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A welcome from Robert K. Green, Ph.D. 
You may be opening this guide days after a death, or many years later. Perhaps grief has remained 

close. Perhaps it has returned in a way you did not expect, or you have only now found room to 

attend to it. You are welcome here without having to explain why you still need support. 

I hope these pages offer company and useful questions without adding another set of demands. 

You will not be asked to describe the death as a gift, find a lesson on command, or demonstrate 

that you have become stronger. The person’s life mattered before anything was learned from their 

death. 

We will pay attention to your whole life: what you feel and notice, what is happening in your body 

and daily routines, the people and customs around you, and the circumstances that make some 

responses possible and others difficult. A need for money, rest, safety, or companionship deserves 

as much attention as a question about meaning. 

The sections are places to visit, and you can choose a different place each time. There is no 

required order and no point at which you are expected to finish grieving. You can seek help before 

you understand what you feel. You can return to an old question with new circumstances. 

Keep a notebook beside you for reflections and responses to the invitations in these pages. A few 

words may be enough. If writing does not suit you, you might speak, draw, talk with someone, or 

simply consider a question. The invitations are optional. 

Take what helps. Leave what does not fit. When a question feels too much, you can stop. An 

answer might be, “I need someone to sit with me,” “I am angry,” or “I do not know.” Each gives us 

somewhere to begin. 

Robert K. Green, Ph.D. 
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Using the guide and your notebook 
This guide is a companion for adults living with grief after the death of someone significant. It 

offers reflection and practical possibilities. It cannot assess your needs or replace individualized 

medical or mental health care. You can ask for professional support at any time, including when 

you are unsure what kind of help you need. 

Bring an ordinary notebook; there is nothing special to buy. You will find questions in boxes 

labeled In your notebook. Choose one question or part of an invitation. There are no spaces to 

complete in this guide and no assignments to catch up on. If useful, date an entry so that you can 

return to it later. 

The titled stories in frames are imagined illustrations. They show possibilities rather than actual 

case histories or ways everyone should respond. You may recognize one part of a story and 

disagree with another. 

Before reflecting, consider your time, privacy, and available support. You do not owe anyone 

access to your notebook. A private voice note or a conversation may work better, and choosing not 

to record anything is also an option. 

You do not need to describe the death in detail. Begin with something manageable in your present 

life. Avoid opening a difficult memory just before driving or a demanding obligation. You can 

reflect with a trusted person or professional if that feels more suitable. 

If distress rises beyond what feels manageable, stop. Look around and notice where you are. You 

might feel the chair supporting you, take a sip of water, or contact someone you trust. Choose 

what helps; close attention to breathing or the body does not suit everyone. You do not have to 

finish an exercise before putting it down. 

In your notebook 
Before you begin 

What would make this a manageable time to read? Who or what could help me pause? A short answer, 

or no written answer, is enough. 
 



LIVING WITH LOSS 4 

When support would help 
You do not need to decide whether your grief is normal, severe enough, or old enough to deserve 

help. Wanting support is enough reason to ask. A professional can help you understand what is 

happening and discuss options with you. 

Reasons to arrange a conversation 
Contact a primary care clinician or qualified mental health professional when distress is hard to 

manage, is worsening, or substantially affects daily life. This might mean repeatedly struggling 

with sleep, meals, basic care, responsibilities, or contact with others; being overwhelmed by 

frightening memories; or feeling concerned about alcohol or other substance use. 

You may still complete tasks while using nearly all your energy to get through. Describe what your 

days and nights are like, including what others do not see. 

These examples are reasons to talk, not a self-diagnosis checklist. Missing someone years later 

does not by itself establish an illness. A clinician considers your health, functioning, 

circumstances, and cultural context. You do not have to wait to seek care. 

When to seek urgent help 
For thoughts of suicide, self-harm, or not wanting to be alive, reach out promptly to a crisis 

service or health professional, even without an intention to act. If you may act, cannot keep 

yourself safe, or are in immediate danger, contact emergency services or go to the nearest 

emergency department. If possible, ask someone you trust to stay with you while you get help. 

In the United States and its territories, call 988, text 988, or visit https://988lifeline.org/chat/ for 

crisis support. For an immediate life-threatening emergency in the United States, call 911. 

Elsewhere, use your local crisis service or emergency number. 

Physical symptoms deserve attention too. Seek medical advice for new, severe, or worrying 

symptoms rather than assuming grief is their cause. An urgent medical problem remains urgent 

after a loss. 

In your notebook 
A first step toward support 

What has been hardest to manage? Who could help me arrange or attend an appointment? 

You can say: “Someone important to me died, and I am having difficulty with daily life. I would like 

help understanding my options.” You can make the call before writing anything down. 
 

tel:988?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
sms:988?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
https://988lifeline.org/chat/?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
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Finding a place to begin 
Choose a subject that has something to do with today. These are invitations to enter the guide, not 

stages to pass through. You can read in order if you prefer, follow one concern, or return to the 

same section many times. 

When I am unsure whether to seek help ........................................................................................ 4 

When the loss happened years ago ................................................................................................. 6 

When a feeling frightens or troubles me ......................................................................................... 8 

When I notice what is missing ....................................................................................................... 11 

When I want to consider the relationship ..................................................................................... 15 

When a day or date is difficult ..................................................................................................... 20 

When I need someone’s help ........................................................................................................ 24 

When my circumstances make things harder ............................................................................... 27 

When a familiar response is costing me ....................................................................................... 31 

When I am living with unanswered questions .............................................................................. 35 

When I want to remember or set a boundary ............................................................................... 39 

When I want to think through a moment ..................................................................................... 43 

When I want to return to an earlier question ............................................................................... 47 

Places to begin looking for support ............................................................................................... 50 

Each time you return, you bring a different present. Notice what is happening, consider what it 

seems to mean, and ask what response or support fits. Later, you can look at what followed. You 

can begin anywhere in that movement, including with rest or a request for help. 

In your notebook 
Begin with today 

What brought me to the guide today? What needs attention first: a feeling, my body or daily tasks, a 

relationship, or something in my circumstances? I can choose one concern and leave the rest. 
 

Returning when you need these pages 51.......................................................................................
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When grief returns or has stayed 
You may be reading long after the death. Perhaps grief has changed over time and a reminder has 

brought it close again. Perhaps it has remained painful throughout, or demands on your life have 

left little room to attend to it. The date of the death tells only part of the story. What matters here 

is how life feels and what you need now. 

