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Praise for How to Get to Grips with Grief


‘I loved this book so much. It was just so accessible, refreshing and practical. James has an irreverent ability to capture the often absurd realities of grief. I would happily gift this book to my closest friend if they were struggling with grief. James’ writing is just so full of humour, compassion and depth. So engaging and real. He really wants to share the stuff that has helped him over the years. I found this book to be a generous gift for those folks looking to get to grips with and grow around their grief. A practical, productive and positive resource that will have you smiling through the tears and wishing you could meet James for a cup of coffee as you know you would both like and respect him’


Julie Stokes, OBE, author and founder of Winston’s Wish


‘I cried as I read it. But as James says, crying is a good thing. As is moving, shouting, screaming and holding on to hope – and laughing too in those moments of dark humour. The sentence I will treasure is: “Each life makes a splash, the ripples spread outwards.” This is the best book about the everyday experience of coming to terms with grief that I’ve read. I understand what grieving means, and so does James. Abso-bloody-lutely’


Linda Gask, writer and psychiatrist


‘In James’ upbeat voice, he gives us forty great ways to manage grief’


Julia Samuel, psychotherapist and bestselling author of Grief Works


‘Beautiful, relatable, funny and true. This is a book that won’t try to “fix” you but attempts to fix the societal expectations we have around grief. James validates how it feels to exist in the world in the aftermath of loss and offers practical advice while avoiding all the usual platitudes and clichés. A book to be picked up and revisited time and time again. A true comfort for anyone experiencing grief’


Natasha Sholl, author of Founding, Wanting
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Introduction



Grief is an earthquake.


Grief is paralysing fear, the deep unknown; our foundations shaken. The world has turned upside down, a gap in our soul has opened up and we’re in deep pain – it feels like we’re going to collapse because nothing else can fill it.


Saying ‘I’m so sorry’ for your loss is inadequate; nothing that I say will match what you’re feeling. All words are inadequate when it comes to grief but it’s still so important that we try to find the right ones to say to each other and to ourselves.


I have known the grief beast since I was five, when my dad died. I grew up with it, I can barely remember a time when it wasn’t with me, and other dearly loved people have died along the way as my life unrolled. Best friends, grandparents, close relatives, cats, legions of hamsters and even my favourite stick insect, called Bernie.


I’ve also spent twenty years supporting people with their own grief, as a counsellor and social care worker. I’ve sat with others’ despair, the unbearable pain and the empty, gaping, haunting space that death leaves behind.


This book is aimed at you – you who’ve lost someone. It may have been recently, or it may have been years ago, but still it stings like it was yesterday. I know that sting, that pain, the sickening ache, the sense of everything having shifted and having no idea how to right it. The shock, the wondering why the rest of the world hasn’t stopped too. Why do the trees keep growing? Why are people getting on buses as if nothing has happened? Why is the fox still hunting for food? The traﬃc wardens are still patrolling, people are out doing their shopping, the countryside doesn’t care, and you want to scream, ‘They’ve died, they’ve bloody died, and you’re acting as if nothing has happened!’


The injustice of grief is unparalleled. How do we live with something we so profoundly don’t want to be true?


There are forty ways in this book that will help you to live; not to get rid of grief, but to manage it, sit alongside it. It provides a structure; ideas for when it all feels too much, and you don’t know what to do.


I’m not going to tell you, ‘it will definitely get completely better with time’, because it doesn’t always; sometimes it gets worse, then gets better, then gets worse again and then settles into a new way of being. What I am saying is there are ways of managing grief no matter what it’s doing and what stage you’re at. Eventually you learn to live a different life, a new normal, not as you did before, but alongside it. Scarred but alive.


I’m going to use some humour in the book. Not to minimise the horrific experience you’re going through, more to balance out the earth-shattering awfulness of grief with a few smiles so you can actually read the book. Grief is bloody awful enough, so who needs a book that will make you feel worse? There will be some crying too I expect, as there certainly was for me when I was writing it. We can cry together.


Everyone will, at some point, feel grief. Death and taxes are supposed to be the two certainties in life, but I would include grief as well. Even if you’re a hermit in the outer reaches of Disko Island in Greenland (yes, it does exist) and your favourite seagull has died, you will experience grief.


