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About the Book

The ABC’s of Grief: A Handbook for Survivors meets bereaved persons wherever they might be in the grieving process, providing snatches of meaning, hope, empathy, and understanding. This handbook is a product of the author’s own grief experience and includes materials collected over a three-year period. Confronting her loss, Christine Adams found that it was all right to grieve at her own pace: one day at a time, one thought, word, and letter at a time. Over time, she grew and healed.

The handbook’s alphabetical format allows readers, or group leaders, to focus on any aspect of grief that suits them. If a reader becomes absorbed in “anger” or “anxiety,” he or she can go back to reread those parts of the handbook and with each visit will find some new realization and meaning. Every section contains appropriate quotations, stories, and poems, written by survivors who found solace in writing.

ABC’s was written to be both a source of information and inspiration. The information is useful at a time of grief, the encouragement by the author is soothing, and the poems and stories remind the reader that others have visited the same places in their grief process.

About the Author

Christine A. Adams, M.A., is a prolific international writer, consultant, and national speaker. A veteran English teacher and trained counselor, Ms. Adams writes books and articles on issues of addiction, bereavement, relationships, spirituality, and self-esteem. Her popular “Self-Help” books, One Day At A Time Therapy and Gratitude Therapy, are sold in eleven countries.
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​​​​The ABC’s of Grief
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​

​​​​Introduction

The ABC’s of Grief: A Handbook for Survivors is a book that meets the grieving person wherever they might be in their process. The object of this book is to provide snatches of meaning, hope, empathy, and understanding captured within a comprehensive study of the many aspects of the grief process.

ABC’s was never meant to be read cover to cover. Just skip around choosing any topic. The alphabetical format merely simplifies the book allowing a reader, or group leader, to focus on any aspect of grief that suits them. Each letter is designed to cover several problems. For example, D includes a discussion of both the early feelings of Denial, Despair, and later processes of Discovery. The words are not in any specific order other than they begin with D and relate to grief.

Most books dealing with grief, including sections of ABC’s of Grief, explain discernible stages of recovery. Although this can be a useful format for writing, it can be misleading because no survivor experiences the process in the same way. And, rarely in a linear fashion! For example, we don’t get over “the anger stage”; we sometimes slip back into anger many times along the way.

The flexibility within this book allows the survivor to live with his or her grief, go through the process, and not feel forced to get over it. If a reader gets stuck in their “anger” or “anxiety,” they can go back to reread those parts of the book. Perhaps each time they go back they find some realization, some new meaning. In that way, ABC’s of Grief could help the reader go deeper and possibly find their way out of the anger or anxiety.

Additionally, there’s a difference between the early days of grief and a later time. Reading any comprehensive, structured book on the process of grief may prove too much for the grief stricken reader in the early days of shock, disorientation, and confusion. But they might be able to handle a poem written by someone who has also lost a loved one. Therefore, each section contains appropriate quotes, stories, and poems.

These quotes, stories, and poems are brought into the text to lend variety to the format, change the rhythm of the text, and put the reader in touch with a fellow survivor. Intentionally, most poems are not the words of renowned poets but survivors who found solace in writing a poem to describe their situation or honor their loved one. Storytellers who learned powerful lessons about death and life wrote the stories.

As the author of ABC’s of Grief, I can only hope that this book will give to the reader what it has given me. ABC’s was written over a three-year period because, like the reader, I needed to assimilate the material slowly so I wouldn’t become lost in the heaviness of grief. Reading many of the poems and stories went right to my heart and brought me to tears. These tears helped me heal some unfinished portions of my own grief.

I found that grief patiently waits to be invited back into our lives; and sometimes, not so patiently can turn to apathy or a fingering anger. ABC’s of Grief gives the survivor the message that it’s OK to grieve at your own pace, there’s no pattern. It’s OK to release those un-cried tears, there’s no timetable. And when you embrace your grief, one day at a time, one thought, word, or letter at a time, you grow and heal.
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​​​​​​​CHAPTER 1 ​- A
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A

​​​​​​​ABSENCE

​

There’s no way to fill the void left by the one we loved. If our loved one was the center of our universe, now that center is removed. We long only for the loved one to come back and be alive in the world with us.

We developed rituals with our loved one—small routines. Now the absence of that habitual word or act creates a void. It may have been a phone call at a certain time of day, the bedtime story for a child, the hugs you always shared. Whatever it was, now that it’s gone, you feel a small, painful stab when you notice the habit you’ve grown so used to is no longer there and realize it will never be experienced again.