At her daughter’s graduation 
Twelve years after her mother’s death, Celia watches her daughter cross a stage. She is proud and 

suddenly misses the person she would have called afterward. She has lived many ordinary, satisfying 

days during those years. This moment brings a particular absence into a new occasion. 

Celia asks her sister to stay after the ceremony. She wants to tell someone what her mother would 

have noticed about the day. The conversation makes room for the celebration and the missing. 
 

A familiar loss in a different life 
A graduation, retirement, illness, move, or change in another relationship may bring different 

questions about someone who died. You may notice an absence that had not taken this form 

before. You are meeting today’s life with the history you carry. 

An unexpected difficult day does not establish that you have lost everything you learned or that 

your earlier ease was false. It is also reasonable to seek help if returning grief becomes 

overwhelming. You do not have to decide what it should be called before describing it to someone. 

In your notebook 
What is bringing the loss close now 

What is happening in my present life? What part of the relationship do I miss in this situation? Is 

there a practical need, a memory I want to share, or company I could ask for? 

If I read this entry later, what might I want to remember about the circumstances of this day? 
 



LIVING WITH LOSS 7 

When the difficulty has not eased 

The evenings nobody sees 
Three years after his husband’s death, Ben still goes to work and answers messages. Evenings remain 

painful, and he often misses meals and cancels plans. Friends tell him he is doing well because he is 

reliable at work. He has begun to think that he should be able to manage alone. 

Ben makes an appointment and describes the part of the day other people do not see. He does not 

have to arrive with a diagnosis or prove that he tried hard enough. The conversation is a beginning, 

not a promise that everything will quickly feel different. 
 

You do not have to accept continuing difficulty as something you must endure indefinitely. If grief 

is persistently distressing, restricts everyday life, or leaves you frightened by how you are coping, 

a qualified professional can help assess what is happening. They can consider grief alongside 

sleep, physical health, depression, trauma, substance use, and your circumstances. When 

support would help, near the beginning, offers more detail. 

There is a difference between missing someone for many years and being unable to live the life 

you need or want because distress is overwhelming. The difference is not measured by the 

calendar alone, and you do not have to make that assessment unaided. 

When there was little room to grieve 
You may have spent the time after the death caring for children, earning an income, managing an 

estate, or keeping yourself safe. Perhaps your relationship was hidden, your feelings were 

unwelcome, or privacy was unavailable. Looking back, you might wish there had been more room. 

That does not mean you failed an obligation to grieve. 

If there is more room now, begin gently. You do not owe the past a concentrated period of 

suffering, and you do not need to uncover every memory. A present question, an ordinary 

reminder, or a conversation may be enough. If reflection repeatedly overwhelms you, consider 

approaching it with professional support. 

In your notebook 
What is possible now 

What was happening around me then? What support or privacy was missing? What has changed, and 

what remains difficult? 

What would a manageable response look like today? It might be an appointment, a conversation, a 

practical request, or leaving this subject for another time. 
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When feelings are difficult 

Relief after years of care 
Nina feels relief after her father dies following years of exhausting care. Then she hears herself think, 

“A loving daughter would never feel this.” She begins avoiding anyone who might ask how she is. The 

relief is difficult; the judgment about what it means makes it harder to speak. 
 

Sometimes we fear an emotion because it is intense. Sometimes we fear what having it might say 

about us. Anger may seem disloyal. Enjoyment may seem careless. Numbness may seem like 

evidence that the relationship mattered less than it did. 

This section invites curiosity about those fears. You can approach one feeling in a manageable 

way, with privacy and support. There is no requirement to reveal everything or to become 

unafraid first. 

A feeling and a verdict about yourself 
“I am angry” and “I am a bad person for being angry” are different statements. The first names an 

experience. The second interprets that experience as a verdict on character. Both may arrive 

together, but noticing the distinction can open a little room. 

Anger may concern the death, other people’s behavior, the person who died, a belief system, or an 

unfair situation. Guilt may attach to something you did, something you did not do, or something 

you could not have controlled. Relief may concern the end of suffering or relentless responsibility. 

These possibilities invite examination; they do not tell you in advance what every feeling means. 

An emotion does not oblige you to act on it. You can acknowledge anger while choosing not to 

hurt someone. You can regret a particular action without defining the whole relationship by it. If 

an urge feels unsafe or difficult to control, involve appropriate support rather than testing 

yourself alone. 

When a feeling arrives with an accusation against yourself, you may have both the feeling and the 

accusation to carry. Looking at that accusation can be useful. It does not make you responsible for 

preventing distress by thinking differently. 

Finding words for relief 
For Nina, a more precise sentence is, “I am relieved that the exhausting care and his suffering have 

ended.” That sentence does not settle everything she feels. It gives her a way to talk without treating 

relief as the whole account of her love. 
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In your notebook 
Consider: Name a feeling, then write the judgment that accompanies it. Is that judgment the only 

possible meaning? What context would someone need before understanding the feeling fairly? 
 

Where fear may have been learned 
You may have learned that tears make others uncomfortable, that anger is dangerous, that asking 

for help is weakness, or that faithful people should remain certain. Such messages can be spoken 

directly or taught through people’s reactions. Sometimes they offered protection in a difficult 

environment. 

Not every fear has a clear origin. Temperament, bodily experience, current circumstances, and 

previous losses may all be involved. You do not need to identify a single cause before considering 

what would help now. 

Ask whether an old rule fits the present situation. A child who stayed quiet to avoid an angry adult 

may become a person who hesitates to disclose distress even to a trustworthy friend. That 

hesitation deserves understanding. It need not be treated as stubbornness. 

The strong one 
Malik remembers being praised for “being the strong one” when his mother died. Years later, after his 

closest friend’s death, he feels responsible for keeping everyone comfortable. He recognizes that the 

role once brought approval. Now it leaves him without a place to speak. 

Malik does not decide to tell everyone everything. He asks one friend to walk with him and says, “I do 

not have to be useful during this walk, do I?” The friend’s willingness to listen becomes new 

information about what a relationship can allow. 
 

Social expectations may still carry real consequences. Some workplaces, families, or communities 

are not safe places for emotional disclosure. Revising a rule does not require ignoring those risks. 

