Life after bereavement
Living with grief

The death of someone close to you may
be the most devastating and
overwhelming experience that will ever
happen to you.
You, your family and friends may have many
questions about your experience of bereavement.
Some things you may instantly relate to and
recognise, others may make no sense at all because
people express and experience their grief in different
ways. The grief following a death is not an illness but a
normal human response during which a bereaved
person adapts to living without their loved one.

Living with grief

Most of us will at some point in our lives experience the
death of someone close to us. It can be the most devastating
and overwhelming experience that will ever happen to us.
Grief is a natural reaction and each person has their own
unique and individual experience. There is no ‘right’ way to
grieve. You may experience many different feelings or you
find your thoughts and concentration fluctuate, leaving you
feeling confused. You may feel some immediate relief.
There can be good days and bad days and ups and downs.
This is a normal response to your loss.

I don’t believe he’s gone, I can still hear him,
I can still see him

Even when you have known for some time that someone is
going to die, there is still a sense of shock and disbelief when
the death occurs. You may feel cold, numb and unreal for a
time and have trouble believing they are really dead and
are not coming back. This feeling of shock usually starts to
fade in a few days or weeks, although it might come back
from time to time. You might feel that you can hear or see
the person who has died. You may have vivid dreams or
pictures of them in your mind, particularly of the last few
days and weeks of their life. Some of your dreams may be
disturbing as your mind tries to take in what has happened.
All these feelings, while not being the same for everyone,
are normal, and don’t mean you are losing your mind.

I don’t seem to be able to settle down to
anything, yet there is so much that needs
doing

You may well find this is a confusing time. It can be difficult
to concentrate on anything and even simple tasks may
seem an effort. You may find yourself staring aimlessly
through the window sensing you have lost something and
suddenly have a new realisation that they are dead. And
sometimes you may feel that life has no meaning anymore
and ask yourself ‘What’s the point?’. When someone you
have loved dies it’s normal to question what life is all about.
Some people find themselves having strong spiritual
experiences and others can find they have lost all faith.

I don’t feel well

Grief can be exhausting. You may feel unusually tired and
low, yet not be able to sleep. Your appetite and enjoyment
of food may temporarily disappear. It’s important to look
after yourself and to try to eat and drink regularly in order to
keep up your energy. Bereavement can be a big shock on
many levels and it’s not uncommon for people to be
susceptible to minor infections or illnesses and need to visit
their GP. Grief can be a very stressful time.

I think I am going mad

Grief can release intense and strong and unfamiliar
emotions, perhaps more than you have felt before and you
can feel as if these emotions are taking over. You may feel
like you are going mad and find you may feel or act
differently from usual. This is normal but can be alarming if
you are someone who is usually calm and in control. It may
be tempting to want to rid yourself of these unwelcome
emotions by keeping busy or doing something radical like
moving house or clearing out the possessions of the person
who has died. This is not the best time to make major

changes in your life. What seems
right now may not seem right in
several months.
If you have to make important
decisions it can help to talk them
over with an experienced person
who you trust and who can help
you consider the various options
and gain some support.

Why me?

It’s common for many people to
have strong feelings of anger
following a significant loss. These
can be unsettling and difficult to
understand. You may feel anger
at the fact of death, at being left
alone or at God and the world for
such a painful and pointless loss.
You may also feel angry with
those close to you or with the
professionals who were involved
with the treatment and care of
your loved one during their
illness or at the time of their
death. Sometimes there is
reasonable cause for this and
talking it through can help you
to understand what you are
feeling and how to respond. This
is a normal reaction and it can
be helpful to know these feelings
can lessen in time.

If only

It’s very natural to wish you could have done some things
differently. You may have regrets for things that were said,
or that you did or did not do. Everyone has
misunderstandings and disagreements with those close to
them; it is a normal part of human relationships. When
someone dies we lose the opportunity to change things with
them and you may feel guilty about all sorts of things. Guilty
feelings are very common but are rarely justified and should
pass with time. If they persist it can be helpful to talk them
through with someone in order to try and understand why
you continue to feel as you do.

I always seem to want to talk about it

Often people find themselves needing to talk about the
person who has died and about their illness and death. The
best way in which family and friends can help is to listen
and to share this remembering. Sometimes they find this
hard to do because it brings up their own uncomfortable
feelings or they feel embarrassed because they don’t know
what to say. You may find that family and friends are there
for you early on in your bereavement and less so later.
It is important to remember that people may not always
know how you are feeling and you might have to tell them.
If you find it hard to talk to them it might be easier to speak
to someone from outside your family and friends.

