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			For my beloved granddaughters, 

			Emma Sadie and Sylvia Anna, 

			who kept me going when I kept going.

			—Elisabeth

			For two dear friends, 

			Berry Berenson Perkins and Wayne Hutchison; 

			love never dies.

			—David

		

	
		
			Foreword to the Anniversary Edition

			Over the course of my lifetime I have come to know grief in its many forms. Not just through the deaths of family and friends, but also in the feelings of loss that come with the inevitable life changes we all endure. In my struggles to sort through the sweeping mix of emotions that come with grief, I have found myself endlessly grateful for Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s work, and in particular for this book by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and David Kessler. 

			We are a grief-illiterate nation, and Kübler-Ross dedicated her life to helping people find peace in challenging losses. She gave us permission to grieve. Dr. Kübler-Ross let us know that none of us is alone in the devastating wake of feelings that come with the departure of those we love. She allowed us to let out a collective wail for all the losses we experience in our lives. In this book, she and David teach us how to grieve.

			I grew up in a family that had lots of tragedy, but no one ever discussed it. I moved through these experiences, trying to make sense of the losses, without any guidance or framework for how to understand them. When I became an adult I realized that I was still trying to process what had happened, and I thought to myself that there must be a better way. 

			At some point people began mentioning Elisabeth Kübler-Ross to me, telling me that she had written about the five stages of grief. Every time this conversation about grief came up, so did her name. And I realized that talking about grief helped, and reading the works of Kübler-Ross reinforced the comfort that discussion could bring. 

			When my mother died four years ago I experienced the true depths of grief. I remember thinking when I was younger that if anything ever happened to my mother I would never be able to survive. And then she died, and I had to face it; I had to really feel it. It brought me to my knees. Then my uncle died two weeks after that. And then my father died a year and a half later. I was steeped in grief. 

			It was an incredibly lonely experience. I felt very isolated. My world stopped while everything continued on around me. In my search for solace I found comfort in others who had gone through a death or multiple deaths. Every time I came across someone else’s story of grief I felt a little less alone. And this is exactly why this book by Kübler-Ross and Kessler is so important. When you’re grieving, sometimes your only constant companion is a book. 

			My children’s book about grief, What’s Heaven?, was born out of this understanding. When my grandmother died, my children had so many questions. Their questions made me realize that I was just as childlike in my understanding of grief as they were. I felt this need to address the curiosity we all have about loss in its many forms, including grieving a pet. People thought this book wouldn’t sell, and then it went on to tremendous success, proving just how thirsty our culture is for the conversation about loss and how we cope with it. 

			The truth is that grief can make you feel like you’re going crazy. Grief can make a liar out of you. You say you’re doing fine, when really your heart is shattered into a thousand tiny pieces. But everyone wants you to say you’re okay, so you do. We live in a culture that doesn’t know how to grieve. We don’t know how to experience pain, how to understand its process. We live in a society that wants us to get back to normal as soon as possible. We’re expected to go back to work immediately, keep moving, to get on with our lives. But it doesn’t work that way.

			We need time to move through the pain of loss. We need to step into it, really to get to know it, in order to learn how to live with it. In essence, that’s what grief is. It’s the opening up to the exquisite pain of absence. It’s the moment when you stop trying to move on or change how much it hurts, and just let it out. 

			However, there is a natural resistance that we all run up against. I think that there is a fear that if you start crying you are never going to be able to stop. You think, What will I ever do? How will I survive without this person? But you do. You survive. You don’t go on the same, but you do go on. You learn that other people have gone through it. You find hope in their journeys. I’m so inspired when I meet people who have survived the loss of a child, the loss of a mate. I am in awe that they have somehow found the courage, the strength to move forward. It gives me strength.

			That’s really what grief has taught me. That I can survive. I used to be afraid that if I experienced grief it would overcome me and I wouldn’t be able to survive the flood of it, that if I actually felt it I wouldn’t be able to get back up. It’s taught me that I can feel it and it won’t swallow me whole. But we come from a culture where we think people have to be strong. I’m a big believer in being vulnerable, open to grief. That is strength. You can’t know joy unless you know profound sadness. They don’t exist without each other. 

			Kübler-Ross taught us that it is okay to be vulnerable. And in this book, she and David Kessler gave us a framework for how to do it, a road map to survive grief. It doesn’t mean that everyone has to do it exactly as it’s laid out here. You can skip around, find your own process, but this book gives us a structure with which to hold that process in place. People go through these stages in their own time and in their own way. Kübler-Ross and Kessler state in this book, “The stages have evolved since their introduction and they have been very misunderstood over the last few decades. They were never meant to help tuck messy emotions into neat packages. They are responses to loss that many people have, but there is not a typical response to loss as there is no typical loss.” Our grief is as individual as our lives. Maybe it doesn’t even go through all the stages. Any way you experience grief is your way, and I’m a big believer that the more we talk about it, the more we go through the healing process, and the better we will be in time. 

