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CHAPTER 1

NOTHING IS WRONG WITH YOU!



The terms of Loss, Grief, Mourning, and Bereavement are used to describe an inescapable human condition. Yet, the words themselves are subject to interpretation. The meanings are often not literal, but based upon social, cultural, religious, and personal experiences or beliefs. An examination of the definitions associated with these words can be useful in understanding our own private losses. The way we process and act upon our feelings can provide a key to find meaning in our grief and that of others.


Textbook definitions often do not adequately reflect the profound emotions that we experience in those moments of grief and afterwards. However, the following offers a guide to the general meanings, with an aim to clarifying your bereavement journey.


Closely interwoven with grief is loss, usually considered to be the first step toward the grieving process. The Random House Webster’s College Dictionary defines loss as “1. The act of losing possession of something. 2. Disadvantage or deprivation of from separation or loss. 3. Something that is lost. 4. An amount or number lost. 5. An instance of losing. 6. Deprivation through death. 7. Losing by defeat. 8. Failure to preserve or maintain. 9. Destruction.”


This definition encompasses, not only death of a loved one, but the idea of simply being deprived, as in a divorce or being dismissed from employment. In addition, for children, that could include the loss of the stability of home and routine as the result of their parents’ divorce or witnessing constant fighting and dissention by their caregivers.


The word “grief’ itself has roots in the Latin word “gravis,” which means to make heavy or weighty. Indeed, grief does emerge from the heavy burden of emotions triggered by loss. The Random House Webster’s College Dictionary (2001), for example, defines grief as “1. Keen mental suffering or distress over affliction or loss; sharp sorrow; painful regret. 2. A cause or occasion of keen distress or sorrow. Based on literature and research this definition appears inadequate. Researcher Lisa Lydon found more inclusive language, such as “bitter feelings” associated with loss, as well as natural emotions that accompany any loss.[2] She cited Rando who defined grief as a passive and involuntary response or reaction and noted that is not a static state but rather a continuing development.[3]


The impact of grief goes beyond textbook meaning and includes the effect on the entire person, such as the behavioral, social, physical, cognitive and spiritual aspects of life. Grief is manifested in a variety of ways, such as depression, anxiety, guilt, anger, anhedonia, and loneliness. The response may include crying, fatigue, and isolation and affect one’s self worth, ability to concentrate, and impact on spiritual and religious beliefs. In addition, grief can significantly impair a person’s health, social, and occupational ways of functioning.


Ultimately, we all experience loss and grief as we move through life. The loss of a pet, the loss of a boyfriend, the wedding ring that slipped down the drain, never to be retrieved. Yet, the ability to handle loss is different for all people, and there is no absolute way in which a person can manage their responses. There is no time frame for recovery from loss or grief. Some say we never recover, but learn to manage and appreciate the time we had with the loved-one or shared experiences.


Some researchers categorize losses as primary or secondary. Secondary losses are of less consequence to an individual, whereas primary losses hold greater and more profound consequences and emotional impact for an individual. Both death and divorce are considered as major and primary losses.[4]


Following loss, the grief period includes a stage associated with bereavement, often referred to as mourning. Mourning comprises the time when one feels or expresses sadness. This period may include direct expressions of emotions associated with family traditions, cultural rituals or religious beliefs. For example, in some cultures a life celebration takes precedent over a funeral service. In other cultures, openly wailing is a sign of loss. Some belief systems focus on gathering and mourning together, telling stories, even sharing laughter around the lost one. The Irish culture is famous for their wakes, where stories, music and dancing occur.


Mourning is a natural component of the loss associated with grief and bereavement. These processes mingle together with no definite lines separating them. They are all part of the pain and confusion of the loss. The word bereavement often refers to the time after a loss when emotions are the most difficult and is often used synonymously with grief and mourning.


While everyone experiences bereavement and grief differently, most people exhibit normal bereavement, which is typically a series of stages, ranging from denial anger, bargaining, depression to acceptance. However, there are several other types of bereavement, including anticipated grief. For example, a loved one is dying of cancer, perhaps in hospice care, and the family experiences the anguish with knowing the inevitable death. Other losses associated with grief and bereavement include many emotions associated with the death of a pet, a miscarriage, and suicide of a family member or friend.