I can’t face people yet

There can be a time in the early days of your grief when you
feel different. It’s as if the rest of the world is carrying on but
you’ve been left behind. This can be a lonely and alienating
experience. It can be hard to relate to people and normal
life as so much of you is taken up with what has happened
and thoughts of the person who has died. For a while you
may not want to see people or go out, and even small tasks

like shopping feel like the hardest thing to do. Try not to
worry about this as it’s normal to want to withdraw from the
world for a little while. In time you may feel able to contact
people again or accept an invitation to do things.

Sometimes I can’t remember

You may find yourself not being able to recall your past, the
things you did together, the good times or the bad times.
Perhaps your mind is full of the more recent unsettling
pictures of illness and death. It can help to talk about these
whilst also recalling some of your shared life together. You
can also preserve their memory more fully if you remember
their faults as well as their strengths, their smile, their
laughter. As time goes on, the memories will gently trickle
back. In the meantime, if you find your memory has gaps,
try talking with someone who can help you to explore these
spaces and fill them in. This can help you with your grief.
Some people also worry if they are not thinking about their
loved one that they will be forgotten. This is an
understandable fear, yet rarely is it real and often comes
about through tiredness and grief.

I don’t think I’ll ever be happy again

You may feel so bad you can’t see any prospect of feeling
better, of things changing. It is true life will never be the
same again, the person you love has died, but much of the
pain does lessen and change over time. It can help to take a
day at a time initially and try not to think too far ahead,
slowly and gently. One day, in the midst of your sadness,
you may find yourself laughing at something happening
now. These feelings of pleasure do not mean you don’t care
about the dead person, on the contrary it simply means you
are beginning to adjust to your changed life and honouring
your own need to continue living. Some people find it helpful
to renew old interests and in time seek new ones. However,
being both sad and happy can be confusing and difficult to
cope with. Special anniversaries, birthdays and Christmas
can be particularly difficult. You may need to take extra
care of yourself at these times and to ask for support.

No one seems to understand how I feel and
they tell me I should have got over it by now

People who tell you not to get so upset may mean well, but
perhaps don’t realise that your distress, which may continue
for a very long time, is natural when someone close to you
dies. Try to speak to someone who will understand your
need to be upset and grieve. Many people find it helpful to
talk to someone outside their circle of family and friends,
someone with time to listen, who will understand and not
judge you, and whose feelings you don’t have to worry
about. Our Bereavement Service offers a safe, confidential
space for you to explore your thoughts and feelings.

How can you help yourself
The grief that comes as a result of losing someone close to
you may be the hardest thing you ever have to face but
there is always something you can do to help yourself
through the dark times. Here are a few suggestions that
people who have used our services have found helpful.
Remember other difficult times you’ve had and how
you managed them. Try to think about what works
best for you and what gives you strength and a
sense of purpose. While you didn’t have any control
over the death of your loved one you can try to find a way
of taking control of how you cope with your life now and in
the future.
Cherish your memories and keep them alive.
Continuing to live your life doesn’t mean forgetting.
It can mean keeping the connection to people and
places you have loved alongside life now and in the
future.
Rest, as grieving uses a lot of emotional energy and
you may well feel very drained and exhausted at
times. Grief isn’t an illness, however it can have a
huge impact on you, much like a bad illness or an
operation. Be gentle with yourself, in time your
energy will return.
Try to eat. Many people find they lose their appetite
and may unintentionally ignore their bodies. If this is
the case, eat small, nourishing, easily digested
snacks. It’s best to eat regularly even if you don’t
feel like it.

Learn ways to distract yourself on the days you
can’t face life, like a good TV programme, a walk,
cooking, meeting a friend for coffee, engrossing
yourself in an interest like a movie, reading a book;
something enjoyable that will take you out of
yourself for a little while.
Be creative in whatever way suits you, whether that’s
writing a journal or a long letter or an email. Putting
your thoughts on paper or on a computer is a good
way of getting things straight in your mind. Or try
something new like painting, drawing or gardening something that helps you express your feelings or
create something to help you remember.
Getting some exercise can be very helpful. You can often
feel physically tense and movement helps release this.
Movement can also help you feel better by giving
positive energy. This can be done by swimming,
walking, yoga, the gym or perhaps day to day
activities like walking to the shops, mowing the
lawn, walking the dog or hoovering.
Draw on your spirituality. This can be different for
each one of us. For some people it will mean going
to religious services, praying or meditating. For
others it will be a walk on the beach or in the
countryside, listening to birdsong or inspirational
music, whatever brings you in touch with a
different perspective and offers a bigger picture of
life.
Go at your own pace, don’t make any decisions in a hurry.
This is not the best time to make major changes in your life.