			A few years ago when I broached the idea of discussing grief at my women’s conference, people told me not to do it. It will make people uncomfortable, they said. I refused to listen to them and instead opened up about my mother’s death to a room of fifteen thousand people. Then I sat down in conversation with three women who had lost children and spouses. You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone in that room, all fifteen thousand, had their own experiences of grief, but in that moment we were all one. This is how we heal, I realized. This is how we nurture each other. This is how we know that we are not alone.

			Grief has made me brave. In opening up to it, in allowing myself to really feel it, I have grown stronger. But in order to do that I needed to hear the message that it was okay and in fact crucial to grieve. In this important book, Kübler-Ross and Kessler told me that it was okay. They told all of us that it is okay.

			Elisabeth Kübler-Ross was the mother of a movement that began to make grief a real conversation. As a culture we must collectively carry her torch. We must finish what she began. We must let out our wails in unison, reminding the world that grief is real, that it is a part of the human condition, and that we will all survive. 

			—MARIA SHRIVER

		

	
		
			Authors’ Note

			There is no correct way or time to grieve. We wrote this book hoping to familiarize the reader with the aspects of grief and grieving. No book should be used to replace professional help if that is needed. We hope this book will become a beacon by shedding light, hope, and comfort on the most difficult time we will all experience in our lives.

			ELISABETH KÜBLER-ROSS 

			AND DAVID KESSLER

			AUGUST 2004

		

	
		
			Preface: “I Am Done”

			On August 24, 2004, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross died. I looked up at the clock after her last breath and noted the time of death at 8:11 P.M. I have to say that if I ­hadn’t seen it for myself, I might not have believed it. Apparently I ­wasn’t the only one. Many people agreed that in some way they thought she was immortal. She always said that when she “transitioned and graduated,” it would be cause for celebration since she would be “dancing in the galaxies among the stars.”

			For those of us who were very close to her, though, it was a loss. I will miss the feisty, funny, kind, and brilliant person I spent time with over the years. The loss of Elisabeth is a complex grief to me. She was a complex woman, so it was no surprise the grief I felt seeing her die day by day, piece by piece, was extremely challenging. At times during our writing, she would seem tired, but then she would suddenly perk up if something we wrote ­didn’t quite flow.

			She loved to teach. She always wanted to do more. She had a sharp mind when it came to her work. I am glad she enjoyed her work. Now that she is gone, I miss her terribly. And yet I know that in her death, she has found the freedom she could not find in life. She is no longer confined to a room, a bed, and a body that no longer works.

			When I began this book with Elisabeth, she told me, “You will have to go into grief yourself, if this book is to become all that it should be.”

			I obediently said, “Of course,” suddenly flashing on old losses. I thought I was being directed to reexamine them. Then curiously I asked her, “Will you be going into your own grief also?”

			“Naturally,” she responded. “I have been in anticipatory grief for a long time now and I expect there is more to come.” Thus was born the introduction to this book.

			As we wrote the various sections, I did reflect on my own losses; how could I not? Thinking about grief naturally brought up my own, and as I sat with Elisabeth, she would grow emotional during parts of the writing as well. Her tears were a sign that she was visiting old wounds too. There is a saying that if your writing ­doesn’t keep you up at night, it will never keep anyone else up at night either. In creating this book I often felt that if it ­didn’t make us cry, if it ­didn’t help us heal our own grief, it would never help anyone else.

			I always left Elisabeth after a session of writing knowing that it might be our last. That was our work: to keep current, to know that life was not guaranteed. Elisabeth was critically ill so many times over the past years that I was always aware of how fragile her time here was. My assumption was this book would be published and she would experience her final work, a bookend to her first work. We always thought of the three books being linked somehow. On Death and Dying was her first and the beginning of many. Life Lessons was our first book together and we almost called it On Life and Living. And then we would do this, her final book, On Grief and Grieving.

			She did not live to see the book published. A month before she died we spent two days working together. After answering her final questions for this book, she asked me, “Is that all you need? Am I done then?”

			“Yes,” I told her reluctantly. I never liked it when our work was done, but all the interview tapes were transcribed and I had no more questions. On the previous day, I had gathered the reading material, and on this day, I had just finished reading the final chapters back to her. I knew that from here on, I would only be reading the chapters to her for last-minute changes and proofing.

			It was a few minutes before five on our last day of work together, and she asked me to send a message to our editor, Mitchell Ivers, at Scribner, our publishing division at Simon & Schuster. She said into my tape recorder, “Hello, Mitchell. It is 5 P.M. and we are finished. I hope you will enjoy working on this project as much as we have enjoyed writing it. We are done!”

			“But Elisabeth,” I said, “­we’re done for today, but ­we’re not done. I’ll be reading you the book after it’s turned in and after it has been edited for your final approval.”

			“I am done,” she repeated.

			Elisabeth always said, “Listen to the dying. They will tell you everything you need to know about when they are dying. And it is easy to miss.”

			Elisabeth had felt “done” after helping me with my first book, The Needs of the Dying, and even said on the cover that it was now “ her time to face death.” After Life Lessons, she said she was done, and yet we were still doing another book.

			Elisabeth had said she was ready to die so many times and yet still went on living.