When you feel the pain, the only solace is to remember and recognize the gift of having had such a relationship. What if you had never known a husband’s love, the touch of a child, the warmth of a friendship?

Share the memories of the things you miss most with someone who knew your loved one, or someone who has lost a husband, child, or friend. Write in your journal, or write a poem. In “Honeysuckle Summer,” Rosemary J. Gwaltney remembers, laments, and weeps.

Honeysuckle Summer

Fragrant the

Honeysuckle vines

Behind the back porch

Where we spent the summer

Swinging snugly in the gleaming

Moonlight. Barn owls calling urgently

Back and forth. We were lost in each other’s 

Smiles; hypnotized by each other’s hands 

Clasped together, in promises of spring.

Entwined in scented dreams sweeter 

Than richest masses of blossoms 

Twisting yellow through 

The railing.

Who could have seen it coming?

The sentence of sickness

Descending.

When the first frost arrived

Lightly dusting pumpkins and squashes,

I lay alone between rows of dried cornstalks

In the field beyond the chicken-house, 

Face down in the icy mud 

Weeping.

© by Rosemary J. Gwaltney

www.crossingrivers.com
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​​​​​​AVOIDANCE

ALTHOUGH THERE’S NO definite pattern in the grieving process, three major phases of response to grief seem to emerge over and over again. The first, avoidance, is characterized by shock, denial, and disbelief; the second, confrontation, is a highly charged and emotional time which might start with anger and end in depression; the third, accommodation, is a time where there is a gradual decline of acute grief and the beginning of an emotional and social reentry into the everyday world.

In the avoidance phase, that period of time in which the news of death is initially received, you desire to avoid the terrible acknowl- edgment that the person you loved is now deceased. A survivor may find himself or herself thinking:

I can’t believe it! John cannot be dead!

You’ve made a mistake. Officer, this is not my daughter.

I cannot feel anything. This must be a dream.

Your world is shaken; you feel overwhelmed. Just as the human body goes into shock after a severe physical trauma, so too does the human psyche go into shock when confronted with such an important loss. It’s the natural reaction to the impact of such a blow.

During this period you may respond in several ways. You may be confused and dazed, unable to comprehend what has happened. You may feel bewildered and numb. Disorganization is normal. You might stay in bed as a means of avoidance, or become hyperactive to avoid feeling at all.

At this point, avoidance might be therapeutic. It functions as a buffer, by allowing you to absorb the reality of the loss a little at a time, rather than being completely overwhelmed by it. Avoiding the reality of the loss can be an emotional anesthesia that serves as a protective mechanism in the early days of grief.

You probably will continue to feel confused and disorganized until you are able to confront your feelings in the second phase. In the confrontation phase you may experience an outburst of emotion. This could be an explosion of anger, overwhelming sadness, hysteria, tears, rageful protest, or screaming. After this outburst of emotion, you may quietly withdraw, act mechanically without feeling, slipping into a depressed state. You might feel like you are living outside of your own body looking from a distance at what is happening to you.

Finally, in time there may be an accommodation phase where these acute feelings will ease. In this phase, you may experience a gradual decline of the acute sense of disorientation, and an awareness of your own avoidance and denial. You may be less prone to emotional twists and bursts of anger. In this period you may see the beginning of emotional and social reentry into everyday living.

Although three phases are sketched out here as a pattern, all survivors need to know their grief is unique. It may not follow any discernable pattern. You may never go through avoidance, or have outbursts of anger, or feel as though you have come to a place of accommodation. There is no prescriptive pattern in your grief process. Grief is not defined by its stages; grief is simply experienced individually.

In another poem by Rosemary J. Gwaltney, she speaks of her own sense of loss but also states that this poem “could speak for many different people, facing different kinds of losses.”

What Can Be Said About Loss


What can be said about loss 

In love—

Those gaping wounds bleeding from aching spirits.

Rich libraries of memories calling from those 

Cob-webbed shelves of the mind, of empty 

Arms, and absent laughter, loving ways,

Sparkling eyes no longer there. Of 

Breakfast tables, lonely beds 

And favorite things 

Gathering 

Dust.

What can be said about love 

When loss

Rips the tapestry of a spirit apart, leaving threadbare 

A soul unraveling. When child, friend, parent, or 

Lover carries away with them irretrievably,

A central, vital piece of living. When 

Nothing is ever the same again.