You can choose a setting where you have more control and a person whose conduct has earned 

trust. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What did I learn about being strong? What did that lesson protect? What might I want 

strength to include now? 
 

Sharing with choice and boundaries 
Vulnerability can mean admitting to yourself that something hurts, asking for company, or letting 

another person know you do not have an answer. It need not mean unrestricted disclosure. You 

can be honest and still choose the amount, setting, and timing of what you share. 
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Look for evidence of trustworthiness. Does the person listen without taking over? Do they respect 

“not today”? Do they keep private information private, acknowledge limits, and repair mistakes? 

Familiarity alone does not answer these questions. 

You might start with something small: “Evenings have been difficult. Could we speak for ten 

minutes?” Afterward, notice how the interaction felt. Did you feel heard? Did the person press for 

details? Would you want to approach them again for this kind of support? 

A disappointing response can hurt. It does not prove that your need was unreasonable. You can 

limit contact, clarify what you want, or try a different person or service. If a relationship involves 

threats, coercion, or violence, prioritize safety and seek appropriate help. 

Useful language: “I would like you to listen.” “I am not ready to discuss the death itself.” 

“Please ask before sharing this.” “I need to stop here.” 

You can remain afraid and still take one carefully chosen step. You can also decide that today is 

not the day. 

Make room for one feeling 
Choose an emotion that feels possible to approach now. Leave the most overwhelming subject for 

another time or for support with a professional. This is a brief observation exercise, not a test of 

endurance. 

In your notebook 
Name what is present 

Use your own word or description. Where does it show up in your attention or daily life? 

Name the feared consequence 

If I admit this feeling, what am I afraid might happen? Is that a present risk, an old expectation, or 

something I cannot yet tell? 

Choose a boundary and support 

What would make this manageable? Decide how long to reflect, whether to share, and how to pause. 

Return to the present 

Notice the room or a familiar object. Choose an ordinary next activity. If the exercise increased 

distress, consider contacting someone supportive and leave further reflection for later. 

You can use this page without explaining why you chose a particular feeling. 
 

When numbness or joy arrives 
Some days you may struggle to feel anything recognizable. On others, a joke, a meal, or a 

conversation may bring pleasure. Neither experience, by itself, measures love. You do not have to 

manufacture tears or interrupt an enjoyable moment to prove that the person mattered. 
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Numbness can have different meanings and causes. Notice how it affects your life rather than 

assuming it is a refusal to grieve. If feeling detached or unable to function is persistent, 

frightening, or interfering with basic care, seek professional advice. 

Room for relief and love 
Nina notices relief after a quiet night. The old judgment arrives: “I am disloyal.” Instead of treating 

that thought as a fact, she writes what the night was free from: alarms, pain, and fear. She also writes 

what she misses about her father. The page holds both accounts. 
 

This does not require a verdict that she is grieving well. It makes her description more complete. 

A trusted person can hear the context rather than just the word relief. 

In your notebook 
What am I noticing? 

Which feelings have I treated as permitted? Which have I hidden or judged? 

What do I need? 

What kind of company, privacy, reassurance, information, or professional help would support me with 

this? 

What am I beginning to understand? 
 

Living with absence 

The second mug 
Three weeks after Daniel’s death, Mara finishes telling her sister about the funeral and reaches for a 

second mug. Her husband always drank tea at this hour. She stands at the cupboard, surprised by the 

familiar movement of her own hand. She understood that he had died. This small part of the day 

seems to have learned it later. 
 

A death can alter more than the hours when we consciously think about it. It can change who 

hears the ordinary news, who remembers a family story, and how a room feels. Even a routine 

that once irritated us may now mark an absence. 

This section offers language for some of those changes. You do not need to recognize all of them. 

Notice which descriptions fit and which leave your experience out. 



LIVING WITH LOSS 12 

Words for what has happened 
Grief can enter your emotions, your thoughts, your body, and your relationships. It can also 

appear in what you do: reaching for the phone, changing a routine, keeping busy, or needing 

quiet. You may recognize some of these experiences and not others. 

“I keep forgetting,” “I cannot settle,” or “Everything feels unfamiliar” may describe today better 

than any formal term. Use the words that fit you. 

A family may treat tears as love; another may praise composure. A workplace may recognize the 

death of a spouse while giving little acknowledgment to the death of a close friend. Those 

responses influence what mourners feel permitted to say. They do not determine the importance 

of the relationship. 

Other people’s expectations can become part of the burden. Who taught you what a good mourner 

does? Who gets to decide which relationships count? Which customs offer comfort, and which feel 

like an obligation? 

You may value a tradition and still wish to adapt it. You may prefer private remembrance to a 

ceremony. When other people are involved, practical arrangements and respectful negotiation 

may be needed. Your way of grieving does not have to be identical to theirs. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What words do I use for my experience? Which words have other people used that help, 

confuse, or hurt? 
 

The losses within the loss 
The person’s death may bring changes you expected and others you could not have predicted. You 

might lose companionship, income, help with decisions, physical affection, a caregiver, a shared 

language, or someone who knew an earlier version of you. A future you pictured together may no 

longer be possible in that form. 

Some changes are visible to others. A move to a smaller home is easier to see than the loss of the 

person who used to say, “Call me when you arrive.” Naming a less visible loss can help explain 

why a supposedly simple task feels difficult. 

There can also be relief when pain, exhausting care, conflict, or fear has ended. Relief does not 

cancel sadness. You may miss a person and feel relieved about the end of particular 

circumstances. You can explore those mixed feelings in When feelings are difficult. 

You might be missing companionship, help with daily tasks, financial security, a familiar role, or a 

future you expected to share. These changes may overlap. In your notebook, name one that needs 

practical attention and one that needs understanding or company. They may be the same loss. 
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In your notebook 
My most overlooked loss is: 

 

Grief in a body and a day 
You may notice tiredness, disrupted sleep, changing appetite, restlessness, or difficulty 

concentrating. Ordinary decisions can require more effort. You might feel tearful, irritable, numb, 

or unexpectedly calm. Such experiences deserve attention without becoming a test of how deeply 

you loved. 

Do not assume that every new physical symptom is grief. New, severe, or worrying symptoms 

need appropriate medical attention. An urgent problem should be treated as urgent even if it 

began after the death. A clinician can also help with sleep, medication questions, appetite, and 

other concerns that make daily life harder. 