			She said, “I know that if I stopped being angry and anxious of my situation and let go, my instincts tell me it would be time for me to die. I am halfway there. My two lessons to learn are patience and learning to receive love. These last nine years have taught me patience, and the weaker and more bed-bound I become, the more I’m learning about receiving love.

			“I have nurtured others all my life but rarely let myself be nurtured. I knew when I finally reached this place of acceptance, I could take off and reach another place beyond this life and its limitations. I ­don’t pretend to understand my suffering and I get angry at God about it. I was so mad at God that I have been confined to a chair for nine years that I said, there is a sixth stage—the ‘being angry at God stage.’ Naturally, being angry with God is just part of the anger stage. It is all part of my own anticipatory grief. I do know that he has a plan. I know that he has a time that will be right for me, and when that time comes I will say yes. And I will then leave my body the same way a cocoon turns into a butterfly. I will experience what I have had the privilege of teaching about for so many years.”

			I knew intuitively this was going to be her last book, but when she said she was done, I simply thought she was done writing the book, not finished with life. Similarly, I had no idea the grief she invited me to explore and experience was to be a grief over her.

			The legendary expert on death and dying, Elisabeth was also the most alive person I’ve ever met. She liked to be called Elisabeth. To introduce her as Elisabeth Kübler-Ross was far too formal for her. She would refer to herself as a Swiss hillbilly, but this simple, ordinary woman did extraordinary things with her life. In working with the dying, she gave voice to all who could not speak for themselves. She pushed the envelope, not just in learning about the dying but by inviting them to speak and be our teachers.

			I remember the first time I was supposed to meet her—in Egypt at an international conference on death and dying. The meeting never happened, because she had a stroke that prevented her from making the trip. Months later, I called to see how she was doing and said, “I hope somehow, someway, our paths will cross.”

			“How about Tuesday?” she replied.

			This was a woman used to making things happen. This was exactly what she needed to do in the beginning of her career in an area of life that no one wanted to explore. Instead of a sterile, isolated death in a far-off hospital corridor, her dream for the dying was a simple, natural death with loved ones around, in a homelike setting—an ordinary death a century earlier.

			In the first book we wrote together, Life Lessons, there was a chapter on anger. I said to Elisabeth, “We ­can’t have a chapter on anger without you sharing how you feel about being criticized about being so angry when you found out you were dying.”

			She replied, “People love my stages. They just ­don’t want me to be in one.” But she was just as human as anyone else.

			As she faced her death, she called me and simply said, “Come.” For four days, her children, another close friend, Brook, and I sat by her bedside, wondering whether this would truly be the end or if she would surprise us with yet another recovery. As the hours drew into days, we could see that this woman who had written over twenty books on dying was clearly dying herself. For some who idolized her, there was an electric anticipation in the air, that something amazing might happen around her death, that the death and dying expert would have an unsurpassed experience of death.

			I ­don’t know what their expectations were, whether it would be music from on high or mysterious rainbows appearing, but none of that happened. Her death did not include any extraordinary measures, for that was not who she was. Elisabeth’s death involved instead all the ordinary pleasures that she had so passionately described over the years—her room at home and away from the hospital with lots of flowers, a large picture window, loved ones around, and her grandkids and my kids playing together at the foot of her bed. In the ordinariness of her death, she achieved peace and acceptance, the kind of death that she had first dreamed about for all the dying decades ago.

			Elisabeth once said, “Death is but a transition from this life to another existence where there is no more pain or anguish. That knowledge helps me, in my own losses and grief, to know that those I care for are okay. That I will see them again. And those I love now, I will look after when I am gone. I will laugh with them and smile at them. And if they ­didn’t believe in life after death, I will make funny faces at them and say, ‘Ha ha, we are here and okay.’ I know that the only thing that really lasts forever is love, and I will miss so much about the life I had and the people I have lost.”

			We miss you too, Elisabeth.

			David Kessler

			November 2004

		

	
		
			Introduction: Anticipatory Grief

			Anticipation heightens the senses and enhances birthdays, holiday celebrations, vacations. Unfortunately, anticipation can also magnify the possibility or reality of a loss. As far as we know, we are the only species aware of the inevitability of our own death. Knowing that we and all of our loved ones will die someday creates anxiety. We see this early on in life.

			In childhood we realize at some point that we will die, and not only will we die but those around us will die someday too. That is our beginning of anticipatory grief: fear of the unknown, the pain we will someday experience. It is present in most of our childhood stories and movies as if they were archetypally preparing us.

			“Bambi’s mother was shot!” many little girls cried to their dads when the movie first came out. That was the moment when many of us in our generation realized someone we cared about could die. For our children, it is Simba’s dad dying in The Lion King. At an early age we momentarily anticipate that we can lose our parents. In our minds the thought is there, but denial helps us by telling us that it will happen to someone else’s parents, Bambi’s or Simba’s, never our own.

			A deeper anticipatory grief occurs years later when someone we love—or we ourselves—have a terminal illness. Anticipatory grief is the “beginning of the end” in our minds. We now operate in two worlds, the safe world that we are used to and the unsafe world in which a loved one might die. We feel that sadness and the unconscious need to prepare our psyche.