When healing takes so very 

Long, leaving such 

Hideous 

Scars.



© by Rosemary J. Gwaltney 

www.crossingrivers.com

​​​​​​ANXIETY

THERE ARE MANY SOURCES of anxiety associated with the grief process. First, we naturally hold back pain, yet knowing there is more pain we become fearful. Secondly, we deal with our insecurities, and become anxious over our emotional state. Thirdly, our concerns about our own emotional state set up further fears and anxieties.

Anticipating Pain Sets Up Fears

In early grief, we can feel only the “necessary pain,” not the entire pain. It’s as if our hearts and minds have a quota for emotional pain and nature protects us by allowing only that quota for this day, or the hour. When we can handle it, more will come. This natural tendency to hold back the pain can cause an inner anxiety.

Knowing that there’s more emotional pain to be experienced sets up fears: the fear of losing control and falling apart, fear of not being able to function and do the things we need to do—like making decisions—and fear of causing others pain by our loss of control.

Dealing with Insecurities Causes Anxiety

By definition, any major loss always brings some insecurity, at least temporarily. This occurs naturally as you undergo the transition from the security of what was (having your loved one alive and present) to the insecurity of what is (being without the person who was such an important element in your life). This insecurity may become trans- lated into a general feeling of “being unsettled.” This kind of unsettling can make the survivor extremely anxious and even uncomfortable in their own skin.

Concerns About Your Emotional State 

May Further Increase Anxiety and Insecurity

Grief is like a rollercoaster ride of emotion, with foreign feelings and a confused sense of self. These combined with your natural wish to undo the death make it seem like a horrible nightmare. You try to fathom an incomprehensible situation. You ask, “How could the one I love so much have been taken from me?” It doesn’t make any sense, and that only underscores your feelings of confusion and unreality.

You might find you have feelings of panic and anxiety when you awaken in the morning and remember you must face another day without the person who died. Many issues may trouble you and intensify these feelings:


	Concerns about going it alone

	Panic about being able to deal with the separation pain

	Fear about what the absence of your loved one will do to your life

	Worry over how the rest of your family is coping

	Fright arising from the sense of vulnerability caused by the loss

	Terror at the thought of losing others who are close to you

	Distress associated with your memories of earlier losses and separations

	Heightened emotional and physical arousal that exacerbates your feelings of tension and uneasiness



Recognizing that you have no power to prevent or undo the death of your loved one can cause you feelings of loss of control over your life and world. When the death is unanticipated, these feelings are intensified. You feel overwhelmed because your expectations of con- tinuing on in life with the person you loved have been violated by that person’s death. Also, the myth of your invulnerability has been shattered. Previously, you may have thought loss only happens to other people.​​

ANGER

ANGER OFTEN DISPLACES other feelings of hurt, fear, or despair that may be more difficult to confront. Using anger is like changing the subject when we are talking in order to evade the topic under discussion.

Anger can be dangerous if it’s seeking a target—someone to blame for the loss, someone to confront. Anger seems to blur other activities and responsibilities that need to be looked at or attended to. Also, anger can be debilitating to our health, causing our general physical condition—which may be weakened by our grief—to erode even further.

When you are seized by anger, stop, take a few breaths, and ask yourself, “If I weren’t angry now, what other feelings would I be having?” Anger is often a mask for other feelings and it’s those feelings that deserve your attention and expression.

If you’re angry because you’re alone, you need to do something to break the cycle of loneliness. If you turn away from offers of help, friendship, and companionship, the bleak world you are creating will become even darker.

You can create a spark of light in your dark lonely world by responding to a friendly gesture, talking to a stranger, inviting someone to spend some time with you, making a phone call, or sending a note to a friend. As an old Chinese proverb says, “It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness.”

Ed and His Father

Ed lost his father suddenly, without a chance to say good-bye to the man to whom he was so devoted. When he heard his father unexpectedly had become seriously ill, he sped from one state to the next trying to reach his father before it was too late.

However, after his mad rush he arrived at the hospital to find his father had died shortly before and his father’s body had been removed moments prior to his walking into the room. Ed never had the opportunity to see or touch his beloved father until the wake.

In therapy, Ed spoke of how his Irish Catholic family wanted to focus on all the good memories they had of his father. Crying was regarded as inappropriate, since they believed it indicated a lack of faith. Anger was unheard of. Family members were supposed to assuage their grief and dismiss their feelings by focusing on the good times.

