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Foreword

PLEASE BELIEVE ME when I say I know about grief. In fact you could say grief and I have a personal, long-term relationship. Many of us find it hard to talk about loss, but it’s something that all of us face at some point. Bereavement survivors – it’s a club we will all join, even when we hope we won’t. What we don’t know is when. My first really notable experience with grief was when my sister in law, Linzie, died suddenly in 1991, after contracting a viral infection. She was only 26 years old – the same age as I was – and it was such a terrible shock, it shook me to the core. All these years later in fact, I don’t think I’ll ever get over that first sudden grief; it will haunt me forever.

But perhaps it meant that I couldn’t avoid the subject – while my family and everyone who knew Linzie were trying to come to terms with their loss, I saw how hard people found it to know what to say to us. I think, from then on, I knew I wanted to be able to say a few words to other people who found themselves in my shoes. Of course, in the years between then and now, life has taken more people from me, and I’ve seen friends and loved ones go through many hard times. What stands out to me is that each grief is as unique as the life we mourn. And because of that, there’s no one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to facing and living not just with but through grief. With sorrow or love, acceptance or denial, humour or rage, your own path through grief – whether you’re religious or not, mourning a sudden loss or a long-awaited passing – is unique to you. The same is true whatever kind of loss you’re facing – public or private, partner or friend, child or parent, the death of a pet or the passing of someone you had a complicated relationship with. There are no rules here. Instead, I wanted to share companionship and experience, options and validations. You may feel alone, but I hope this book helps you know that other people have walked this path, even if you can’t see them right now.

In the intensity of grief, it can be hard to see that the loss can shape us almost as much as knowing the person did. I’m thinking in particular of 1998, when we lost our father, Tommy, to liver cancer, and then just a few years later, our lovely mum, Maureen, passed after suffering terribly from Alzheimer’s disease. Mum’s passing, or the lead up to it, was just awful. We had to watch as the woman we all knew and loved simply disappeared, and was replaced by an aggressive stranger who eventually didn’t recognise any of us. I remember one night I lay with her in the home we’d had to put her in, and I thought, if there is a god, please let her pass peacefully – and quickly too, as I couldn’t bear to see her suffer as she was. When she finally died, I acknowledged that perhaps He had heard me, because she did pass peacefully and, although it was heartbreaking, I also felt a huge sense of relief that she was no longer suffering.

Then, of course, our beautiful sister Bernie died in 2013, aged just 52, after a long and arduous battle with cancer. She also passed peacefully, surrounded by all of us, all the people she loved. That was devastating, but you know, Bernie will never be forgotten, we simply won’t let that happen. In 2025, we lost our wonderful sister Linda. She was a fighter, still, at age 65. The two both suffered a long and arduous battle with cancer, but shone bright throughout it all. She too lives on so strongly in our memories. We talk about them all the time, wherever we are, and we’ll say things like, ‘oh, Bernie would love this!’ Or ‘remember when Linda said so and so.’ It’s both comforting and a bit sad, really, when we do this, but we won’t stop it. We want to feel they're with us, always.

It was these experiences that really got me thinking about grief and how different people cope in different ways, and they are what spurred me on to create my podcasts on the subject. They have been an incredible chance to hear other people’s stories. I got together with some of my friends, and chatted with them for hours on their own personal suffering and what they went through. It showed me how universal grief is – being in the public eye doesn’t protect you from loss. These conversations were full of surprises – laughter as well as tears – and a hundred different ways to mourn. They also taught me that coping with grief isn’t just a straight path. The emotions we go through can zigzag all over the place before we can eventually look back and realise that we’ve come out the other end. It was this realisation that inspired me to write this book, and I do hope that, as a reader, you can appreciate that I’m not trying to preach a gospel here; there is no right or wrong way to deal with such a horrible experience. Because of that, the chapters are written so you can read them straight through, but also you can dip in as you need them. While there are recognised stages of grief, grief itself isn’t a straight line – you can’t tick off the boxes – and so the order of these chapters reflects this. Everyone deals with it differently, and any stage can creep up on you at any time, or mixed up together. So this isn’t a guidebook, more a companion – your way is okay.