			Anticipatory grief is generally more silent than grief after a loss. We are often not as verbal. It’s a grief we keep to ourselves. We want little active intervention. There is little or no need for words; it is much more a feeling that can be comforted by the touch of a hand or silently sitting together. Most of the time in grief we are focused on the loss in the past, but in anticipatory grief we occupy ourselves with the loss ahead.

			When a loved one has to undergo anticipatory grief in order to prepare for the final separation from this world, we have to go through it too. We may not realize it at the time. It may be a strange feeling in the pit of the stomach or an ache in the heart before the loved one dies. We think of the five stages of death occurring for the dying person, but many times loved ones go through them ahead of the death also. This is especially true in long, drawn-out illnesses. Even if you go through any or all of the five stages ahead of the death, you will still go through them again after the loss. Anticipatory grief has its own process; it takes its own time.

			•   •   •

			Fred and his wife, Karen, had been retired for two years. They had taken a cruise and were enjoying the fruits of their labor. They had one grown son, John, now married. They were a very strong family but also a very stoic one. John’s wife would tease him and say, “Does anyone in your family have feelings, or do they just have opinions on events?”

			Fred was feeling tired, and a medical workup found he had pancreatic cancer and less than a year to live. The family put together a plan and put all his affairs in order. John’s wife told her mother-in-law, “There is heaviness in the air. Why ­doesn’t anyone talk about it?” “We will deal with it when it is time,” her mother-in-law replied.

			One Sunday, they were having a garage sale. John and his wife were over to help his parents. They’d had garage sales before, but there was noticeably more stuff this time. As Karen and her daughter-in-law were out in front selling, John went inside to see where his dad was. His father was aimlessly walking around the house. John asked, “Dad, are you okay?” His father replied, “I am not sure what to do.”

			John felt sadness underneath and wanted to help his father. “Come outside and help,” he said. As they passed through the garage, his father stopped and looked at his workbench. His father had loved working in the garage fixing things. John and his father had recently had a talk about how John ­doesn’t really fix things like his dad and how the world has changed. “Things are so inexpensive and time so valuable,” John had said, “you ­don’t fix it, you buy a new one.”

			Before leaving the garage, Fred stopped and surveyed his tools. John watched his father, wondering what was going on inside him. Fred then turned to John and said, “Will you bring all these tools out front to the garage sale?”

			John said, “Dad, are you sure?”

			“Yes,” he said and walked outside.

			John began gathering the tools from the bench, the walls, and the drawers. He could picture each tool in his father’s hand when he was a child watching his father work away. John began feeling sad, and before long he was standing in the garage alone, sobbing.

			His father walked in and put his arm around him and said, “For all of us, son. For all of us.”

			Even the most stoic family is not immune to anticipatory grief. John was the son who expressed the feelings held within them all. He was demonstrating that we grieve after someone dies but we also grieve before.

			Anticipating a loss is an important part of experiencing that loss. We often think of it as part of the process our loved ones go through as they face their own death themselves. Yet for those who will survive the loss of a loved one, it is the beginning of the grieving process. Such anticipation may help us brace ourselves for what is to come, but we should be aware that the anticipation of an event may be just as powerful as the event itself.

			Forewarned is not always forearmed. Experiencing anticipatory grief may or may not make the grieving process easier or shorten it. It may bring only feelings of guilt that we were grieving before the loss actually occurred. We may experience all five stages of loss (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) before the actual death. We may experience only anger and denial. Not everyone experiences anticipatory grief, and if they do, certainly not in the same way.

			We may also experience the limbo of loss in anticipatory grief, those times when our loved one is not getting better and not dying yet, but in a state of poor health with little quality of life. For those dying, it may be a time of quiet desperation or outright anger: those moments when our loved one can watch TV but is not able to change the channel, or they are hungry but unable to hold a spoon.

			Loved ones witness and feel all those moments also at their own level. One person described the time in between as “not worse than death, but death or worse,” and their loved one was stuck in “worse.” The limbo of loss is in itself a loss to be mourned. Uncertainty can be an excruciating existence. It is the loss of life, going nowhere or going nowhere slowly without knowing if there will be a loss.

			In cases with years to prepare for a death, we may not experience the stages after death. In long-term diseases like ALS, MS, or Alzheimer’s disease, we may be losing our loved ones so gradually that there is time to experience all five stages over a period of years.

			In some cases, anticipatory grief may happen months or years before the loss. It is important for us to remember that this anticipatory grief stands alone from the grief we feel after a loss. For many, anticipatory grief is just a prelude to the painful process we face, a double grief that will ultimately bring healing.

		

	
		
			1. The Five Stages of Grief

			Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, and Acceptance

			The stages have evolved since their introduction, and they have been very misunderstood over the past three decades. They were never meant to help tuck messy emotions into neat packages. They are responses to loss that many people have, but there is not a typical response to loss, as there is no typical loss. Our grief is as individual as our lives.

			The five stages—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance—are a part of the framework that makes up our learning to live with the one we lost. They are tools to help us frame and identify what we may be feeling. But they are not stops on some linear timeline in grief. Not everyone goes through all of them or goes in a prescribed order.