Some people find practical supports useful: keeping a brief list, asking someone to accompany 

them to an appointment, or requesting important information in writing. These are ways of 

sharing the load. If your work involves driving, machinery, or other safety demands, consider 

whether fatigue or concentration problems require a conversation about duties. 

Other people may see you complete a task and assume you are doing well. They cannot see the 

effort it took or what happens when you return home. You can give a more accurate account 

without providing every detail: “I can manage this meeting, but I have less capacity than usual.” 

Try replacing a general demand to “take care of yourself” with a specific question. Is there food 

you could eat with little preparation? Is there an appointment someone could help arrange? Is 

there a person who can stay nearby without expecting conversation? 

In your notebook 
For today: Identify one bodily need and one practical task. Decide whether either could be made 

easier by asking for help. 
 

Moving between grief and daily life 
You may spend the morning absorbed in a memory and the afternoon repairing a fence. Later you 

may laugh at a television show and feel startled by the laughter. Attention can move between the 

loss and the demands or possibilities of everyday life. 

There is no allocation of time you must get right. A period of remembering can be followed by 

ordinary activity, and an ordinary activity can bring the loss close again. You can respond to what 

the day asks without measuring whether you have given grief enough attention. 
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A break does not have to be earned by suffering first. At the same time, a life that leaves no room 

at all to acknowledge the death may become difficult to sustain. The question is how a pattern is 

serving you, not whether you have spent the correct number of minutes grieving. 

Lunch and the fear of forgetting 
What happened: Mara enjoys lunch with a colleague, then notices that she has not thought about 

Daniel for an hour. 

What it seemed to mean: “If I can enjoy myself, perhaps I am forgetting him.” 

What followed: She considers canceling the next lunch. After talking with her sister, she tries a 

different understanding: lunch gave her company during a difficult week. She decides to go again. 

Missing Daniel remains part of her life. 
 

The next lunch might feel easier or harder. A caring response does not earn a particular mood. It 

may give Mara company while she continues to miss Daniel. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What gives me a little respite? What helps me acknowledge the loss? Do I have access to 

both? 
 

What has changed in my world 
Choose one part of life touched by the death. It can be small: a meal, a journey, an empty message 

thread. Begin with whichever question fits, and leave the others for another day. 

In your notebook 
The change I am noticing 

What happened, and what do I notice in myself when I encounter it? 

The meaning I am making 

What does this change seem to say about my life, my relationship, or my future? Which parts do I 

know, and which parts am I fearing or assuming? 

A response that fits today 

What would offer care or practical help? Who might help make it possible? 

What I am beginning to understand 

There is no need for a large conclusion. “The journey home is the hardest part” is useful information. 

So is “I am not ready to think about this.” 
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The person and the relationship 

The person she would call 
Leila’s grandmother raised her. Seven years after her death, Leila still wishes she could call her when 

something important happens. When someone says, “At least she lived a long life,” Leila hears a 

statement about age. What she needs them to understand is the place her grandmother still has in her 

life. “Grandmother” names a family relationship. It does not describe its whole meaning. 
 

We often name a death by relationship: parent, child, partner, sibling, friend. These words matter, 

yet each contains many possible lives. Closeness, dependence, estrangement, care, conflict, and 

hopes for the future help explain the particular loss. 

This section includes dedicated pages on the death of a child. Read them if they fit your 

experience or help you understand someone else. You can also move directly to A portrait of 

our relationship in this section. 

Knowing the relationship from within 
Relationships give us ways of knowing ourselves. We learn ways of speaking, caring, disagreeing, 

and belonging through life with other people. After a death, we may miss both the person and the 

part of ourselves that felt familiar in their company. 

You may have been the person who made your father laugh, the friend trusted with an unfinished 

poem, or the partner who remembered the medication. After the death, the activities through 

which you knew yourself may be interrupted. “Who am I now?” can be a practical question as well 

as an emotional one. 

No relationship needs to be idealized to deserve grief. You can miss a person who disappointed 

you. You can grieve the possibility of an apology that will never come. You can acknowledge 

affection without denying abuse, and acknowledge harm without explaining away your sadness. 

Someone else’s account may differ from yours. A sibling may remember a gentler parent; a friend 

may know a side of your partner you rarely saw. Different memories need not be forced into one 

authorized portrait. You can preserve your own account and decide where it is safe to share it. 

If the relationship involved abuse, contact with relatives or participation in remembrance may 

feel unsafe. Boundaries, distance, and professional support can be appropriate. Remembering 

does not require forgiveness, a public tribute, or renewed contact with people who harmed you. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What part of our relationship would a stranger miss if they knew only the label? Which 

part of myself felt especially present with this person? 
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The circumstances of the death 
An expected death can still feel shocking. Knowing that illness is advanced does not mean 

knowing what the final absence will feel like. Before the death, you may have been grieving 

changes in the relationship while still caring, hoping, planning, or managing crises. Afterward, the 

sudden end of caregiving can leave an unfamiliar gap. 

A sudden death may leave little opportunity for preparation or farewell. A violent death, suicide, 

overdose, or distressing medical experience may also bring unanswered questions, investigations, 

public attention, or stigma. These circumstances can affect what support feels safe to seek. They 

do not supply a complete description of the person’s life. 

You may want information about what happened. Consider which questions have a possible 

source of reliable information and whether you would like someone with you when asking. You 

can request an explanation again or in language you understand. You do not have to examine 

graphic details as part of using this guide. 

If memories, nightmares, or fear repeatedly overwhelm you, a professional with experience in 

trauma and bereavement may help. You can ask directly about that experience. Needing help with 

the circumstances of a death does not diminish the relationship you are mourning. 

There may be uncertainty that cannot be settled. This can be particularly difficult when others 

speak as if they know exactly what happened or what the person intended. “We do not know that” 

is a legitimate boundary. You do not have to accept speculation to keep a conversation 

comfortable. 

A possible request: “I want help understanding the information we have. I do not want guesses 

presented as facts. Please check with me before sharing further details.” 

In your notebook 
What do I need regarding the circumstances of the death: information, company, 

privacy, professional support, or something else? 
 

When a child dies 
The death of a child can unsettle expectations about the order of life and a parent’s role in keeping 

a child safe. The loss may include years already shared and a future that had scarcely begun. A 

child’s age does not determine how much of that future a parent had imagined. 