Any of these losses can lead to Complicated Grief, a more persistent form of bereavement. This is characterized by intense sad feelings and pain that persists for a longer period of time, often with a sense of hopelessness, preoccupation with death, feelings of detachment, social withdrawal and isolation, a loss of interest and a loss of the sense of self. Research suggests that about 7% of bereaved people experience complicated grief, which last six months or longer.[5]


Complicated grief can include feelings of disbelief, anger, self-blame, survivor guilt, resentment, blaming of medical professionals, or regret. The symptoms experienced in initial grief are often prolonged in complicated grief, including bitterness and believing that life no longer has any meaning, perhaps even wishing they had died along with the other person.


Bereavement itself is not a diagnosable condition recognized by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). However, in the latest edition of the DSM-5-TR a new disorder has been added: Prolonged Grief Disorder, which requires five or more disabling conditions after the death of a “close other” following a period of at least six months after the loss.


One type of grief, often overlooked, is Collective Grief. This became more observable during the COVID-19 pandemic where entire groups of people were affected. Families, religious organizations, or social groups who could not gather lost those rituals which provide key roles in their cultural routines. The missed gatherings of the congregation, the family reunion, or the graduation certainly resulted in a type of mourning. Months and years afterward a person might experience sadness, resentment, even anger as to what might have been.


In addition, people who experienced several loses over a short period of time may suffer from a type of cumulative grief. In such instances one hardly has time to go through the grieving process before they are struck with another loss. The death of a father, following by the mother three months later, and after another month, the death of the 12-year-old family dog can trigger severe symptoms. These complications can produce more lengthy bereavement and greater difficulty in finding meaning to any loss.


Perhaps lasting even longer and associated with Complicated Grief is Silent or Invisible Grief. This particular response to loss can sometimes lead to long-term symptoms in which the person suffers or mourns in silence, perhaps isolating themselves at times. In some cases, they may deny that anything in wrong. In fact, they may believe that they are “okay,” that they have managed the feelings associated with the loss. At other times they may suffer from feelings of shame and guilt, especially if they failed to reconcile with a loved one prior to the loss.


Silent grief often takes place when a person feels compelled to hide their emotions and carry their pain alone, but it ends up lasting longer, according to research by Jennifer Delgado. As a culture, we tend to share tactics of avoidance, minimal ritual and repressed grief in an effort to display fortitude. As a result, many people are uncertain what to do with their feelings and they often move on, but without truly managing their emotions in a healthy manner. Delgado refers to these feelings as disenfranchised grief, which make people feel lonely and misunderstood and without support.[6]


Beyond suppressing emotions, one critical reaction to loss lies in an inability to recognize or acknowledge the feelings within ourselves. When this occurs, the people may not realize that they are harboring grief emotions. They have continued to work, enjoy social relationships, and engage in activities, so that they appear to have recovered normally from the loss. Yet, their responses to situations and events reveal different truth, emerging as impulsive reactions, panic attacks, bouts of depression or isolation. They often fail to recognize that their conflicted feelings have been created by internal triggers that stream from past losses.


The following chapters are divided into categories related to loss and bereavement, specifically invisible or silent grief. Each section contains several quotations that depict an emotion suffered by an individual who has decided to engage in therapy. This quotation is then followed by a scenario in which a patient aided with a therapist describes the loss, the symptoms, the pain that is being experienced.


These scenarios do not depict any actual cases from my files nor any specific individual. The situations described are based upon case histories encountered by various therapists and counselors over many years. As a result, some of the events may appear similar to those experienced by those who have actually been in therapy.


Secondly, it’s important to recognize that the categories may overlap at times. When examining any type of loss or bereavement, the mental health symptoms and medical conditions may spill over into several areas. For example, a person may suffer a loss through a separation or divorce, which may also be manifested as abandonment or an actual physical death. In addition, the way death occurs may overlap with abandonment issues or be the result of medical problems.


As you review the various scenarios, you will note that all the losses carry similar, but different levels and symptoms of pain. To heal requires one to recognize the invisible, to accept, learn to manage, and finally to find meaning in the loss, regardless of the literal meaning of any associated terms. Whether grief is normal, complicated, anticipated, or invisible, the important factor is to recognize that your feelings are normal and nothing is wrong with you.


CHAPTER 2

DIVORCE



The Vow



“Until death do you part.”


Ellen spit the words out. She twisted her hands together, as she explained. “My parents were married 46 years. My grandparents were together until they died. That is what I always believed.”


Like many women of her generation, Ellen had been taught the importance of keeping her marriage vows. Eight years later, she still felt racked with guilt. Perhaps she had left too soon. Perhaps she should have given him another chance. Now, it was too late. Her ex-husband had remarried, and Ellen realized that her divorce decision was final.


