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Praise for A Grief Companion

‘Immensely practical, tenderly compassionate and reassuringly conversational, this is the perfect companion for anyone experiencing loss. Full of lived wisdom, insights, suggestions and hope, it is above all shot through with kindness. Part guidebook, part instruction manual, part love letter, this is a book that takes you by the hand and promises the gentlest comfort in the darkest of times.’

TAMSIN GREIG, ACTOR

‘Explaining how the mind and body work together, A Grief Companion offers insights into the process of grieving. The writing is energetic, down-to-earth and honest as Sasha Bates helps readers cope with the many layers and levels of grief. A useful as well as a moving book.’

CATHY RENTZENBRINK, AUTHOR OF A MANUAL FOR HEARTACHE

‘This is the book I was searching for 20 years ago when my son died, thank heaven it exists now. It really is the perfect companion. It contains everything a bereaved person needs to piece together their new life without the person they loved. I will highly recommend it to my clients and to anyone accompanying a bereaved person through their grief.’

LIZZIE PICKERING, GRIEF INVESTIGATOR AND FILM AND PODCAST PRODUCER

‘Sasha has put all her knowledge, as an experienced psychotherapist, and all her heart, as a woman grieving, into writing this book. It’s a resource to treasure, and a great example of how to be kind to yourself from the midst of deep distress. It is beautifully laid out. I will certainly be using it in my practice and recommending it to clients who have suffered loss.’

TOIREASA MCCANN, PSYCHOTHERAPIST

‘Sasha Bates draws on her work as a psychotherapist and her own personal experiences of loss to offer a flexible and holistic toolkit to bring comfort and hope to anyone whose life has been shattered by grief. Structured into sections on mind, body, spirit and the everyday, this new book is packed full of useful insights and resources – from vocabulary lists that help you pinpoint and communicate your emotions, to advice about funerals, relationships, anniversaries, and a range of therapeutic and creative activities. A Grief Companion will act as both a compassionate friend and an expert mentor on your grief journey, enabling you to manage life after loss in a way that is right for you.’

DR LESEL DAWSON, UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL AND ARTS AND CULTURE LEAD OF THE GOOD GRIEF FESTIVAL




Introduction

My husband Bill died, and I wrote a book about it. You may have read that book. That book might be the reason you are now reading this one. Not that it matters either way, but if you did you will know that I don’t believe there are easy ways to shortcut the pain of grief, nor that it is something that you ever ‘get over’. It is a truly horrible and long-lasting experience and I can’t pretend it is not.

But wait, please don’t stop reading – it’s not all as gloomy and depressing as that last sentence makes it sound. There are many things that make it more bearable – for me writing the book was one of them, as was reading other people’s books on the subject, or, at times, books that were very far from the subject. And I have certainly had, and hopefully will continue to have, many moments of joy and lightness and pleasure in my life since Bill died, despite my ongoing grief and sadness over losing him. But I can’t talk about those nice moments without first acknowledging that the backdrop to it all is awful, and painful, and not an experience that any of us would ever voluntarily choose to undergo. And that’s just the thing – we don’t volunteer for it, we don’t choose it, yet this horrible thing will happen to every single one of us. It may not be a spouse that you lose, but you will lose parents, friends or siblings, and even, if you are really unlucky, a child, or perhaps an unborn child. That being the case, this book would like to serve as a companion to you as you journey through your own grief, whomever it is for.

This book gives you permission to do your grief, your way. I’m not here to claim that I have got it ‘right’, which would be impossible, nor can I offer any definitive answers as to the best ways of managing the pain. But what I can offer are suggestions as to how you might go about finding what those ways might be – for you. I can only do that by telling you of some of the things I have found useful, and that others have told me they found useful, and by leaving the space – metaphorically, but also literally in the case of the white spaces you will find herein – for you to add your own ideas, experiences, feelings, lists, doodles, coffee cup or tear stains. You may also find it useful to buy yourself a nice notebook in which to expand more fully on some of those suggestions, and into which you can paste your own pictures, mementoes, poems, quotes, or anything else that you discover along the way and from which you derive strength, comfort or inspiration.

You can try my suggestions – or not. And you may find them helpful – or not. Any or all of those responses are fine. You are going through one of the worst and most difficult experiences of your life and neither I nor anyone else can tell you the best way for you to do that. You know yourself better than the rest of us ever can, so you do it your way. If some of what follows helps you to find what that way is, then I am delighted to have been able to offer you some small respite from the horror, even if just for a few moments. It may not feel like it now, but those moments will get longer and more frequent, while the horrible ones will get shorter and less frequent. That may take some time, however. My aim for this book is that it might, in its own small way, help encourage that shift in ratios to inch ahead faster. I also hope that it might, eventually, offer some optimism to let you know that you will find light and courage from out of this darkness, and you will be transformed by it. Your grief will not leave you, but you will arrange yourself around it differently. However unwillingly you entered into this, you will find some good things emerging in time. Maybe not today, maybe not even this year, but one day.