			Our hope is that with these stages comes the knowledge of grief’s terrain, making us better equipped to cope with life and loss.

			DENIAL

			Denial in grief has been misinterpreted over the years. When the stage of denial was first introduced in On Death and Dying, it focused on the person who was dying. In this book, On Grief and Grieving, the person who may be in denial is grieving the loss of a loved one. In a person who is dying, denial may look like disbelief. They may be going about life and actually denying that a terminal illness exists. For a person who has lost a loved one, however, the denial is more symbolic than literal.

			This does not mean that you literally ­don’t know your loved one has died. It means you come home and you ­can’t believe that your wife ­isn’t going to walk in the door at any minute or that your husband ­isn’t just away on a business trip. You simply ­can’t fathom that he will never walk through that door again.

			When we are in denial, we may respond at first by being paralyzed with shock or blanketed with numbness. The denial is still not denial of the actual death, even though someone may be saying, “I ­can’t believe he’s dead.” The person is actually saying that, at first, because it is too much for his or her psyche.

			Alicia was accustomed to Matthew’s being away on business trips. His work required him to travel the world, and Alicia had accompanied him on several trips that took him to places she wanted to see. She also witnessed the jet lag, hectic schedule, time changes, and delayed flights.

			On his current trip, Alicia was surprised that he’d been scheduled to arrive in Delhi and he ­hadn’t phoned her yet. After two days, he called and apologized, explaining that there were phone problems in his hotel. She understood because this often happened when he traveled to third world countries.

			The next call came two days later in the middle of the night from one of her husband’s coworkers. He gently told her that he had very bad news. Matthew had been killed in a car accident. He said there were very few details as yet but the home office would be contacting her.

			Alicia ­couldn’t believe her ears. After she hung up the phone she immediately thought, “Did I just dream that? This must be a mistake.” She called her sister, who arrived just as the sun was rising. They waited until eight ­o’clock and called the home office only to find out they ­didn’t know of any problem, much less a tragedy like this. But they said they would look into it immediately. For the rest of the morning Alicia ­couldn’t stop wondering if she had dreamed the phone call. Was there a mistake? The next call came at noon, confirming that indeed, last night’s bad news was true.

			For the next few days Alicia made funeral arrangements, all the while saying, “This ­can’t be true. I know when the body arrives it ­won’t be him.” The night before the funeral, Alicia finally saw her dear husband’s body. She looked at his face to make sure it ­wasn’t just someone who looked like Matthew, but when she saw his wedding ring, there was no more question.

			During the weeks after the funeral, she would call friends and family and say, “I keep thinking he’s still on the trip and he just ­can’t get to a phone. I know he’s out there somewhere trying to get home.” She would usually end up crying over the reality that he was not coming home.

			Alicia’s story clearly illustrates how denial works. At times she thought it might be a dream, but she did the appropriate thing by calling her sister about the loss. The reality sank in even more when she saw the body and the ring on his finger. It would be easy to say that she was in denial because she kept thinking Matthew’s death was not real. It would be equally easy to say she was not in denial because she kept going through with funeral arrangements. But both are true. She ­couldn’t believe it and her mind could not fully process it. Denial helped her to unconsciously manage her feelings. Even after the funeral, she often thought he still might just be on a trip. This was still denial working very subtly, to give her moments away from her pain.

			This first stage of grieving helps us to survive the loss. In this stage, the world becomes meaningless and overwhelming. Life makes no sense. We are in a state of shock and denial. We go numb. We wonder how we can go on, if we can go on, why we should go on. We try to find a way to simply get through each day. Denial and shock help us to cope and make survival possible. Denial helps us to pace our feelings of grief. There is a grace in denial. It is nature’s way of letting in only as much as we can handle.

			These feelings are important; they are the psyche’s protective mechanisms. Letting in all the feelings associated with loss at once would be overwhelming emotionally. We ­can’t believe what has happened because we actually ­can’t believe what has happened. To fully believe at this stage would be too much.

			The denial often comes in the form of our questioning our reality: Is it true? Did it really happen? Are they really gone? Think about the idea that you ­can’t get over someone. It is more that you learn to live with the loss and not forget the person.

			People often find themselves telling the story of their loss over and over, which is one way that our mind deals with trauma. It is a way of denying the pain while trying to accept the reality of the loss. As denial fades, it is slowly replaced with the reality of the loss.

			You begin to question the how and why. How did this happen? you may ask, as you review the circumstances. You are no longer in an external story-telling mode; now you turn inward as you begin the search for understanding. You explore the circumstances surrounding the loss. Did it have to happen? Did it have to happen that way? Could anything have prevented it?

			The finality of the loss begins to gradually sink in. She is not coming back. This time he ­didn’t make it. With each question asked, you begin to believe they are really gone.

			As you accept the reality of the loss and start to ask yourself questions, you are unknowingly beginning the healing process. You are becoming stronger, and the denial is beginning to fade. But as you proceed, all the feelings you were denying begin to surface.

