreal to me; I was detached from it; I had emotional concussion. I felt nothing of myself, but I could still feel the pain of others. I couldn’t read nursery rhymes to my baby girl without breaking down. Alice was too small to understand why her mummy was crying; she was unaware that in the room below her lay her dead father, the light gone from his eyes, a picture of her smiling face in his wallet.

But I knew.

‘Lavender’s green, dilly dilly, lavender’s blue.’

I knew.

‘When I am king, dilly dilly, you shall be queen.’

I knew.

I kissed her goodnight, and then she slept.

But I could not.
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So why didn’t I feel anything? Why did I feel for Alice and Rosie and yet have no emotional attachment to my own situation? Simple – because if I had any grasp at that moment of the true impact of what had just happened to me, I would have lost it – I would have lost my mind. My love for my husband was so strong and so true that to actually acknowledge his loss would have brought about a complete mental and emotional breakdown.

So I went downstairs and called everyone I could think of to tell them the news. I told my family and Charlie’s family. I comforted them and then I went to bed – a mechanical reaction to an emotional catastrophe.

The fog had descended.

telling the children

I will never forget lying awake in the early hours of the morning, waiting for Rosie to wake up. She was only four years old and I knew that what I said to her had to be phrased in such a way that it didn’t upset her too much, but at the same time it had to be the truth.

She didn’t react as I thought she would. Instead she ran out of the room and woke each family member staying in the house in turn with a cheery, ‘My daddy’s dead’.

I wish I could tell you that it’s not so bad, that telling your children that their father or mother is dead is a relatively painless process because they are young and don’t really understand the full implications of what has been said.

But I can’t.



Telling your children that they have just lost a parent is the hardest thing you will ever have to do.



 

Of course you could put off the awful moment. You could tell your children that their daddy has gone away on business for a while, or that mummy is visiting friends, to give yourself a chance to prepare.

Don’t do it.

Be truthful to your children from the outset. Tell them everything. Tell them how mummy died, where daddy died, what they died from.

And if you think you can’t do it, that you can’t cope with the strain of telling them such upsetting news when you yourself feel suicidal with grief, think only of them and not of yourself.

It took Rosie a while to fully comprehend that her daddy was never coming home. Her sister Alice was only 19 months old and so never really questioned his absence. To her ‘Daddy’s gone to London’ and ‘Daddy’s dead’ amounted to the same thing – he wasn’t there. Small children have little understanding of the concept of death; they think that daddy or mummy is just away, and that they will walk through the door one day and everything will be all right again. In that respect they will demand enormous patience. You will have to explain to them over and over again. You will have to try to make them understand what is beyond their comprehension. And all the time you will feel like screaming. All the time you will feel like walking out of the house and leaving your children because you can’t bear to shoulder their grief and their endless questions and demands for attention when you yourself are being torn apart. But you can’t walk out. You have to bear it. You have to support your children and give them love and understanding, even when you feel empty and lonely and insane with your own grief. And if you can bear it, if you can be honest and open right from the start, then at least you will have a chance. At least you will have a chance to make your children happy again.
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the morning after: tea and sympathy

SO YOU WAKE up and imagine that it must have been a horrible dream. But it wasn’t – it was real, and the horrible dream is just beginning. If you have people staying with you they will be busying themselves with making tea – because tea is what people give you when you’ve just had a shock. Tea makes it all better. You will be awash with it. When people cannot think of what to do or say, they put the kettle on. It acts as an emotional punctuation mark; it gives them something to do, and it gives you something to occupy your mouth with so that you can stop crying for a moment – only you’re not crying; you’re wondering how the tea will be able to make its way past the large obstruction occupying the space where your sternum used to be.

What is that thing?