Pregnancy loss, stillbirth, and an infant’s death may be minimized by people who did not know 

the child in the same way. There may be few shared memories to which others can turn, while the 

parent has a detailed sense of hopes, bodily experience, preparations, or belonging. Some people 

use the word parent for themselves after such a loss; others prefer different language. Their terms 

deserve respect. 
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When a younger or adult child dies, daily contact may have been frequent, occasional, strained, or 

renewed after a difficult period. A parent may mourn the child as they were at many ages. Adult 

independence does not necessarily end the felt responsibility to protect. 

You may want people to recognize your child as a particular person and to understand what being 

their parent means to you. You may want to say their name, tell a story, or choose privacy. It helps 

when others ask rather than presume. 

There is no sentence that makes this loss acceptable. “At least,” predictions about another child, 

and demands for a positive lesson may miss what the parent is trying to communicate. Support 

can begin with using the child’s name if welcomed, listening, and asking what is needed without 

requiring the parent to reassure everyone else. 

In your notebook 
For a bereaved parent: What would you want someone to understand about your child or your 

place as their parent? You can leave this unwritten. 
 

Parental identity and the future 

How many children 
After his adult son André dies, Tomas avoids the question “How many children do you have?” He 

worries that saying two erases André, while saying three will open a conversation he cannot manage in 

a checkout line. He develops more than one answer. With someone he trusts, he explains. Elsewhere, 

he says, “I have three children,” and leaves it there. 
 

You can decide how to speak about your child in different settings. A brief answer need not 

represent the whole truth of your relationship. Privacy can protect you from having to educate a 

stranger when you have little energy. 

Milestones may bring grief for events that will not occur: a first day of school, a graduation, a 

birthday, a visit with an adult child, or a future family gathering. Some dates are known to others. 

Others exist mainly in your own imagination. You may want to mark them, change the day’s 

routine, or have no plan. 

The question “Why could I not protect my child?” can feel like a verdict. When possible, separate 

the duty you felt from the control you actually had. Consider the information, resources, and 

choices available at the time. Serious questions about care or responsibility deserve careful 

investigation; self-accusation alone cannot establish what happened. 

Support need not begin with conclusions about blame. A person who can stay with the question, 

help gather information, and recognize your child may be more useful than someone determined 

to persuade you to feel differently. 
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In your notebook 
Consider: Which part of being this child’s parent remains important to me? What part feels painfully 

interrupted? What would acknowledgment look like now? 
 

Different grief within a family 
Two parents may grieve the same child in ways that are difficult for each other to recognize. One 

wants to tell stories every evening; the other needs periods when the death is not the subject. 

Neither pattern alone tells us how much that parent loved. Differences may also concern 

belongings, ceremonies, photographs, or contact with friends. 

Rather than using one visible behavior as evidence of another person’s feelings, try describing its 

effect. “When the photograph disappears without discussion, I feel shut out” gives a conversation 

a different starting point from “You do not care.” A practical agreement might involve keeping one 

shared space for photographs while allowing another room to change. 

Some families cannot reach these agreements easily. Separation, conflict, financial stress, or 

unsafe relationships may already be present. A counselor, mediator, or trusted supporter may 

help with communication where appropriate. Joint conversation is not a requirement when it 

would be unsafe. 

Surviving children may also have questions and needs that change with age. Give clear, age-

appropriate information, allow questions to return, and avoid making them responsible for an 

adult’s emotional survival. Another reliable adult or a bereavement service can share support. 

Dougy Center offers resources for grieving children, teenagers, and caregivers. 

Family includes people beyond the household. Siblings, grandparents, stepparents, nonbirth 

parents, and chosen family can also be affected, sometimes without recognition. Ask who is 

absent from the conversations and whether they would welcome contact. 

A possible agreement: “I need some time to speak about her, and you need some quiet. Could 

we choose a short time tomorrow and then decide what feels manageable?” 

In your notebook 
Where could our family use more support, rather than another judgment about how 

someone is grieving? 
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Relationships that others overlook 

A place to remember 
When Dev’s former partner dies, mutual friends are unsure whether to invite Dev to a gathering. Dev 

knows the relationship had ended and does not want to displace anyone. Still, years of shared life have 

not vanished. The uncertainty about being welcome becomes another part of the loss. 
 

A close friend, former partner, colleague, caregiver, or member of chosen family may be central to 

a life. Other people may not recognize the bond, or may disagree about the mourner’s place. A 

hidden relationship may leave someone grieving without being able to explain why. 

When a relationship goes unrecognized, a mourner may have fewer opportunities to speak or 

receive care. Some people seek acknowledgment openly; others need to protect their privacy or 

safety. You should not have to defend the importance of the relationship before your needs are 

taken seriously. 

Remembering with a friend 
What happened: No invitation arrives. What it seemed to mean: “I have no right to miss him.” 

What followed: Dev initially stays silent. Later, Dev distinguishes uncertainty about the gathering 

from the importance of the relationship. Dev asks one trusted friend to meet and remember together, 

without demanding access to a private family event. 
 

The response creates a possible place for mourning while recognizing other people’s boundaries. 

It does not settle every disagreement. You may need support that exists outside the people who 

knew the person who died. 

In your notebook 
Consider: Where is my grief recognized? Where do I feel required to defend it? What form of 

acknowledgment could be possible without compromising my safety or someone else’s privacy? 
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A portrait of our relationship 
Choose a name or a private word for the person. Include complexity if it belongs here. You can 

leave any part blank and return to it later. 

In your notebook 
Who you were in my life 

Think about everyday roles, shared experiences, and the ways you knew one another. 

Who I was with you 

What did I express, receive, protect, or hope for in this relationship? 

What remains unfinished or difficult 

There is no requirement to resolve this on the page. 

What I would like someone to understand 

This may be something about the person, the relationship, or what your life is like now. 

What am I noticing? What do I need? What am I beginning to understand? 
 

Ordinary days and significant dates 

The emergency contact 
Amir prepares carefully for the fifth anniversary of his partner’s death. The day is difficult but 

manageable. A week later, a form asks for an emergency contact, and he finds himself unable to finish 

it. He had planned for the date, but not for this ordinary reminder of how life has changed. 
 

Some difficult occasions are visible on a calendar. Others arrive in a task, a room, a joke, or a 

season. Planning can support you without preventing every surprise. 