I also hope that if you are the friend of a bereaved person this book will provide a small glimpse into the complexity of what your friend could be going through. It will hopefully generate some clues and ideas as to what they may need from you; and there’s a section, very near the end, aimed just at you as well. You can support your friend on their journey by thinking about some of the suggestions in this book, and pondering which could be helpful, and which may be less so. But more important than the practicalities is if you can take on board the book’s central message, which is that your friend’s grief is unique to them and they will need to feel their way through it in their own way, and at their own pace. It is not your job to tell them what you think they should be doing at any point, nor to pass comment or judgement if you would like them to be doing it differently. Try to support them at the place where they are, not push them to where you would like them to be. Follow, don’t lead, and if you do happen to proffer any of the suggestions herein make sure it is just that – an offer not an instruction.

This book does not need to be read in any sort of order because grief is not linear and what feels helpful at one point may feel unhelpful at others. Mood swings are an inherent characteristic of grief, so allow yourself to take it all one step at a time and know that what you need from day to day will change. And change again. To give you a little guidance as to where to begin, however, the book is separated into different sections so you can see which might speak to you at any one time. Those sections are:

MIND – for when you want to engage the brain and think about what is going on for you;

BODY – for when your physical self is dominating your responses;

SPIRIT – for when you are feeling more reflective and pondering the bigger questions;

EVERYDAY – for when there is nothing for it but to engage with paperwork and washing-up and the other mundanities of life, both the familiar, and all those myriad extra tasks thrown up by a death. There are also a few bits and pieces that you may want to dip into when necessary – about Christmas, anniversaries and triggers for instance – and some lists of resources that might offer support. There is also a section here that you may want to show those friends who would like to help you but don’t know how.

So, choose which area feels right for you to start with today, or just open the book at random and see what awaits you there. I wish you luck. I am also sending you love and the hope that this book will serve as a friend and companion alongside you on this horrible experience you are undertaking so unwillingly.
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Grief really messes with your mind. Not only are you stuck in the grip of unfamiliar and intense emotions, but you are likely to be cycling through them rapidly and while feeling unable to control either the intensity or the speed of the change. You are likely to be feeling very confused, very unstable and very foggy. Panicky even. You may be struggling to make even simple decisions, you may be forgetful, inarticulate, slow, or struggling with any number of unusual symptoms – see page 16 for just some of these.

There are many reasons for this, which we will look at later. The most important thing is that you both understand that it is completely normal, and try to forgive yourself and handle yourself gently during this time. My advice is to treat yourself as you would an unruly toddler who is governed by their immediate needs and wants, and whose brain is not yet formed enough to be able to mediate or regulate those overpowering feelings. That toddler – and you right now – needs calm, careful, compassionate handling. They do not need judgement, to be told to pull themselves together, or criticism. Nor do you need to see this as a sign of madness, or that you will never again regain your faculties as you know them. This is temporary and will pass. But while it is there, proceed gently and kindly.

Or you may be feeling perplexed by grief and the very notion of ‘accessing’ emotions might seem alien. You may feel completely numb, or slightly removed from it all, and as if you don’t really ‘get’ what others are talking about when they describe such discombobulation. You may find ‘thinking’ about it to be a useful route into understanding on an intellectual level. We all respond differently, and I hope that there may be something in here for everyone.

What follows are some suggestions as to what might help on any given day. There will be days when you want to distract from the pain and attempt some semblance of normal life, and then others when you really need to go inside your pain, feel it, acknowledge it, and allow those emotions to be experienced and expressed. Likewise there will be days when you have lots of energy and want to get on and do things and look outward and forward, and days when you feel like you’ve been hit by a bus and have no energy even to get dressed, let alone be productive; days when you need to fold inward and just focus on getting through the next breath. This book keeps all of those pairs of opposites in mind and offers ideas to address both sides of their contradictory nature. So pick your day and your mood. Do/don’t do. Distract/immerse. Challenge yourself/indulge yourself. Learn to allow and accept your changing moods and energy levels and work with them, not against them. You have experienced a traumatic event and you need time to adapt, and you need to treat yourself kindly at this time of vulnerability and change.
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You may also want to use these intense moods and adaptations as an opportunity to get to know yourself better; to use them as tools from which to learn about your automatic responses and your innate tendencies. You may discover when these can be useful, and when they are less so. Grief, with all its intensity and pain and terror, can actually be a time of immense growth; a time when you learn about yourself and all that you are capable of. It teaches you that you can survive the worst. But you may need to go deeper into ‘the worst’ in order to come through it. If that idea horrifies you then ignore it and move to another part of the book. You may return to it many moons hence, or never. That’s all fine – this is absolutely not a book intent on telling you how to be. It’s a book to support you with where you are now and potentially offer hope that things can change.

So try the suggestions you like, ignore the ones you don’t. Grief is not one-size-fits-all and if some of them don’t speak to you, that doesn’t mean you are doing it wrong; it just means you are doing it your way, and that is not only fine, but necessary.