The lump, for want of a better word, is your body’s way of preventing the grief exploding out from you. It will sit just above the seat of your emotions, and there it will stay until your mind decides you are sufficiently able to control your grief. The lump will also obstruct any food you try to eat – not that you’ll have much appetite. You will regard food with the same bleak disdain as would a ballet dancer or a supermodel. You don’t need it – what good will it do you? Food is about pleasure, isn’t it? And your pleasure receptors have shut down for the duration.

So you’ll struggle to eat your toast and drink your tea. You’ll get the children their Coco Pops, and you’ll cry into their milk while your back is to them, then you’ll put their breakfast in front of them and try to act as if nothing has happened. And all the while those people who are with you to give you support and love will be watching you, waiting for their chance to give you a hug or another cup of tea. But they can’t give you back what you really need. They can’t give you back your partner or the mother or father of your children; they can’t give you the one thing that will make everything all right again. So they give you tea, and you drink the tea and try not to cry, and all the while you are wishing you were sipping from a mug of hemlock.

And then you have to take yourself upstairs and get dressed, and getting dressed will be difficult for a number of reasons. You will be so confused and numb that you will have trouble with any fastenings that present themselves to you. Buttons and zips will appear strange and unfamiliar; socks will be reluctant to embrace your feet; cuffs will not fasten and jumpers will scratch. But his clothes will just fall upon you; his shirt will be comfortable, his sweater will fit you; her blouse will be soft against your skin, just as she was. You will want to wear his clothes; you will want to press her garments close, so close that you absorb the last traces of your dead love into your living flesh. And then you stop. You see yourself holding on to his favourite shirt or clasping her nightdress to your cheek; you see the reflection of a lost love; you see that shirts and jumpers, shoes and skirts are all that you will ever have to hold.

But how they smell.

They still smell, and nobody can take that away from you. That smell is yours and yours alone.



Smell is a living trace of a person and it remains alive when they are not. You will find yourself kneeling by the washing basket, bending over a drawer, spraying perfume on your pyjamas or aftershave into your blouse.



 

You will want to be close to that smell; you will want to have that smell close to you. You will sleep with his shirt. You will hold on to that shirt so very tightly. You will do it, because clothes and smell and touch are all you have to cling to now.

So cling to them. Fill your head with her scent, walk around in his boxer shorts – do whatever it takes.

And when you are up and dressed you will be ready to begin. The ache in the centre of your chest is starting to throb. More tea? No, you don’t want any more tea – you want to put your hand over the spout of the boiling kettle because you know you won’t feel any pain. Pain is alien to you now, just as love and light and joy are alien to you. All you know is darkness – swirling, sucking, desolate emptiness. But you are not feeling it yet.

Not yet.

other people

The friends you have told about your partner’s death will have told others, and the phone will begin to ring. It will ring throughout the day, and it will continue to ring for days. You will almost certainly want to speak to everybody in person, but it does help to have a close relative on hand to field calls when you don’t feel you can talk. At the same time as the phone begins to ring, people will be knocking on your door. For me it became like a conveyor belt of grief: I would welcome the first person of the day into the study; they would cry. I would tell them how Charlie died and that he didn’t suffer and that the children were fine. Then I would have to get up and answer another phone call, and then I would say goodbye to my visitor and await the imminent arrival of the next one. It went on like that for days. It was a mark of the respect and love that people had for Charlie, and as Charlie’s widow, I knew I had a responsibility to them. So I did my duty, I helped my friends and I quietly prayed that they would return the favour when I needed them.

You should prepare yourself to hear news about your partner’s death that has been distorted or sensationalised in some way. When Charlie died I got news of a rumour that was circulating around the village. The rumour was that I was out shopping when Charlie became ill. Rosie and Alice were supposed to have witnessed his dying moments alone, but the most disturbing image for me was that they had apparently been found, banging on the locked front door, screaming to get out, while their dead father lay in the next room. This ugly rumour left me profoundly upset at a time when I was little equipped to deal with any more emotional trauma. I never found out who thought up such a dramatic and inaccurate story, but I sincerely hope they felt ashamed when they discovered the truth.