Of course, music has been a huge part of my life, and I can’t tell you the number of times a song has helped me express how I feel, lifted me in hard times or brought back happy memories. Because l know that sometimes lyrics or a poem can reach places other words can’t, I’ve worked with fellow writer Julie Shaw to include a brief verse at the end of each chapter. Sometimes in grief it’s hard to concentrate on anything for very long, and don’t be surprised if you find yourself having to reread sections to fully take them in. If your thoughts are racing, then sometimes a poem can be a great place to start.

On my path through life, I’ve been lots of things: singer, performer, agony aunt, broadcaster, writer and interviewer. And while I’m not a professional grief counsellor, having been on my own journey and working closely with lots of experts (you’ll find lots of resources at the back of the book), I wanted to share my stories and those of others to help you find words when they feel hard to come by, and for this book to feel like a hand reaching out to take yours.






Grief

How do you describe a word as big as grief?

We can’t in simple language, but this is my belief:

It’s a feeling of sheer helplessness, of the very deepest sorrow,

It’s the knowledge that you’ve gone away, and we won’t see you tomorrow.

It’s a searing pain, a catch of breath each time we say your name,

It’s trying to get through just one day, knowing the next will be the same.

It’s the thoughts that flood our mind, uninvited, relentless, raw,

It’s the unexpected triggers and crying until we’re sore.

It’s memories and glimpses of something we feel but do not know,

That if love’s the highest mountain, this is the deep valley below.

Grief is such a simple word, yet in it we could sink,

But it ties us to our loved ones, the last and fiercest link.

And when we learn to walk with it and face that primal fear,

Then we know no-one’s truly lost, if a thought can bring them near






Chapter 1

One Step at a Time?



IT IS A well-known theory that there are five stages of grief, and most of us are familiar with them. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance are all stages in this model of grief, and I would bet that at some point, we have all experienced these feelings. But models are exactly that – examples, guides, frameworks. You are more than a model; we all are glorious, complex, contradictory individuals, so don’t worry if you don’t fit or recognise each or any of these stages. You’ll have your own steps to climb – up and down, or even many times over. It doesn’t matter if these aren’t precisely your stages, but it may help to put a name to some of the emotions likely to be storming through you. And they’re not set in stone either. More recently it has been suggested that in fact there may be seven stages of grief, adding in ‘reconstruction and working through’ and ‘the upward turn’ before you reach acceptance and hope.

I like that these modern ways of looking at grief add in something new and that they seem quite positive in comparison to those earlier stages – which, let’s be honest, can be quite horrific. Acceptance is a powerful and important feeling, but it doesn’t help us turn our eyes to the future: something which hope does. Hope suggests that even in the darkest times, there will come movement and change, something to look forward to. A time we know will come when we can start moving forward – not forgetting, not ignoring, but looking ahead.

Although we talk about the stages of grief, and we see them written in an order, this is not how we always experience them. They can come and go in any order at all – often we will experience every single stage in one day, and then the next day we can go through any or all of them again in a different order. As I go through the book sharing my own stories and some from other familiar names and faces, you’ll see we’ve all grieved in different ways, in different orders and in our own time – and you can too.

The initial grief is often an all-consuming hell. Either total numbness and disbelief; a physical pain and shock or the storms of crying; the animalistic instinct to curl up and wail, or hit out at someone. It can feel like no other pain we have ever endured, and we can’t imagine that anyone else could comprehend how we feel. There can be an amplifying loop where everything we think about – every moment, memory or word – makes the pain feel larger and more raw. And when that peaks, that’s frequently when the denial hits us – we simply can’t believe that the person we loved is never coming back, that we will never see them again. This is very normal, and the detachment we feel is our body’s way of protecting us until we can start to deal with the pain bit by bit. Some people go as far as to completely block the fact that they have suffered a loss and may carry on as if nothing has happened. There are no ticking clocks at this stage, no fixed points where you should be ‘through’ a feeling. More often than not, the emotions will come in waves. You might think you’re back in calmer waters only for it to feel like the next wave knocks you off your feet.

For me, next came anger. When I lost my beloved sister-in-law at such a young age, I found myself screaming at an unjust god. Why would He take such a young, beautiful soul when there are evil people out there walking around as fit as fiddles? I think I told myself back then that there couldn’t actually be a god, and that I no longer believed in him. Yet much, much later, when my mother was dying, bed-bound and ravaged by her Alzheimer’s, I found myself turning to that same god and pleading with him to allow our mother a fast and peaceful death.