This section focuses on practical arrangements for ordinary days and significant dates. The plans 

are flexible. You can change your mind, simplify a gathering, accept help, or choose a different 

way to spend the day. 

Routines after a shared life changes 
A routine can hold the shape of a relationship. The last message before sleep, a Saturday errand, 

or the person who checked a household repair may be gone. Replacing a task and grieving its 

meaning are related but different needs. 

Try identifying what a difficult routine contains. Cooking dinner may involve appetite, shopping, 

fatigue, money, and the absence of conversation. A cooking tip alone may not address the 
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loneliness. A visitor alone may not solve the cost of food. Different parts may call for different 

help. 

Some routines are worth keeping because they provide stability. Others may need adjustment. 

You could eat at a different time, ask someone to join you, prepare less, or use a simpler option 

for a while. You do not need to transform the whole day at once. 

Work and caregiving may continue before you feel ready. Where possible, communicate concrete 

needs: a written reminder, a brief break, help with transport, a quieter task, or a predictable 

schedule. Availability and workplace rights vary; an appropriate advisor can help with those 

questions. 

The practical task and the loss 
Amir asks a friend whether they would be willing to serve as his emergency contact. He also tells 

someone how painful the form was. The practical change does not replace his partner. It meets a 

present need while allowing the meaning of the moment to be heard. 
 

In your notebook 
Consider: Which part of the day is hardest? What practical demand sits inside it? What emotional or 

relational need also deserves attention? 
 

Relationships and expectations of normal 
People may assume that returning to work, dating, traveling, or laughing means grief is finished. 

You may need language that describes greater participation in life without inviting others to close 

the subject. 

You could say, “I am able to do more, and I still miss him.” Or, “Today is a good day to be 

together. That does not tell us how tomorrow will feel.” A brief explanation can be enough. You 

are not required to make grief consistently visible so others remember it. 

Intimacy and companionship may also change. After a partner’s death, some people want 

closeness quickly, some much later, and some do not want a new relationship. Other losses can 

affect desire, trust, and emotional availability too. These experiences deserve conversation 

without a prescribed timetable. 

A new relationship does not have to be presented as a replacement. If other people are affected, 

especially children or shared household members, clear, thoughtful communication can matter. 

You may want professional support for difficult decisions or family conflict. 

You might also feel changed in friendships that once fit easily. Some will adapt; some will become 

less close. Before interpreting every change as rejection, consider whether needs and available 

capacities have shifted. Repeated disregard, however, deserves an honest boundary. 
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In your notebook 
A sentence that describes my present situation without pretending it is settled: 

One expectation I would like to clarify with someone: 

You can participate in life and continue to grieve. The balance may be different from day to day. 
 

A plan for a significant date 
Choose an upcoming birthday, holiday, anniversary, milestone, or other date that matters to you. 

Planning is an option, not a promise about how the day will feel. 

In your notebook 
What the date means to me 

What memories, expectations, or losses may be present? 

My preferred arrangement 

Where would I like to be? Who, if anyone, would I like nearby? What would I like to do or avoid? 

A simpler alternative 

If the plan feels too demanding, what could I shorten, decline, change, or leave? 

Support and communication 

Whom will I tell? What practical arrangements, access needs, or shared decisions require attention? 

Care afterward 

What might help when the gathering ends or the date passes? 
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A plan for an unexpectedly difficult day 
When concentration is limited, a short plan can reduce the number of decisions required. Make 

yours specific enough to use, but flexible enough to change. 

In your notebook 
The minimum that needs attention today 

Consider food, essential medication as prescribed, a dependent person, a necessary appointment, or 

immediate safety. 

What can wait or be shared 

One person or service I can contact and how 

An ordinary activity that sometimes helps me settle 

If you cannot keep yourself safe or have an urgent medical problem, use immediate support rather 

than relying on this plan. See When support would help near the beginning of this guide. 
 

Pleasure without a loyalty test 
A pleasant moment can arrive unexpectedly. You may enjoy a conversation and then feel guilty, as 

if pain were the only reliable proof of love. You can examine that meaning without forcing 

yourself to enjoy more than you do. 

An afternoon among plants 
Amir goes to a garden center with a friend. For a while he is absorbed in choosing a plant. Later he 

feels sadness and thinks that his partner would have enjoyed the outing. The day contains enjoyment 

and absence. Neither invalidates the other. 
 

You may not feel pleasure at present. Avoid making that another demand. An activity can still 

provide structure, contact, or a brief change of surroundings. If an inability to feel interest or 

enjoyment is persistent and distressing, or accompanies difficulty functioning, professional advice 

can help you understand what is happening. 

In your notebook 
What am I noticing? 

Which ordinary moments are difficult? Which offer even a little rest or interest? 

What do I need for an approaching day or date? 

What am I beginning to understand about living and grieving together? 

You may revisit these questions after an occasion rather than before it. What you learn can inform the 

next plan without turning the last one into a success or failure. 
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Finding support that fits 

Different people for different needs 
Grace has a neighbor who will drive her anywhere but becomes uncomfortable when she cries. Her 

cousin can listen for an hour but lives far away. At first Grace wishes that one person could do 

everything. Gradually, she begins asking each for the kind of help they can offer. 
 

Support is not one thing. It may be a listening person, a meal, reliable transport, recognition of a 

relationship, shared experience, or professional care. Matching the kind of support to the need 

can make a request more useful. 

This section also makes room for gaps. Some readers have few trusted people. Finding support 

may take effort that grief makes hard to supply. The difficulty is real, and it is reasonable to ask 

someone to help with the search itself. 

Different kinds of help 
Emotional companionship means having room to speak, be quiet, cry, remember, or be 

distracted with someone who does not demand a performance. You can say whether you want 

listening, a conversation, or ordinary company. 

Practical assistance concerns tasks and resources: food, transport, paperwork, childcare, 

household repairs, or organizing information. It may help even when the person offering it does 

not know what to say about grief. 

Shared experience can reduce the work of explaining some parts of a loss. A peer group or 

another bereaved person may offer recognition. Similar experience does not guarantee a good fit; 

people can still have different beliefs, needs, and ways of relating. 

Identity and relationship recognition may mean being with people who understand a 

community, use the right name or relationship term, speak a preferred language, or do not 

require an explanation of a disability. This can overlap with any other kind of support. 