Your children will probably receive many gifts and invitations to tea. People find the thought of a child who has just lost a mummy or daddy incredibly distressing, and they will want to do anything they can to help. Let people help you. Take up every offer because it will give you a chance to get a bit of peace, and the children will find the attentions of others very welcome when you are too distracted to give them much of yours. Your time will be taken up with the myriad of practical details that need to be addressed.
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the funeral

finding an undertaker

WHEN DEALING WITH the practicalities of your partner’s death, the first people you are likely to come into contact with are the funeral directors. Now, funeral directors are human, just like you and me, but none of us ever wants actually to have to deal with one – not unless they happen to look like Nate from Six Feet Under, in which case the funeral would frankly be a lot easier to bear. Undertakers do a great public service and it is often a thankless task, but we would prefer it if they just got on with it and left us alone. Sadly, we have to face the fact that we are going to have to form a close and often very emotional bond with them for a short while, and then hand over an obscene amount of money in order to make them go away.

I was exceedingly lucky when it came to my choice of undertaker – I was told by my GP that I had to get hold of one pretty quickly on the night of Charlie’s death. The doctor gave me a choice of two: his first suggestion was the Co-op, and choosing them was quite out of the question because I knew Charlie would have tried to unzip his body bag rather than let the Co-op cart him away in a trail of little blue stamps. The other choice of undertaker was a man I had met at dinner on a number of occasions – but I never for a moment expected that I’d need to call on his professional services.

Tim Perring was charming and funny, totally different from the sombre, humourless image most of us have of funeral directors. He conducted all the formalities, from taking Charlie’s body away to organising the funeral, with the utmost professionalism and tact, and I gave him a huge hug when the funeral was over because I knew that it couldn’t have been done better.

choosing the coffin

I wanted a completely plain coffin with wooden handles, and that is exactly what I got. If you want to bury your partner in a cardboard box, then it is your right to do so. Coffins cannot be reused after a body has been laid in them, so after a cremation they are discarded and after burial they rot into the earth. Therefore, spending a fortune on the very best money can buy is, in my opinion, a waste of money. It might be worth thinking about making a donation to your partner’s favourite charity, and in that way it would at least benefit the living. And if you can’t afford to make a charitable donation, then you might consider saving your money for a really nice headstone because that, after all, is the lasting memorial to your partner.

the funeral service

Consideration must also be given to the person who will conduct the funeral service. This may be the first time you get to meet the vicar/rabbi/priest – and you may not like him or her when you do. When he or she comes to call, you might feel a huge sense of relief or, as in my case, you might get a sudden urge to embrace Satan and all his horrible, hairy incubi.

My vicar was not blessed with the gift of interpersonal skills. A scientist by choice and a vicar by calling, he really should have stuck with the Bunsen burner and the magnesium ribbon and left the sacraments well alone. He didn’t say a prayer for my dead husband when he came to offer his condolences for the first time, nor, on a later occasion, did he comment on the order of service, despite knowing that Charlie’s brother and I had laboured over it for the best part of a week. What he chose to give me in the way of comforting words was a statement on the poor state of Britain’s road transport system. And do you know what? It didn’t help at all – and I had really hoped that it would. After all, when you are worrying about contraflow systems, you completely forget that your husband has just died.

I was angry at his gawky embarrassment and total inability to confront my grief and I wanted him out of my house – but he wouldn’t go. He wanted to carry on talking about roads, and even tried to enliven his chosen topic by including rail travel. Eventually Tim, the lovely undertaker, lured him away with the promise of a discussion on quantum physics and its effect on the Church, and peace returned to my house once more.