Grief is a talisman of the love that existed between you and another person. Love that continues to exist, despite them not being physically here. Grief doesn’t go away because it’s a reminder of how much we loved the person, and how much we were loved back.


Grief is hard to negotiate, and we all do it differently. If anyone gives you one set rule for ‘getting rid of grief’, then poke them in the bottom and run for the hills – it’s utter nonsense. Also, anyone who says that you will pass neatly through a set of structured stages of grief can do one as well; it’s all pish wash and they’re probably also trying to sell you insurance for your socks.


Managing grief is about doing things, it’s an active process – which is a bugger because it takes effort when you have none – but the rewards are there and the reward is you. I’m here to tell you you’re really, really important, no matter how you feel about yourself. The person who died thought you were really important too. So, if, at the moment, you don’t feel you can look after yourself for your own benefit, then look after yourself for them.


You don’t need to do all forty ways at once – in fact, please don’t try to do all forty ways at once, that’s too much to take on. Just look through the book, try one way, give it a good go, if it doesn’t fit, try another. Different ways work at different times, so come back and try them again at a later date when things have changed.


Also, you don’t need to read this book from the first page to the last like a normal book. Dip in and out, start in the middle; it really doesn’t matter because, just like grief, this book doesn’t have a simple chronology. It’s also written in short chapters because doing anything when you’re grieving is hard, so it’s designed to be read in small chunks.


Just for the record, I’m with you.


Go gently.


James










1. Closure schmosure



When someone asked me if I had ‘closure’ ten years after my dad died, I didn’t give them a wedgie and tell them to ‘poo off’. But it took probably the most restraint I’ve ever mustered. I kind of regret it now, to be honest, as it would have been good to see the look on their face.


Here is a conversation between me and a stupid acquaintance at a café, a few months after the death of one of my very dearest friends.




STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: So, James, how are you? Do you think you’re, like, totally over it now and everything?


ME: Over what, sorry?


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: You know, [whispers]
Jordan dying.


ME: It’s not a secret.


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: You’re over it then?


ME: When you say ‘over’, what do you mean exactly?


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: I mean, you’re fine now? It’s all all right? You’re okay, aren’t you? All done with it?


ME: What?


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: It’s been a few months now, so . . .


ME: So . . . ?


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: So, you’re back to normal now then?


ME: Am I back to normal? Hmmm . . . let me think. I’ve lost one of my closest friends who I’ve known for twenty years, who I confided in, who supported me, who I loved like a sibling. They died three months ago and you’re asking me if I’m ‘over’ it?


STUPID ACQUAINTANCE: Yes. So, are you?





You will again be pleased to know that I didn’t hit them. In my head, however, I pummelled them to a pulp of human mush and jettisoned them into another galaxy through a large purple cannon.


Closure is for doors. Closure is for windows. Closure is for garden gates. Closure is for those hairy trapdoor spiders you find in Colorado who shout, ‘Surprise sucker!’ It’s not relevant to grief. You’re not competing in the Olympic pole-vaulting competition; grief is not a bar to get over. It’s not an exam to be passed.


In fact, it’s the opposite of all these things. It’s messy and lengthy, it’s infuriating and exhausting, it feels like an endless series of high spiky hurdles that come at you randomly, and at speed, when you least expect them. It stays with you.


I think my stupid acquaintance was expecting me to have had an ecstatic moment of realisation at the table of the seaside café in which we’d met: ‘Oh, Aunty Marjorie! Heavens to Betsy! I’m totally over the death of Bill! It’s just come to me, I’ve just realised it now, this second. Well, how utterly marvellous. What a relief that’s all done with [sigh]. So, shall we risk the pear and blueberry crumble?’


Grief can get worse after three years, it can feel better after three years, it can hit you twenty years afterwards with a force that knocks you to the ground. We have to manage our expectations of grief because people make stupid remarks like my acquaintance did, which can lead you to think that after a few months have passed, you should be totally fine. You take some time off work, you cry at the funeral and then, hey presto, it’s all done with.