One day in therapy it became strikingly clear that Ed was absolutely furious over the death of his father and the lack of opportunity to say good-bye. When his therapist interpreted that he was angry Ed found it impossible to accept. Somehow, he thought anger was inappropriate.

Ed then was asked how he would feel if his car were stolen while he was in the therapy session. He immediately responded that he would want to destroy the thief. He went on for several minutes in a heated tirade. When he calmed down, Ed was asked how he felt about his father being “stolen” from him.

At that moment he finally could recognize that while he could allow himself to be angry over the loss of his car, he had not per- mitted himself the same luxury over the loss of his father. The analogy assisted Ed in realizing the appropriateness of his angry response to the death of his father and to his being “robbed” of the farewell he desired.

​​​​​​ACCEPTING: A SPIRITUAL ANSWER

AT FIRST WE MAY ASK “why”? It’s natural to question life and death. Yet, some of the most profound questions can only be explored and discussed. Some have no definitive answers. In the process of grief, we will be carried by faith. Faith seems to be the only antidote to obsessive questioning. Faith can carry the survivor to acceptance.

We associate having faith with a belief in God, and perhaps an afterlife. Grief may bring anger at God or the conviction that there’s no God at all. Having lost that connection to a spiritual world makes it difficult for some people to accept death.

Others seem to get back to a spiritual place when they accept that their loved one is still with them in spirit. In time, a different understanding can arise when they realize that their loved one may not be sitting beside them, or coming through the door, but he or she is there just the same. Some believe the spirit of the person whose life they shared never dissolves, never departs, never desserts us.

Judy Burnette-Martin expresses this belief in her poetry. She feels that when someone we love dies, if we close our eyes, we can still see them in our everyday walk of life. She explains how the presence of her loved one was all around her in everything she did, and everywhere she would go.

Christmas From The Heart

I heard your voice in the wind today

and I turned to see your face;

The warmth of the wind caressed me

as I stood silently in place.

I felt your touch in the sun today

as its warmth filled the sky;

I closed my eyes for your embrace

and my spirit soared high.

I saw your eyes in the window pane

as I watched the falling rain;

It seemed as each raindrop fell

it quietly said your name.

I held you close in my heart today

it made me feel complete;

You may have died .... but you are not gone

you will always be a part of me.

As long as the sun shines...

the wind blows ...

the rain falls ...

You will live on inside of me forever

For that is all my heart knows.

© by Judy Burnette-Martin .

All sorrow comes to a time of acceptance. We don’t need to hold so tightly, to live with the intense longing, to live in the void left by the absence of the one we loved. It may be true that the death came too soon, like the loss of a child, or may have come in a terrible way, like a vicious murder. But still, eventually, although we never forget, we accept the death into our life.

Judy Burnette further explains how she feels about her Dad’s death “My dad died suddenly with a heart attack when I was 22. No matter the days that have past, I can still feel him nearby and there are times that I miss him so. As long as he lives in my memory, he will always be close by.”

Dad


Dad ... so many images come to mind 

whenever I speak your name;

It seems without you in my life 

things have never been the same. 

What happened to those lazy days 

when I was just a child;

When my life was consumed 

in you in your love, and in your smile.




What happened to all those times 

when I always looked to you;

No matter what happened in my life 

you could make my gray skies blue.




Dad, some days I hear your voice

and turn to see your face;

Yet in my turning ... it seems 

the sound has been erased.




Dad, who will I turn to for answers 

when life does not make sense;

Who will be there to hold me close

when the pieces just don’t fit.




Oh, Dad, if I could turn back time 

and once more hear your voice;

I’d tell you that out of all the dads 

you would still be my choice.




Please always know I love you 

and no one can take your place;

Years may come and go

but your memory will never be erased.




Today, Jesus, as You are listening

in your home above;

Would you go and find my dad 

and give him all my love.

© by Judy Burnette-Martin
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​​​​​​​CHAPTER 2 - B
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B

​​​​​​​BELIEF

If there seems to be no reason why your loved one died, especially in the case of a tragic loss or the death of a child, the death itself may seem like a punishment. It’s not. When we feel punished, it’s hard to maintain faith in a loving God.

Faith implies that we accept that some things are beyond our understanding. Giving up on God means we’re giving up on the love God offers us. Life may have dealt us a cruel blow, but God is not a punishing being. God is Love, Itself.

Whenever we’re hurt, we lose our sense of trust. We can’t trust that we will be able to conduct our lives again; we wonder if tragedy will return to us. Sometimes it’s hard even to trust other people, and specifically God—a force greater than ourselves.