Tracy Jones had a similar experience when her husband, Clive, died:

We’re not churchgoers but we wanted a church service. The vicar came to the house to talk to Clive’s brothers, Clive’s mum and me about the service, but it was awful because he just didn’t talk! At all! We chaired the meeting, told him what hymns we wanted, who we wanted to speak and who would bear the coffin, because he didn’t bother to ask those questions. He was completely mute; the only thing he did was nod. My family left me with him so that I could talk about Clive in private, and it was just the same. So much for the men of the cloth being good counsellors and knowing the words to give comfort; he said absolutely nothing. Throughout the meeting, in my dazed state, I literally thought it was a wind-up. I thought he was an imposter, and that we’d go to his car and find the real vicar tied up in the boot. It was surreal.

I’d written down reams of notes about Clive and our life together, which thankfully he took away with him. I was really worried about the service. On the day, three people from different aspects of Clive’s life read personal tributes, which were brilliant and, thankfully, when the vicar spoke he virtually read out all I’d written, so it was a beautiful service in spite of him.

A wonderful vicar had married Charlie and me. He had since retired, but had been a good friend to us during our marriage, and he very kindly agreed to conduct the funeral service. It was vital to me that the vicar who spoke about Charlie, to a church packed with his closest friends, could do so with conviction and feeling. He did it beautifully, and I will be forever in his debt for the kindness he showed me at such a difficult time.

The service has to be right. I have a friend who thought she was in the wrong church when the vicar began to speak about her late husband. The vicar hadn’t known the deceased man, but my friend had presumed that he would deliver a suitably moving tribute. And he did. It made her want to move right out of her seat and run screaming from the church because it bore absolutely no relation to the man she loved. She still talks about it with horror to this day.

Should the children be at the funeral?

You may be wondering whether or not to let your children attend the funeral. All I can say is if they ask to come, then let them. Babies will have no idea where they are, and toddlers will have little grasp of the importance of what you are doing; therefore it might be better if they were looked after elsewhere. Struggling with a tired toddler will only exacerbate your stress on an already stressful day, and will make the funeral even more difficult to cope with; so my advice is to err on the side of caution.

Older children really ought to have some say over whether or not they attend the funeral. Let them see their father or mother being buried; let them see the coffin in the crematorium; because if you allow your children to see what some might consider too upsetting for them, you stop them seeing their dead father on a bus, or their mother on a train, or riding in the back of a taxi.

For older children, not attending the funeral will result in a continuation of the disbelief about the death of their parent. My husband was seven years old when he lost his father, and never got over the trauma of not being allowed to attend his funeral. I was determined that Rosie would not go through life as he did, believing that daddy hadn’t really died, but was a secret agent on a very special mission.

Robin Walker, who lost his wife, Zoe, to cancer on 11 September 2001, wrote this:

For me the aftermath of September 11th helped, as the whole world seemed to be in a state of shock and it seemed appropriate that life was not normal (it must be hard to see the world carrying on as normal when your own has been inverted). 

I was unsure about taking my son Alex to the funeral, and had mixed reactions from family and friends (most of whom were probably too upset to contemplate the question). I found discussing this with somebody at the children’s bereavement charity ‘Winston’s Wish’ useful. I thought Alex was too young to understand what the funeral was about and that he would probably not remember it in later years. The person I chatted to made me confront some issues such as how Alex will feel when he’s older if he knows he wasn’t there, but ultimately seemed to support my choice. 

Many of our friends were great, as were my own parents who have become a great source of practical help (the best type of help in my experience). I spoke to some other bereaved fathers and found it useful to hear of their experience. Two of these found their Christian faith had helped them, but this wasn’t something that would work for me. More usefully, I met up with another dad who had lost his wife to breast cancer a few years ago and who had a child just a little older than Alex. In the years that had passed he’d remarried, and hearing about how he had rebuilt his life and helped preserve his wife’s memory for his daughter (they had a tree planted and visited it regularly), helped me a lot. 

I knew what Charlie wanted me to do with his body after he died, because he had often mentioned how he loved the view from our village burial ground. He would never have openly spoken of his death to me, so without actually spelling it out, he told me exactly what I needed to know.