			ANGER

			This stage presents itself in many ways: anger at your loved one that he ­didn’t take better care of himself or anger that you ­didn’t take better care of him. Anger does not have to be logical or valid. You may be angry that you ­didn’t see this coming and when you did, nothing could stop it. You may be angry with the doctors for not being able to save someone so dear to you. You may be angry that bad things could happen to someone who meant so much to you.

			You may also be angry that ­you’re left behind and you should have had more time together. You know intellectually that your loved one ­didn’t want to die. But emotionally, all you know is that he did die. It was not supposed to happen, or at least not now.

			It is important to remember that the anger surfaces once you are feeling safe enough to know you will probably survive whatever comes. At first, the fact that you lived through the loss is surprising to you. Then more feelings hit, and anger is usually at the front of the line as feelings of sadness, panic, hurt, and loneliness also appear, stronger than ever. Loved ones and friends are often taken aback by these feelings, because they surface just as you were beginning to function at a basic level again.

			You may also be angry with yourself that you ­couldn’t stop it from happening. Not that you had the power, but you had the will. The will to save a life is not the power to stop a death. But most of all, you may be angry at this unexpected, undeserved, and unwanted situation in which you find yourself. Someone once shared, “I’m angry that I have to keep living in a world where I ­can’t find her, call her, or see her. I ­can’t find the person I loved or needed anywhere. She is not really where her body is now. The heavenly bodies elude me. The all-ness or one-ness of her spiritual existence escapes me. I am lost and full of rage.”

			Anger is a necessary stage of the healing process. Be willing to feel your anger, even though it may seem endless. The more you truly feel it, the more it will begin to dissipate and the more you will heal. There are many other emotions under the anger and you will get to them in time, but anger is the emotion we are most used to managing. We often choose it to avoid the feelings underneath until we are ready to face them. It may feel all-consuming, but as long as it ­doesn’t consume you for a long period of time, it is part of your emotional management. It is a useful emotion until ­you’ve moved past the first waves of it. Then you will be ready to go deeper. In the process of grief and grieving you will have many subsequent visits with anger in its many forms.

			When Jan’s husband died, all her married friends overwhelmed her with advice on how to get through it. But the women who shared loving tips of guidance had not lost their husbands. Jan would listen politely but think, “What do you know? Your husband is still alive.”

			Jan loved her friends and knew they meant well. She said, “The only thing that stops me from letting them ‘really have it’ is that I know they will understand someday too, and I know they will understand hurt better.”

			The truth is that anger has no limits. It can extend not only to your friends, the doctors, your family, yourself, and your loved one who died, but also to God. You may ask, “Where is God in this? Where is his love? His powerfulness? His compassion? Is this really God’s will?” You may not want people to talk to you about God’s plan or his mysteries. You may feel like saying, “God, my husband has died. Was this your plan?” Or “I ­don’t want any mysteries, I just want him back. My faith feels rocked and destroyed.” “I feel not given to but taken from.” “God is a disappointment, and my faith feels shattered with his plan for me and my loved one.”

			Maybe you are angry that God ­didn’t take better care of your loved one. It’s as if you hope that in your case, God will realize some huge mistake has been made and your loved one will be returned to you. There you sit, alone with your anger, wondering how to reconcile your spirituality and your religion with this loss and anger. You may not even be interested in reconciliation. Many ­don’t dare talk about these feelings. You think, maybe God is mad at me and this is what I get for being mad at him. Perhaps when our loved one was dying and we already experienced the bargaining stage, we asked God to intervene and save our loved one. Now after the loved one has died, we are left with a God who, in our eyes, did not come to our aid when we needed him the most.

			We often assume that if we are good people we will not suffer the ills of the world. You may feel that you and your loved one honored your part of the deal: You went to church, synagogue, or your particular place of worship. You were loving, kind, and charitable. You did all the things you were told. You believed you would be rewarded if you did. Well, this loss is no reward. We also assume that if we care for our bodies, eat right, get medical checkups, and exercise, we will be granted good health. These assumptions come crashing down around us when the good, the just, the loving, the healthy, the young, and even the needed and most wanted die on us.

			When Heather’s teenage daughter died at sixteen, Heather was furious at God for allowing her to die so young, with a life so unlived. Heather’s family were deeply involved in the church that had been a strong support during her daughter’s illnesses, but they had difficulty dealing with Heather’s anger. She no longer wanted to hear about the God who answers prayers, since her prayers had not been answered. She felt judged by her friends at church for having so much anger at God.

			A friend said to her cautiously, “Be careful not to evoke the wrath of God.”

			At that, Heather was even more enraged. “What is he going to do,” she retorted, “take my daughter away? What’s he going to do, take me? That would be fine. I’d rather be with her than be here.”

			Her friend knelt down and said tenderly, “Let’s pray for forgiveness.”

			At that moment Heather decided to leave behind her church and a number of friends. It was years before she walked back into the church.

			If we ask people to move through their anger too fast, we only alienate them. Whenever we ask people to be different than they are, or to feel something different, we are not accepting them as they are and where they are. Nobody likes to be asked to change and not be accepted as they are. We like it even less in the midst of grief.