There is no closure, just fewer open wounds, and realising that releases you from the pressure of feeling like you’ve been grieving in the wrong way or doing the wrong things.










2. Cry, like a frigging river



I’m on a train coming back from seeing my friend in a hospice. I know, and they know, it will be the last time we’ll see each other, despite us agreeing that I’ll come back to visit in a few weeks. I told them I loved them, we reminisced, I brought some old photos for us to look at and we laughed about how young we looked. My friend pictured in my childhood garden by the pear tree, smiling and holding my old cat Jack, long gone now too.


She was confused and hallucinating, but we managed moments where we talked about people we went to school with, which teachers we hated, which teachers we loved, mutual friends we had seen recently and what our respective families were doing now. It was incredibly special. We are both the same age, we should be in the middle of our lives, but hers is coming to end whereas mine is continuing.


And now, I’m going home on a train and I’m crying.


To start with I try to hold the tears back, because it’s a crowded carriage and I’m worried about what people will think. I try to hold it in, I take deep breaths, attempt to distract myself. But then, I can’t stop crying. I’m sobbing and my chest is pulsating, gasping for breath but the release of tears is stronger and all I can do is let it happen, there’s no other choice, it just comes out.


After a few minutes of looking like I’ve put my head in a bucket of water, I stop worrying what my fellow passengers think of me, because I can hear my friend from her hospice bed saying, ‘Oh, bugger them all, James. For pity’s sake, have a good weep and stop being so bloody concerned about what other people think.’
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I listen to her words. I smile because I can hear her voice. She’s right, of course, and so I continue to weep uncontrollably as the countryside goes by, on the most beautiful of winter days.


Let’s get one thing really, really clear: if you feel like crying, you should cry. Don’t hold back, don’t feel ashamed, and don’t bloody well apologise. If you apologise, I want you to imagine a picture of me looking over my glasses at you, with a slightly disapproving frown – and no one wants to see that. That frown is saying, ‘Let it out, don’t feel embarrassed. You feel sad and desperate, and when we feel like that we cry’.


I have cried on boats, in planes, in public libraries and in the queue of a well-known chain of coffee shops waiting for my decaf latte. I’ve cried with therapists and with my cat and with a woman I met on the London Underground who had just lost her husband of thirty-five years. It’s got to come out.


Yes, sometimes I feel embarrassed, sometimes I turn my head away for a bit of privacy, but I always cry, and I always feel the benefit of having cried.


Holding back tears holds back the grief, which isn’t a helpful thing. It’s like trying not to burp when the gas needs to escape – sorry for that analogy but that was the least gross one I could think of. Tears are the physical expression of your sadness, your loss and your pain – keeping it inside multiplies it and then it comes out in less helpful ways.


Crying helps us to acknowledge that the person’s died because you have to feel it to believe it. Yes, I know that sounds like a trite boy-band lyric, but it’s true.


Don’t feel bad crying in front of others, including children. Crying shows that we’re sad and that we care, and that’s a great lesson to teach any child. Of course, we need to protect children too, make them feel safe and secure, and we need to show them how to feel sad and that crying isn’t a bad thing.


Don’t listen to anyone that says, ‘Oh no, please don’t cry’, when you start weeping in the café over lunch, however sympathetic their tone of voice might be – that’s their discomfort. People can be really crap at dealing with others’ vulnerabilities, so open up to those who are okay with you crying and being upset, who will sit with you, get you a tissue, give you time to cry and talk, and not look around at the other customers worried that you’re ‘making a scene’. Get these crap people out of your life, you don’t need them anyway, and you especially don’t need them when you’re grieving.


It’s also fine if you want to induce crying. Sometimes it’s hard to cry when we feel numb and shocked. Music, looking at photos or recalling specific memories can really help.


Crying is a release. If we want to be sort of sciencey about it, crying is the physical manifestation of our sadness. We’re meant to cry, that’s what our bodies do. That’s what we’re supposed to do when we miss someone. Don’t swallow up the tears, don’t say ‘I must get myself together’, don’t stop the tears by thinking of something else; let them flow.
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