Most people would rather not discuss the method by which their body is disposed. It’s not exactly the sort of conversation that any couple is likely to engage in, unless they absolutely have to. Therefore, in the absence of any clear instructions, you may be required to choose an appropriate method of interment for your partner. The decision is ultimately yours, but some consideration should be given to the wishes of any children who are old enough to voice an opinion, and also of other members of your partner’s family. If you think your partner would have wished to be cremated and have his or her ashes scattered over some special place, then you should do what you think is best. The absence of a burial stone or memorial plaque may cause certain people to feel they have no place to visit when they wish to remember your partner, and this could potentially be a cause of friction, but I think that as long as you know you are acting in the best interests of your late partner, then you have to do as you see fit.

That’s not to say that traditional burial sites don’t also cause friction, as my friend Sarah found out to her cost. She discovered that another body had been buried far too close to her husband’s grave, and then entered into a protracted row with the officious woman who was supposed to oversee the correct spacing of grave sites. Sarah found the whole affair extremely distressing and eventually had to have her late husband’s remains dug up and moved to a different site. This row caused a lot of unnecessary distress nearly two years after the original burial, and the whole family was badly affected.

In the final event, all that matters is that you feel happy with your partner’s final resting place, whether it is under a flowering cherry tree, or in an urn in the glove box of your car. In life you were connected and in death you should feel connected too.



What you choose to do is up to you entirely, but remember: what happens on the day of the funeral has the power to induce peace of mind or torment for a very long time afterwards.



 

commissioning a memorial

Once your partner has been buried or cremated, there is the question of how he or she should be remembered. The choice of memorial stone is one of the most important decisions you will have to make, but it is not one that should be rushed. If your partner has been buried, it will take at least six months before the ground has settled enough to allow a headstone to be fitted. In that time you can visit graveyards and get some idea of what you want. But it may not be until sometime later that you can actually bring yourself to think about commissioning a memorial.

If you take a walk around most modern graveyards, you will notice that, by and large, the headstones are remarkably similar – they are either shiny, black marble with gold lettering, white marble with black lettering, or rough-hewn granite with a smooth face and carved or raised lettering. When you are ready to buy a memorial, the choice of stone and style is entirely up to you, but let me add a note of caution about rushing into a decision. If you take a walk around any Norman churchyard, you will see headstones dating right back to 1700 and earlier. What is apparent about these ancient stones is that, by and large, the lettering is still legible. Letters that have been cut into stone will, depending on the hardness of the stone, remain readable for hundreds of years. The Victorians brought memorial masonry to a high art, and the extraordinary craftsmanship of the stonemasons of the time can be seen by walking around a Victorian graveyard. These crafts still exist; artistry still exists; but for the majority of the population, the choice of memorial has to be made from an exceedingly limited selection of headstones, which lack any notion of originality or art.

The problem with the majority of headstones these days is





The epitaph













 





	Don’t be pressured into spending a fortune on funeral expenses.

	Make sure the vicar/priest/rabbi is sympathetic to your needs, and is willing to conduct the funeral service according to your wishes.

	 Give careful consideration to the needs of your children when deciding whether to let them attend the funeral, and be aware of the impact non-attendance might have on their ability to come to terms with their grief.

	 Don’t feel guilty if you don’t feel like crying at the funeral – it will be a surreal day and there will be plenty of time for tears in the months that follow.

	 Don’t rush into choosing a headstone or memorial. It takes at least six months for the ground to settle at a burial site, and you can use this time to look at other headstones and think about a suitable epitaph.

	 Don’t feel you have to opt for a headstone from the Co-op window. You have the right to choose exactly what you want, and there are hundreds of skilled stonemasons and letter-carvers who would be happy to provide a unique and lasting memorial to your loved one.

	There may be restrictions governing the style of headstone that you are able to choose, so it would be wise to check with the relevant authorities before you proceed.



OPS/images/orn.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
Vermillon
it





OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Death . . . And How
To Survive It

Kate Boydell