			Today, most churches and clergy understand it is not unusual for people to feel anger toward God. Many churches have started bereavement groups in which priests and ministers encourage expression of all feelings. They allow it and are not put off if you speak of it. Consider talking to your church, temple, or place of worship about it.

			People often wonder about their God and his role. One member of the clergy shared that he expects members of the congregation to question their relationship with God after a loss. He said that one of his goals is to help grieving members. He said, “Sometimes we do a wonderful job with rituals immediately after death, but I want my congregation to help those in grief with the day-to-day feelings of loss also. Once you allow yourself to feel and speak out the anger, you may find that your God is strong enough to handle your anger, strong enough to feel compassion and love for you, even in the midst of your anger at him.”

			Underneath anger is pain, your pain. It is natural to feel deserted and abandoned, but we live in a society that fears anger. People often tell us our anger is misplaced, inappropriate, or disproportionate. Some people may feel your anger is harsh or too much. It is their problem if they ­don’t know how to deal with it. Unfortunately for them, they too will know the anger of loss someday. But for now, your job is to honor your anger by allowing yourself to be angry. Scream if you need to. Find a solitary place and let it out.

			Anger is strength and it can be an anchor, giving temporary structure to the nothingness of loss. At first grief feels like being lost at sea: no connection to anything. Then you get angry at someone, maybe a person who ­didn’t attend the funeral, maybe a person who ­isn’t around, maybe a person who is different now that your loved one has died. Suddenly you have a ­structure—your anger toward them. The anger becomes a bridge over the open sea, a connection from you to them. It is something to hold on to, and a connection made from the strength of anger feels better than nothing.

			We usually know more about suppressing anger than feeling it. Tell a counselor how angry you are. Share it with friends and family. Scream into a pillow. Find ways to get it out without hurting yourself or someone else. Try walking, swimming, gardening—any type of exercise helps you externalize your anger. Do not bottle up anger inside. Instead, explore it. The anger is just another indication of the intensity of your love.

			Anger means you are progressing, that you are allowing all those feelings that were simply too much before to come to the surface. It is important to feel the anger without judging it, without attempting to find meaning in it. It may take many forms: anger at the health-care system, at life, at your loved one for leaving. Life is unfair. Death is unfair. Anger is a natural reaction to the unfairness of loss. Unfortunately, however, anger can isolate you from friends and family at the precise time you may need them the most.

			You also may experience feelings of guilt, which is anger turned inward on yourself. But you are not to blame. If you could change things, you would, but you ­can’t. Anger affirms that you can feel, that you did love, and that you have lost.

			The more anger you allow, the more feelings you will find underneath. Anger is the most immediate emotion, but as you deal with it, you will find other feelings hidden. Mostly you will find the pain of loss. The power of your anger may overwhelm you because for some it may be in proportion to the amount of lost love that it represents. It may seem that if you go into the pain, you will never come out of it or that the pain will never end. You will come out the other end. The anger will subside, and the feelings of loss will change form again.

			Don’t let anyone diminish the importance of feeling your anger fully. And ­don’t let anyone criticize your anger, not even you.

			BARGAINING

			Before a loss, it seems you will do anything if only your loved one may be spared. “Please, God,” you bargain, “I will never be angry at my wife again if ­you’ll just let her live.” After a loss, bargaining may take the form of a temporary truce. “What if I devote the rest of my life to helping others? Then can I wake up and realize this has all been a bad dream?”

			We become lost in a maze of “if only . . .” or “What . . .” statements. We want life returned to what it was; we want our loved one restored. We want to go back in time: find the tumor sooner, recognize the illness more quickly, stop the accident from . . . if only, if only, if only.

			Guilt is often bargaining’s companion. The “if onlys” cause us to find fault with ourselves and what we “think” we could have done differently. We may even bargain with the pain. We will do anything not to feel the pain of this loss. We remain in the past, trying to negotiate our way out of the hurt.

			As Howard turned seventy-five, he was determined to keep himself and his sixty-six-year-old wife, Millie, in good health. He had read somewhere that walking every day would keep them fit, possibly ward off Alzheimer’s, and help them sleep better. Millie knew it was easier to go along with the program than to resist.

			On the sixth day, after they returned from a busy morning of errands, Howard got ready for their walk. Millie looked at Howard and said, “Do we have to do this every day? A day off ­won’t hurt.”

			Howard lectured, “It takes thirty days to create a habit. We have to do this every day, no matter what.”

			Millie rolled her eyes and said, “Can we at least wait until later? We just got in.”

			He grabbed her sweater. “Let’s just get this over with. ­You’ll be happy when it’s done.”

			They walked a block and stepped into the crosswalk. When they were halfway across the street a car came barreling around the corner and struck them, Millie first, then Howard. In a moment, a disoriented Howard looked up and saw Millie lying on the pavement a few feet away. Suddenly someone was asking him if he was okay. He responded, “My wife!” The paramedics assured him that they were taking care of her.

			At the hospital Howard was treated for numerous bruises and a broken arm. Millie was not so fortunate. She had sustained massive internal injuries and was taken to surgery.