People can also feel anger towards the one who has died. I remember a friend of mine who lost her partner when they were in the middle of a big building project. She told me she stood in the mud, in the foundations of the house that was meant to be their forever home and shouted to the skies at him, so mad at him that he’d left her to build this alone. In the end, she built a beautiful home but I know how hard it was.

You might also feel angry at yourself. A friend of mine said that when her father had died she gave herself such a hard time for months afterwards, because of all the things she felt she should have said, or should have done. Allow yourself to feel the anger – we’re often taught that it’s a bad emotion, but it’s natural to feel helpless if you’re lacking closure, or wish circumstances had been different. Let the emotion be, and it’s more likely to pass without weighing you down.

Bargaining is also often referred to as ‘magical thinking’, and this is because our minds can go completely haywire after such a loss and we can actually believe that if we do such and such or promise never to do whatever, then we can bring the person back to us. We make senseless deals with ourselves or our god, and at the time we really mean it. I’ve known others who have believed that, if they did certain things in certain ways, or did some good for others, then they would prevent anything bad happening to another loved one. Although in retrospect this kind of thinking may sound silly, it’s actually part of the healing process and allows us to at least feel something other than hurt. Of course, we later realise that a miracle was never going to happen, but we believed it at the time. I will always remember when a friend almost died when she was giving birth. Her mum was in absolute bits, crying and pleading to God. She solemnly promised that if He saved her, she’d never miss a day of church ever again. Happily, she survived, and her mother went to church every day for the rest of her life!

The depression stage of grief is so hard to define as it involves so many different sensations and emotions. Your body can feel absolutely shattered, exhausted and as if it has suddenly aged by years. You may feel like you don’t want to get out of bed and would rather sleep away your days so that you don’t have to face reality. Guilt, loneliness, shock and deep sadness can all give way to depression. These are all very normal feelings, but if you find yourself in a pit that you are unable to climb out from, then please seek help. There are so many organisations out there – lots of which I will name and give details about in the final part of this book. After a dear friend of mine lost his wife he sank so low at one stage that he actually contemplated taking his own life. Depression had taken such a hold that he simply could not envisage a life without his love, and he even planned how he would do it, believing that we’d all understand. We absolutely would not have understood, we were all grieving too, in our own ways. I just can’t imagine what that would have done to us. Thankfully, he decided to call the Samaritans at the last minute, and that was the start of his recovery. He recognised he needed help, and grabbed at it just in time. He went on to have regular counselling and says that this has helped immeasurably.

Acceptance is when it finally hits us that we will never physically see our lost loved one again, and that we have to find a different way of living from now on. It’s not in a ‘oh well, they’re gone now, so I move on’ type of way; it’s more of a realisation that life for us, moving forward, is going to be completely different, but that actually it is possible for us to continue to live. This can be a very scary time, because we know now that anything we ever do from here on will be done without them. If we watch a new, exciting TV series, we won’t have them to talk to about it. If we get a new job, they’re not there to celebrate with. This all hits us in the acceptance stage, and yet still, bravely, we take the step. Some people find it comforting at this stage to revisit old memories. To take out photo albums and start to feel that connection with them again. Don’t feel as though you’re going a bit bonkers if you find yourself talking out loud to them at this stage, or any other – it’s normal; it’s how we deal with such an enormous loss, and it can be very therapeutic. Go for long walks, or to a church if that’s your thing, just anywhere that you can have some peace alone to think about your loved one, and make sure to keep talking about them to others who knew them. Keeping the connection alive like this really does help, even if you can’t be with them physically.

One of the less talked about stages of grief is the sixth on the model: reconstruction and working through. This is actually us processing it all, giving ourselves some goals or small steps that see us moving forward. It’s a time when we feel that the worst is over; even though we are still sad, we recognise that we have finally accepted that our loss is something we must learn to live with. It might surprise you to learn that at this stage we should re-evaluate almost everything. We’ve neglected our bodies throughout this process and now we need to sort that out. Eating healthily, keeping hydrated and getting enough sleep are so important, and now is the time to get back on track. Some daily exercise, no matter how little, is also important, as is deep breathing and giving ourselves some time out that’s just for us. Small goals are important, such as rehearsing how you will react to others now when they ask about your grief, so that you’re prepared, and also being prepared to be the one to bring it up if necessary. Others might not be sure if you are ready to talk, but let them know it’s important to you if that’s what you want. Connect with others too, maybe join a support group or community group. Some people find that having a creative outlet allows them to express their grief, such as painting, drawing or writing. Anything you always promised yourself you’d eventually do, now is the time.