If this death has shaken your faith, you can return to a place of trust by slowly renewing faith in others and in the community that surrounds you. By believing in people, you can renew your belief in God because God seems to work through the love of others.

At first, it may be impossible to return to a full life because all trust is gone. With time, and a conscious recognition that you’re not being punished, you can resume a full life knowing you are loved and that life is worth living.

In this amazing story first published by Centering Corporation in their Caring Concepts Newsletter (1991), Marly Hayer talks about how her faith was restored by an unusual spiritual experience:

It had been three months since a terrible triple tragedy had befallen us. Our two oldest sons, along with the lovely young girl our eldest had planned to marry, had all died in a house fire at Eastern Illinois University. We were still suffering from shock, incredible grief, and disbelief. Somehow, we managed to go through the motions of the holidays. Now the New Year was here. Reality was sinking in. We could hardly stand to think of the rest of our lives without our boys. They were honor students, star athletes, and good and loving sons. We were at our lowest ebb.

The night of January 18 was cold and crisp. The stars were bright when I went out for a walk. As I made my way through the darkness, I thought constantly of the three we loved and missed so much. I walked and talked aloud, cried and tried to pray, but it seemed all my former faith and trust were gone. I felt as if I could not go on any longer unless I could be assured that they were all right.

Soon I could not tell if I was shaking from sobs or the cold. I felt as if 1 just had to know they were safe and happy somewhere. I realized I was freezing cold and utterly exhausted. As I turned to walk back toward the house, something off to the side of the road caught my eye. A bright light seemed to be moving toward me on the left. It was like a very large star. It was low, at the level of the treetops, traveling parallel to the road. It was moving very slowly on a straight path, and not at all like any falling star I had ever seen.

I watched in awe as it kept steadily moving toward me. Then, just as it was directly across and above the spot where I stood, it stopped and broke into three separate stars. They disappeared as quickly as they had come.

I was suddenly convinced, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Bob, Mike, and Carla were with God. I began sensing a peace I had not known for months. A million stars seemed to close in around me. I was overwhelmed with a tremendous feeling of warmth and love and began to weep tears of joy.

My faith was restored. I’m forever grateful for that symbol of light in my darkness. There is no more fear or doubt in my life. Only an unshakable trust that, someday, we will be reunited with our loved ones for all eternity (by Marly Hayer).

​​​​​​​BURDEN

GRIEF IS A HEAVY BURDEN but it’s a burden that serves as a proof that we have the ability to gain closeness with another, to feel affection, and to dedicate part of our energy and emotion to another. It proves we have the capacity to love.

So why do we have to live through the terrible burden of grief? If you never experience love, then there would be no involvement that would be strong enough to cause unpleasant emotions. Even though 

the road you’re traveling is difficult, would you give up the love you have experienced to avoid the pain? Probably not!

When we actually look closely at the loves and the losses we have experienced, most of us recognize that at times we have carried a heavy burden, but it was our burden. It is not one we would trade with someone else. Given the opportunity to exchange misfortunes we’d probably take our own burdens and depart.

Sometimes it seems we have chosen heartbreak but in reality we have chosen to care deeply for another. It’s the depth of the love that makes the loss so unbearable. The love is our own, as the pain is our own. To trade one means you would agree to trade the other.

The emotional pain is a burden to be carried with gratitude and pride because symbolically it represents the love that was and still is a rich and rewarding portion of your life.

Coming to Grief


We came to grief, 

as though it was all that could be.

The dirt track twisted 

and turned, but did 

not fork.

There were no 

crossroads,

no other towns to visit.

Only the one destination.

We came to grief, 

it was waiting for us, 

nowhere else to go.

We plodded down the hill, 

entered the town and let 

the gate shut behind us.

My hair is let down, 

ashes are rubbed

on my face. I 

turn to the wall

and endure.

© by Gillian Savage, Sydney, Australia
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​​​​​​​BRAVERY

BEING BRAVE DURING the time of grief takes on new meaning. It’s not the usual bravery that allows us to hide our feelings, but the type of courage that allows us the expression of our feelings. When we are brave, we won’t allow our emotions to be hidden, to keep us from talking, to require us to “keep up a front.”

Well-meaning people often say things that make us feel worse rather than better. For example, they encourage us to be brave—to substitute bravery for grief. If you delay the grieving process and put all your energy into looking brave, you will have to do the grieving at a later time.
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