			Howard sat, surrounded by family, repeating over and over in his mind, “Please, God, let her live—I’ll never make Millie do anything she ­doesn’t want to do . . . I’ll be a better person . . . ­you’ll see, I’ll volunteer, I’ll devote my life to you . . . please, not now.”

			The surgeon walked in an hour later and said, “I’m sorry, we ­couldn’t save her.”

			People often think of the stages as lasting weeks or months. They forget that the stages are responses to feelings that can last for minutes or hours as we flip in and out of one and then another. We do not enter and leave each individual stage in a linear fashion. We may feel one, then another, and back again to the first one.

			For Howard, his first days alone were a bag of mixed emotions. “She ­can’t be gone,” he’d say. Then he’d feel rage when he learned the car that hit his wife was in the process of being stolen. At bedtime, he’d bargain again. “Please, God, let me fall asleep and wake up realizing this was all a dream. I will do anything to have her back.”

			For the next few minutes he’d run a fantasy of waking up with Millie next to him. He tells her about the horrible nightmare he had. Over breakfast they laugh as he promises from now on they will walk only if they both really want to.

			His thoughts were bargaining with all the what ifs . . . “What if I had said, ‘Sure, we can walk later’? What if I had never read the article on walking?”

			His family would have to remind him that he ­wasn’t responsible for the accident. “You were trying to keep her healthy,” they’d say, “not leading her to her death. You had no way of knowing that some reckless driver in a stolen car was about to come flying around the corner.” They thought of his reaction as one of guilt.

			He would tell them that he knew it ­wasn’t his fault. Bargaining for him was his escape from the pain, a distraction from the sad reality of his life without her.

			In his first six months, denial, anger, and a lot of bargaining were his constant companions. They would eventually lead him to depression, still mixed with the “if onlys” of bargaining. Acceptance came in bits and pieces over the next few years.

			For Howard, bargaining was a key stage, since he was still holding a piece of the alternate future in which his wife’s death never happened. Bargaining can be an important reprieve from pain that occupies one’s grief. He never believed the bargaining; he just found relief in it momentarily.

			In other cases, bargaining can help our mind move from one state of loss to another. It can be a way station that gives our psyche the time it may need to adjust. Bargaining may fill the gaps that our strong emotions generally dominate, which often keep suffering at a distance. It allows us to believe that we can restore order to the chaos that has taken over. Bargaining changes over time. We may start out bargaining for our loved one to be saved. Later, we may even bargain that we might die instead of our loved one.

			When we accept that they are going to die we may bargain that their death will be painless. After a death, bargaining often moves from the past to the future. We may bargain that we will see our loved ones again in heaven. We may bargain and ask for a respite from illnesses in our family, or that no other tragedies visit our loved ones. A mother who loses a child may bargain that her other children remain safe and healthy.

			In his well-known song “Tears in Heaven,” Eric Clapton writes about his young son who fell tragically to his death. Some of the lyrics could be interpreted as the bargaining stage, when he wonders if he will stop crying once he finally gets to heaven.

			As we move through the bargaining process, the mind alters past events while exploring all those “what if” and “if only” statements. Sadly, the mind inevitably comes to the same conclusion . . . the tragic reality is that our loved one is truly gone.

			DEPRESSION

			After bargaining, our attention moves squarely into the present. Empty feelings present themselves, and grief enters our lives on a deeper level, deeper than we ever imagined. This depressive stage feels as though it will last forever. It’s impor­tant to understand that this depression is not a sign of mental illness. It is the appropriate response to a great loss. We withdraw from life, left in a fog of intense sadness, wondering, perhaps, if there is any point in going on alone. Why go on at all?

			Morning comes, but you ­don’t care. A voice in your head says it is time to get out of bed, but you have no desire to do so. You may not even have a reason. Life feels pointless. To get out of bed may as well be climbing a mountain. You feel heavy, and being upright takes something from you that you just ­don’t have to give.

			If you find a way to get through your daily activities, each of them seems as empty and pointless as the last one. Why eat? Or why stop eating? You ­don’t care enough to care. If you could care about what was going on, it might scare you, so you ­don’t want to care about anything.

			Others around you see this lethargy and want to get you out of your “depression.”

			Depression after a loss is too often seen as unnatural: a state to be fixed, something to snap out of. The first question to ask yourself is whether the situation ­you’re in is actually depressing. The loss of a loved one is a very depressing situation, and depression is a normal and appropriate response. To not experience depression after a loved one dies would be unusual. When a loss fully settles in your soul, the realization that your loved one ­didn’t get better this time and is not coming back is understandably depressing.

			When we are grieving, people may wonder about us, and we may wonder about ourselves. The heavy, dark feelings of depression that come with grief, however normal, are often seen in our society as something to be treated. Of course clinical depression, untreated, can lead to a worsening of one’s mental state. But in grief, depression is a way for nature to keep us protected by shutting down the nervous system so that we can adapt to something we feel we cannot handle.
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“Elisabeth Kubler-Ross left us one last gift, and it’s
a masterpiece.She and grief expert David Kessler
have written a modern classic, the kind of book that
all of us will want to keep on our bookshelves
because we know it speaks to our deepest hearts.”

—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON
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