Ellen came to therapy filled with guilt, regret, sorrow, and anxiety. Her decision to leave Ted had not been an easy one. They had two children, a son, 8 and a daughter, 6, who needed their father. She tried to hide the emotional and physical abuse from their children and others behind closed doors. She told herself that she could manage. She could make it until the children left home. She never once made a police report.


Then Ted began striking the children. On the day that he beat their son with a ball bat, she knew she could no longer protect the kids if she stayed. After secretly locating a small apartment, she made arrangement. Then while Ted was at work, she packed bags for herself and the kids and, along with important documents, she fled. She would pick the kids up after school and drive them to their new home. The divorce came a year later after much haranguing from Ted.


While Ellen had managed to find work after the separation and had seemed to adjust to life without her husband, she carefully avoided any relationships over the years. She did not want to take a chance. Her expectations that she would enjoy a life-long marriage had been thwarted. Often, she blamed herself. No doubt Ted had a temper, but hadn’t she failed as a good wife? She recognized her weaknesses, her inability to keep the children quiet while Ted watched TV, her inadequate housekeeping, and her moderate cooking skills. She often felt sad, alone, and empty, especially at night. She’d awaken, still reaching for Ted’s body next to her and then the tears would flow.


The loss of Ellen’s marriage resulted in her long-term pain. She was unable to let go of her expectations. Like most couples who marry, Ellen never anticipated divorce. With her divorce came the realization that not only was her relationship gone, but her dreams of their future together were lost. That future was supposed to include building memories, growing old together, facing trials and illness, enjoying family celebrations, a date for Saturday night, a helpmate to fix the clogged sink, a bedmate and a friend.[7]


Ellen’s loses included inconsistent contact with her children, valued rituals, inside jokes, joint friendships, financial security, and joint friendships. These loses, coupled with the anger from abuse, her inability to adequately manage her decisions, and, yes, even to change her husband, resulted in grief.


While marriage and divorce are both common experiences in adults, both can be challenging. In the United States about 50% of married couples divorce, the sixth highest divorce rate in the world. Subsequent marriages have an even higher divorce rate: 60% of second marriages end in divorce and 73% of all third end in divorce.[8] According to the United States Census Bureau, both marriage and divorce rates decreased from 2009 to 2019, reaching a 40-year low, with divorce at 15.5 per 1,000 women in 2019.[9]


But for Ellen, experiencing symptoms of anxiety and depression, loss of self-assurance and many sleepless nights, statistics were not particularly meaningful. She attributed her problems to sinus headaches, sleep apnea, and her inability to manage finances and properly discipline her children. Little did she recognize that her reactions stemmed from persistent and buried grief.


Dr. Lavanya Shankar, psychologist and psychotherapist, states that “Divorce is a different kind of a loss than a death, and, in some ways, more difficult.”[10] Certainly, Ellen was experiencing exactly that type of loss in a profound and intrusive manner.


By the time she came to therapy she was convinced that she was a failure, that she had been a terrible wife who had driven her husband to violence. She had isolated herself from social interaction, even with co-workers. When the COVID pandemic arose, she further isolated and wrapped herself in guilt and self-pity.


Ellen harbored symptoms that are frequently unrecognized as complicated grief. While friends and co-workers may concede the loss of her marriage, they often do not realize the invisible threads that weave through the minutes of her days. After all, Ellen continued with her daily routines, caring for the children, faithful in her work duties, and assenting to shared custody schedules. As a result, few questioned her adjustment to her divorce.


Ellen herself did not recognize how her unprocessed emotions were affecting her life. She hid her feelings from others and bottled them up until she was alone and then the lost possibilities within her marriage surfaced. Known as invisible or silent grief, this disorder is pervasive and can extend for many years, in spite of the person’s inability to acknowledge its ramifications. Sometimes known as Complicated Grief, this condition has been studied even more thoroughly since the pandemic. As a result, a new disorder known as Prolonged Grief Disorder (PGD) has now been added to the updated Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder (DSM-5-TR).[11]


PGD shares many of the symptoms of depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but it has distinctly different patterns and treatments. For example, it can be diagnosed no sooner than one year after the death of a loved one, and is defined by daily, intense yearning for the deceased or preoccupation with thoughts or memories of them. Symptoms may include (three of them are required for a diagnoses) identity confusion, disbelief, avoidance of reminders of the loss, intense emotional pain, difficulty engaging with others and with life, emotional numbness, a feeling that life is meaningless, and intense loneliness.