Here are just some
of the symptoms of grief
that can affect the mind:

Brain fog  Confusion

Forgetfulness

Feeling that nothing makes sense

Inability to concentrate

Searching for reasons

Searching for distractions

Denial  Disbelief  Minimisation

Lack of purpose

Out of control  Helplessness

Searching for purpose  Madness

Not recognising yourself

Anxiety  Depression  Hopelessness

Panic attacks  Overwhelm

Hyper-vigilance



Find Words

So much of grief feels inexpressible. We have a cultural taboo around death itself, which silences many, while expressing condolences or knowing how to talk to grievers leaves some feeling tongue-tied. We, the grievers, often feel so stirred up and emotionally confused that mere words cannot adequately convey that tumult. Yet somehow finding ways to express our emotion can feel very freeing and help make sense of some of it. A bit like an old Polaroid picture slowly becoming visible as it develops.

Metaphor

My book Languages of Loss, written in the wake of my husband Bill’s death, explored some of my ways of making that fuzzy picture clearer in order to unpick and care for my ever-changing feelings. Some of those ‘languages’ weren’t verbal at all – I found things like movement, art and music often said it better than words could and you will find much more about these other modes of expression in the later sections on Body and Spirit. But I found that using words slightly more laterally, more obscurely, helped too. I experimented with metaphor, imagery, visualisations, myth, storytelling and poetry – trialling as many ways as I could to verbalise what often felt unverbalisable. Some of these I came up with myself, sometimes I needed to allow others to do it for me. The poem by Rumi that ends this chapter is one that expressed my truth more precisely than I was able to do myself.

Vocabulary

Feelings in particular are hard to decipher, especially if we don’t have the vocabulary. We fall back on familiar but not very descriptive stalwarts – ‘I feel rubbish, angry, confused, a bit down’. Trying to name things more precisely would be useful but we need to expand our emotional vocabulary to do that. On page 21 is an ‘inventory of feelings’ – a selection of descriptive words that might help you narrow down more precisely what you may be feeling at any one time. You can of course write your own in your notebook as well. I’ve focused only on the uncomfortable feelings but if you feel the need – and I hope often you do – you can look online for the plethora of happier, more welcome and more comfortable feelings too, for when you are able to explore the return of those. And return they will, in time, even if that feels hard to believe right now.

Multiple meanings

One final word on words. Well, a few final words on words actually. Sometimes the same word can mean very different things to different people and it’s important that you know what you mean by each. For me, it is another one of the reasons why I wanted to write Languages of Loss and why I tried to choose my words so carefully and give ownership of them over to the reader, not keep them just for myself.

What do I mean by all that? Well, take the word ‘survive’ for instance, which is one that gets bandied about a lot in grief and which I get asked about a lot. How does one survive a grief so excruciatingly painful? To some this word evokes only negativity. Is life after bereavement so hard and bare that it is just about surviving? Is the image conjured up that of an emaciated and lonely castaway grappling around a desert island, eating insects to keep death at bay? Does this image suggest a stark life, one in which you just do what you can to not die, while clinging to a life that isn’t really worth having anyway, such is its meagreness and hardness? Is that what survival means to you? If so, then it will not be a notion you want to dwell on.

And yet there is another reading of it, which may be what other people mean. And that is not allowing oneself to be pushed under or squashed by it. No one listening to Gloria Gaynor belt out her totemic anthem will be under any illusions that her rallying cry of ‘I will survive’ means anything other than that she will thrive and go on to do bigger and better things as a result of the agony of her loss.

Neither reading is right or wrong. Well, they are both right to someone and wrong to someone else. What I am saying is make sure you know which it is to you, and use the word in that way, and if someone uses it in the opposite way and that doesn’t land well with you, then clarify that their words are not helpful and you prefer your interpretation. This is true of any of those ‘grief’ words that get bandied about so carelessly and which have the power to conversely wound or soothe. By drilling down into what you really mean by each word, I think you can discover your own feelings a bit more intensely, and so render that Polaroid’s focus a little sharper. You can create a way of surviving that becomes truly yours.
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Make words your friends


Find a word for your feelings

apprehensive dread foreboding frightened

mistrustful panicked petrified scared suspicious

terrified wary worried anxious alarmed

nervous timid shaky restless doubtful threatened

cowardly quaking menaced small vulnerable

aggravated dismayed disgruntled displeased

exasperated frustrated impatient irritated irked

enraged furious incensed indignant irate hostile

insulted sore upset hateful unpleasant

offended bitter livid outraged resentful

aggressive inflamed provoked infuriated cross

worked-up boiling fuming shaken fizzing

animosity appalled contempt disgusted

aversion hatred horrified hostile repulsed

loathing repugnance distaste

antipathy abhorrence detestation

ambivalent baffled bewildered dazed hesitant

lost mystified perplexed puzzled torn

upset doubtful uncertain indecisive

embarrassed unlike self shy

stupefied unbelieving sceptical distrustful

misgiving unsure uneasy

pessimistic  dismayed

alienated
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