Professional support can help assess distress, address trauma or substance use, assist with 

relationships, or work with grief that is making daily life very difficult. You do not need to decide 

on a diagnosis before making an appointment. 

Few people can provide every kind of help. A broad support map does not need to contain many 

names; it needs an honest account of what each connection can and cannot offer. A service may 

fill one gap while a friend fills another. 

A service can exist and still be difficult to use. Its hours, location, fees, language, and accessibility 

may not fit your life. Finding a different arrangement or asking someone to help with inquiries 

can be part of receiving support. 
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In your notebook 
Which kind of support is missing most at present? 

 

Asking for something specific 
“Let me know if you need anything” can be sincere and difficult to use. A small, concrete request 

gives the other person a clearer way to respond. They may still be unable to help, so include room 

for an honest answer. 

For company: “Would you sit with me for half an hour on Thursday? We would not have to talk 

the whole time.” 

For listening: “Could I tell you about a difficult moment? I would like you to listen before 

offering advice.” 

For a practical task: “Could you help me sort the mail into things that need attention and 

things that can wait?” 

For continued contact: “I may not answer immediately, but a short message is welcome. 

Please keep checking in.” 

For help finding help: “I have found it hard to make calls. Could you sit with me while I 

contact two services?” 

For a boundary: “I know you want to help. Explanations about why the death happened are 

difficult for me. Please ask how the day has been instead.” 

Make the request realistic for both people. A defined task or time can be easier to sustain than an 

open promise. If the answer is no, you can ask whether another time, another person, or a 

different form of help would be possible. 

In your notebook 
My request 

I would like help with… 

I could ask… and suggest this time or arrangement… 

If that is unavailable, another possibility is… 
 

Finding a group or professional 
You can ask questions before committing. For a group, ask whom it is intended for, who facilitates 

it, whether participation is voluntary, how privacy is handled, and whether there are expectations 

about speaking. Find out about cost, accessibility, meeting format, and any religious orientation 

that matters to you. 
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For a professional, ask about their qualifications and experience with bereavement and, if 

relevant, the circumstances of the death. You can ask how they work, what an initial meeting 

involves, how progress is discussed, and what happens if the approach does not fit. Ask about 

fees, insurance, waiting times, and practical access. 

You may want to know whether the practitioner understands a particular identity, family 

structure, language, or cultural setting. A respectful answer acknowledges what they know and 

what they would need to learn. You should not be expected to accept stereotyping as part of 

receiving care. 

After a first meeting, consider whether you felt listened to, whether the person respected your 

pace, and whether the explanation of the work made sense. A difficult conversation is not 

automatically a poor fit, but pressure, humiliation, or disregard for boundaries deserves attention. 

If a service cannot help, ask what alternatives it knows. Primary care, hospice bereavement 

programs, community organizations, and specialist grief services can be possible starting points. 

Eligibility and costs vary. See Places to begin looking for support near the end of this guide. 

In your notebook 
A question I want to ask before attending: 

Something I need the setting or practitioner to understand: 
 

A list of support that includes the gaps 
In your notebook, note whom you might approach for listening, ordinary company, practical 

tasks, shared experience, or professional care. Mark an option as “to ask” if you have not 

confirmed it. An empty space identifies a need; it is not a failure. 

In your notebook 
One reliable source I already have: 

One gap that matters now: 

One realistic next contact or request: 

Remember to include practical details: how to contact the person, their usual availability, transport, 

language, cost, and access needs. Keep private information somewhere secure. 

Return to your list when your needs or the people available to you change. Earlier relationships can 

remain important even when you need additional support. 
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When support disappoints or changes 
Some people disappear because they do not know what to say. Others have limits, make 

assumptions, or respond in ways that hurt. You may choose to explain what would help. You may 

also decide that repeated explanation is costing too much and look elsewhere. 

Do not measure the legitimacy of your need by one person’s capacity to meet it. At the same time, 

a supporter can have limits without being uncaring. Clear arrangements make it easier to 

distinguish a boundary from an unspoken rejection. 

Asking for the help each person can give 
When her neighbor changes the subject, Grace feels dismissed. The meaning that arrives is, “I must be 

too much.” She later notices that the neighbor continues to offer transport and help with the garden. 

Grace asks her cousin for listening and the neighbor for a ride. She also tells the neighbor that a 

simple acknowledgment is more useful than changing the subject. 
 

This arrangement may not remove all hurt. It gives Grace more than one route to support. If she 

had no cousin, the next step might involve a group, a service, or a community contact. 

In your notebook 
What am I noticing? 

Where have I expected one person to supply something they cannot offer? Where have I accepted too 

little because I feared asking? 

What do I need now, and what is my next request? 

What am I beginning to understand about receiving care? 
 

The life around your grief 

Support during working hours 
Rosa’s partner dies, and she returns to work sooner than she wants because unpaid time off would put 

the rent at risk. The only grief group she finds meets during her shift. A well-meaning friend says she 

needs to “make space for her feelings.” Rosa needs space, but she also needs wages, transport, and a 

group she can attend. 
 

Grief takes place within a life. Relationships, identities, money, health, work, and public systems 

affect what a person can do and what support is available. Understanding this context protects us 

from explaining every difficulty as a private failure. 

This section also looks for strengths: people, languages, traditions, skills, and communities that 

can sustain you. A life contains more than its barriers. 
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Seeing circumstances together 
Circumstances do not arrive one at a time. The difficulty of reaching a group may involve work 

hours, transport, disability, and care for another person all at once. Advice needs to take the 

whole situation into account. 

Disability and rural location may combine with inaccessible transport. Income, caregiving 

responsibilities, and service hours may make an available appointment unusable. Race, gender, or 

sexuality may affect whether someone expects respectful treatment in a particular setting. 

These examples do not predict every person’s experience. Two people who share an identity can 

have very different resources, relationships, and histories. The task is to listen to the person in 

front of us, including ourselves, and examine the actual conditions. 

A meeting she cannot attend 
Rosa’s difficulty is not explained by having too little motivation. A group scheduled during her paid 

work creates a conflict between support and housing security. A different meeting time, remote 

access, help with transport, or workplace flexibility could matter more than another instruction to be 

open about feelings. 
 

Your circumstances also include sources of strength. A language shared with a neighbor may 

allow something to be expressed that feels awkward in the language of a clinic. A disability 

community may offer practical knowledge. A family tradition may give a familiar form to a day 

that feels otherwise unmanageable. 