Individuals who experience grief through divorce and other losses usually do not exhibit the required symptoms of PGD. However, like Ellen, they may suffer with ongoing turmoil and a variety of symptoms, including PTSD. If they do not develop insight into their silent pain, they may fail to process the necessary steps to healing.


Ellen experienced a traumatic relationship, one that has been considered to be both a major and a primary loss.[12] Research indicates that even though a marriage may have been difficult, people still need time to grieve their losses associated with the end of the relationship.[13] Until triggered by her ex-husband’s remarriage, Ellen had been unable to recognize the silent or invisible grief that was holding her hostage.


Ellen could now begin to explore the true meaning of her loss, how her family history had affected her beliefs about marriage. In therapy she could at last begin to find coping tools to reframe her sense of personal blame. She could develop a renewed self-identity by accepting the loss, processing her emotions in a healthy manner and move toward a meaningful recovery.


A Child’s View



“It’s my fault they split.”


Joshua muttered the words, his gaze locked on his lap. No eye contact. Just a simple statement. Had Josh been eight or ten, his reaction might have been understandable. But Josh was thirty-five years old. After years of experiencing anger, bitterness, confusion, turning to drugs and spending several years in prison, Josh finally disclosed his sense of guilt.


Josh had been four when his father left the family. His memory consisted of explosive arguments that led to thrown dishes, holes punched in the wall, and slaps and punches. He would run, sobbing to his room and cover his head. He honestly believed that, in some way, he was responsible for the hostility and his parents’ divorce. During therapy, he began relating his feelings of guilt. His self-anger was apparent at the very first visit, as he spit out hostile, bitter words.


Josh reported that his father would come home from work and kick his toys out of the way. He would raise his fist in a threatening manner and, at the same time, bellow at Josh. He would then turn on Josh’s mother, ranted about the unkempt house, that they had no money for “all those damned toys.” He called her “stupid bitch,” sometimes pushed her around and when she spoke up, he slapped her.


Josh believed that his father never wanted him and when he was born, it probably caused more arguing and fights between his parents. Even as a small child he probably anticipated the pending divorce. When his father actually left, the impact was even more profound. His mother cried a lot. The divorce pushed her into the job market and the hours away increased. When she came home, she was tired and often told him to “be quiet” or “go away.” Josh couldn’t sleep and when he did, his dreams were filled with monsters chasing him.


He would not identify his feelings as grief, but the loss affected the rest of his life. He began missing school, getting into fights, stole money from his mother, and experimented with drugs. The school counselor had diagnosed him with an Oppositional Defiant Disorder. As he aged, Josh wandered into and out of relationships, once convicted of felony assault with a domestic violence enhancer. His charges and behavior took him to prison. After release, he had been referred to therapy by his parole officer.


According to research, individuals who are close to a divorcing couple may at times feel as much grief and loss as the couple themselves. Often, they do not understand how to appropriately express their feelings to the couple, individually. Certainly, a child has no way to do so. While others, including children, may not carry the direct impact of grief, nevertheless, they do manifest symptoms of sadness, loss of sleep, appetite and a sense of inadequacy.


The children of divorce can be impacted immediately and/or may experience distress later in life, when the divorce is seemingly in the past.[14] Josh experienced this as he struggled with his feelings by acting out and making impulsive and poor decisions, which compounded his feelings of failure and inability to manage the course of his life. Anger and pain continued to flood him, and the stress kept him awake far into the night. He had never had a chance to recognize, accept, and manage the extent of his losses from his hostile upbringing and his parents’ divorce.


Instead, Josh carried his pain internally. He dealt with it externally, by acting out, by outrageous and antisocial behavior. He had no shoulders to cry on. His friends were not of the supportive nature. He had few resources. He had few interests or activities to spur him forward. He had no interest in school, held only low-paying jobs with no goals to further himself or contribute to a sense of positive self-identity.


Josh had only come to therapy at the demand of his parole officer, who was concerned that Josh would be a repeat offender, in and out of the system without treatment. Like many who have been incarcerated, Josh was somewhat hostile, suspicious, and bitter. However, he was also aware of the consequences if he did not attend and cooperate. Encouraging him to confront his past issues of loss and grief would be a challenge.


Even more challenging with Josh was the extent of how he chose to mask his symptoms, shielding his feelings from the outside world by demonstrating outrageous and sometimes negative behavior. He would provoke others into bar fights, knowing he was prohibited from going into bars. He would pick up women for unprotected sex, often shoving them around afterwards. In fact, he appeared to be following the pattern that had been put into place by his father. Yet, he never expressed his frustrations, allowing his anger to build up, often
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