What about children…

Children also grieve but, unlike adults, they sometimes don’t
have the understanding or words to describe their feelings. It
helps to talk to children about how they are feeling and about
the feelings people often have when someone important in
their life dies. With very young children it can be easier to do
this through play.
Children will show their feelings in lots of different ways. If they
are feeling upset and can’t talk about something they might
show this by acting younger than they are, not sleeping or in
physical symptoms such as tummy ache. They can become
clingy and perhaps worry you will also die. They might not be
able to say this. Obvious behaviours like being rude, getting
into fights, having outbursts or temper tantrums are all natural
responses in bereavement, but so is being very good, very
grown up and very quiet. Just because behaviour is not loud
doesn’t mean a child is not feeling deeply. When you are also
grieving it can be difficult to see things through a child’s eyes.

Children perceive the world more literally than adults and
depend on adults for much of their information about a
family death. Many adults try, understandably, to protect
children from death and the pain of loss by not discussing
the death and hiding their feelings. As a result many
children facing a significant loss feel bewildered,
abandoned and isolated. It is normal for children and young
people to re-visit and re-experience their grief as they
develop and grow into adulthood. If you are at all worried
about any children in your family, then there are services
who can support children in their bereavement.

How can I help bereaved children?

Be honest, simple and direct. Explain carefully what has
happened. Use words you know they’ll understand. Avoid
going into long explanations, which can confuse children.
Don’t be afraid to use words like death, as saying that
somebody has gone to sleep can create sleep problems in
the future.
Encourage your child to express their feelings openly. Listen
to what your child is trying to tell you verbally or through
their behaviour. And respond according to your child’s
needs. Children often express their grief through play.
Try to avoid telling your child how they should feel, and
accept the emotions and reactions the child expresses.
Your child may cry and at times this may be for a long time.
You may find this difficult but it is normal and helpful to the
child.
Sharing your feelings, both sad and happy, with your child
allows them to share and comfort you too. This helps them
feel included and gives them permission to talk about their
difficult feelings.
Don’t forget to hug, cuddle and be affectionate towards your

child. Children experience things literally so lack of contact
can feel like real abandonment. However, some children
may prefer to distance themselves for a while.
Children’s questioning can get tedious but this is their way of
gaining understanding of a very difficult situation. Please be
patient with them and take their questioning seriously.
Children need reassurance about myths and fantasies they
may have. They may not be able to express these, so need
reassurance that death is not contagious and the death of
one person doesn’t mean everyone is going to die soon.
They also need reassurance there is nothing they’ve said,
thought or done that could have caused the death.
Keep up your children’s usual routines. This gives them
much needed stability in a huge time of change. There is a
temptation to compensate and give special treats, or give in
when they are continually asking, especially when you are
having a low day. It will help your child if you continue to
be consistent and fair in their day-to-day care.

Children often feel excluded from the ritual after death
Allowing them to be involved and take part in some of the
decisions avoids this and helps with their grieving process.
It’s important to prepare children and explain carefully what
is happening on a day-to-day basis.
Remember to talk about the person who has died. Children
may not take the lead and often take their cues from adults.
They may need help keeping memories of the person.
Simple collections of personal things, photo albums and an
item of clothing to cuddle can be very reassuring. It may be
helpful for them to start making a memory box as the whole
family prepares for the funeral.
Children often use school as a distraction in their grief so staff
may not be aware of their pain and struggles. It can be
helpful to talk to your child’s teachers so they can also help
your child in their bereavement.
If you are finding it hard to cope, getting support for yourself
can help you support your child.

Notes

During the weeks and months after a bereavement you
may need help and support from others – it can be very
hard to manage bereavement alone. Many people find
their close family and friends are a tremendous help. It
may also be of help to talk to someone outside your
family and friends.
As time goes on if you are finding it difficult to cope,
please contact our Bereavement Service. Our confidential
service is available to anyone throughout Hastings and
Rother who is in need of extra support through this
difficult time.
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