The final stage on the newer model is acceptance and hope. This is all about realising that you can’t change the situation, but you can change your response to it. You can finally feel some control in how you react in social situations, within your family, or at work. You might find at this stage that, if you start to become overwhelmed again, you can actually place those feelings to one side while you get along with your day and are able to revisit them rationally at a later point. This is a huge achievement, and as time goes on, it becomes easier to do. Don’t get me wrong, there will be days when you slip back into any one – or all – of those previous stages of grief, and it will feel that it is never-ending, but trust me, it won’t last long compared to those early days, and you will be able to bring yourself out of it.

The stories you’ll find in this book won’t be the same as your story – but I hope they’ll help you feel that your own encounters with grief are ones you can not only get through, but share when you’re ready. We all know the old saying that a problem shared is a problem halved, and while grief is not a ‘problem’ and certainly not something that can be solved – it can definitely be transformed by sharing the emotions with someone. But if you’re not ready for talking about it, then I hope that just knowing that people care and have been through similar circumstances will be a little pinprick of light – a first star in a dark sky, and a sign that you’ll get through the night of grief and into the sunshine again one day. There are some tough stories in the pages ahead – I’ve never been one to pretend that life is all roses and I think it helps to acknowledge that. And alongside the tough stories, I hope you’ll find plenty to smile about too, because, just like life, grief isn’t made up of simple opposites or neatly boxed emotions – so whether you want to laugh, cry or shout out loud, I hope we can share our stories together.






Stage by stage

This can’t be happening, it’s just not true,

How can you be gone?

You were vibrant, full of life,

Surely this is wrong.

How could you ever leave me?

How dare you not be here?

You’ve left me all alone like this,

Filled with rage and fear.

If I had done things differently,

If I promise I’ll do more,

Would this change the outcome?

Will you walk back through the door?

I just can’t cope without you,

I don’t know how to live,

To have you back beside me,

My very soul I’d give.

I know the facts, I’ve faced the truth,

But my heart needs time to heal,

A time of rest and gentle steps

As I accept it’s real.

I know they say that love abides

Beyond the life we see,

And I’ll be forever thankful

For all you gave to me.






Chapter 2

Advance Planning



WHY IS IT that so many of us are reluctant to talk about the inevitable? The truth is that from the moment we are born, we are heading towards death, no matter how near or far away that might be. And just as you might plan for a big anniversary, for example, or where you’d like to be in ten years’ time, it can be strangely liberating to think about what you might want for your funeral, or your possessions, after you’re gone. Many of us are lucky enough to have family or friends who care, so by leaving some notes, thoughts, ideas or even formal plans, you leave a gift of thoughtfulness for those who will be left behind. It isn’t morbid, really, although none of us like to imagine a time when we aren’t here, but it actually makes sound sense.

Even so, it’s often not until we really feel the grains of sand trickling through the hourglass that we actually start to plan. When some people know they are dying, and are still able to plan coherently, they will often try to remove some of the burden from their loved ones by planning their own funeral service. Our sister Bernie intricately planned her own celebration of life in minute detail. This took a huge amount of pressure away from the rest of us, and it was lovely that we even had moments during that service when we were laughing and hugging each other as we shared happier memories. The service itself was held in a theatre, can you imagine? Perfect for Bernie actually, and nothing could have been so fitting. For all of us, really. I mean, we have spent almost all of our lives in theatres around the country.

We knew for a long time that the sad day would come when we would lose Bernie, and although she spoke to us about it often, for much of that time we tried to laugh it off, or put it to the back of our minds because it was too bloody painful to contemplate. But Bernie knew this and that’s why she tried to normalise it so often, forcing us to acknowledge our impending loss. That takes a special kind of bravery. I’ll never forget her sitting us down, and she must have recognised our sadness and reluctance to talk about it because she tried to make jokes. She said, ‘Right then, when I go, you can cry, a lot! But just for two weeks and then that’s it, okay?’ Of course, we joked back and laughed along with her, but the truth is, she knew how painful it would be for us all, and by her planning everything herself that she could, it did lessen the hurt a little. Another friend of mine also planned her own funeral in advance, and I tell you, it’s a good job she did because her husband was in such a
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