In your notebook 
Consider: Which parts of my situation are often considered separately, even though I experience 

them together? What would a supporter need to understand before giving me realistic advice? 
 

Recognition and the right to be heard 
Some mourners are offered immediate acknowledgment. Others must explain or defend the 

relationship before anyone asks what they need. A partner may be treated as a friend, a chosen 

family member as an outsider, or an estranged relative as someone with no reason to grieve. A 

person may also face stereotypes about how their culture or gender is supposed to respond. 

Rules about whose account is accepted can appear in conversation, ceremony, workplace policy, 

forms, or access to information. You might challenge a rule, negotiate an arrangement, or look for 

support elsewhere, depending on what is possible and safe. 
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Having to explain the relationship 
After her wife’s death, Asha repeatedly has to correct an organization’s description of their 

relationship. She is angry and tired. Her anger is not merely an interpretation to be replaced. The 

repeated misrecognition is something the organization is doing. 

Asha could ask a friend to join a call, put a correction in writing, request a different contact, or take a 

break before continuing. Some issues require qualified advocacy or legal advice. Her response needs 

to address what is happening around her as well as what she feels. 
 

You may choose not to challenge a harmful interaction today. Limited energy, financial 

dependence, or concern about safety can shape that decision. Choosing a different setting for 

support does not mean the exclusion was acceptable. 

Recognition can also happen in a small, respectful question: “What word do you use for your 

relationship?” “Who would you like included?” “How would you like this person remembered?” 

In your notebook 
Where do I want acknowledgment? Where do I need protection from having to explain 

myself again? 
 

Looking at your circumstances 
Start with the life surrounding your grief. Consider the people and routines close to you, then the 

organizations and wider conditions that influence daily possibilities. The same part of life can 

contain both help and difficulty. 

For example, work might provide income and companionship while allowing too little flexibility. 

A religious community might offer meals and ritual while some members make statements that 

hurt. You can appreciate support and still name the problem. 

In your notebook, consider home, work, health, relationships, community, and access to services. 

Choose the areas that matter today. Name a concrete difficulty and, where one is available, a 

source of help. If you cannot identify a source of help in an area, leave the gap visible. 

In your notebook 
A barrier that requires more than a change in attitude: 

A resource, relationship, or practice I may be able to draw on: 

A person or organization that could help connect the two: 
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Culture can hold us and ask things of us 
A ritual may provide a script when words are difficult. A shared meal, prayer, story, garment, 

song, or time of silence can connect a mourner to people who have known loss before. You may 

feel held by a practice even when you cannot explain why. 

You may also find that a custom does not fit, or that family members disagree about how it should 

be observed. Belonging to a community does not make everyone identical. Traditions can carry 

different meanings across generations and within the same household. 

Try separating the value from its usual form. If a gathering expresses remembrance and 

connection, might a shorter visit, an accessible location, a remote contribution, or a private act 

express something important when the customary form is not possible? Ask rather than assume 

that adaptation will be accepted. 

Language matters too. You may grieve most naturally in a language different from the one used by 

available services. You can ask about interpretation, translated material, or practitioners who 

speak that language. A family member may not be the person you want interpreting a private 

conversation. 

If faith or cultural practice is a source of comfort, it belongs in your support map. If it is a place of 

struggle, that belongs too. You do not have to resolve the contradiction before using what helps or 

setting a boundary around what hurts. 

Cooking with her cousin 
Rosa finds that cooking a familiar dish with her cousin allows both quiet and conversation. The act 

does not solve the problem of time off. It provides one form of company while she continues to look 

for practical support. 
 

In your notebook 
Consider: Which inherited practices sustain me? Which would I like to adapt? Who could discuss 

this respectfully with me? 
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My circumstances and my next request 
Write about one difficulty without reducing it to a personal shortcoming. If the difficulty includes 

an injustice, you can name that plainly. 

In your notebook 
What is happening in my circumstances 

Who or what is involved? What does this make harder? 

What I have been telling myself about it 

Have I mistaken a lack of access, money, time, or recognition for a lack of effort or worth? 

What might help in practical terms 

Consider a person, accommodation, service, resource, or change in an arrangement. Name any 

uncertainty about whether it is available. 

A request I could make or someone who could ask with me 

What am I noticing? What do I need? What am I beginning to understand? 

You can return to this page when circumstances change. A response that was unavailable earlier may 

become possible later, or a familiar source of support may need replacing. 
 

When coping becomes costly 

Another extra shift 
After his wife dies, Peter volunteers for every extra shift. Work gives him structure and several hours 

when he knows what to do. Months later, he notices that he rarely sees his friends, eats irregularly, 

and dreads any unplanned evening. The same routine that helped him through the early weeks is 

beginning to leave him fewer choices. 
 

Coping responses usually do something for us. They may reduce exposure to reminders, create 

predictability, or provide temporary relief. Understanding that purpose is a better beginning than 

calling ourselves weak, cold, or broken. 

We can also look honestly at consequences. Compassion does not require ignoring harm. This 

section asks what a response gives you now and what it may cost over time. 

Protection can become a pattern 
Privacy may allow rest. Withdrawal may also leave you without people who could help. Activity 

can provide structure. Constant activity may make it difficult to sleep or recognize exhaustion. 

Planning can reduce practical stress; trying to control every interaction can strain relationships. 
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The question is not whether a behavior appears on a list of good or bad coping. Consider its 

purpose, its effects, and how much choice you feel you have. Can you stop or change it when 

needed? Does it support basic care? Does it make useful contact easier or harder? 

Some patterns reflect necessity. A person working two jobs after a partner’s death is not simply 

avoiding grief through busyness. A parent may have little privacy. Someone without safe 

relationships may be alone because support is unavailable. Practical constraints need practical 

responses, not judgments about emotional openness. 

Try describing a pattern without a character label. “I have not answered messages for two weeks” 

gives more useful information than “I have become cold.” You can then ask whether the silence 

reflects fatigue, fear, anger, a need for privacy, an inaccessible communication style, or something 

else. 

Other people may be affected. You can acknowledge that without accepting every criticism. “I 

know I have been hard to reach. I cannot manage long conversations, but a short text is welcome” 

may create an option between disappearing and agreeing to more than you can handle. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What does this response protect me from? Is that protection still necessary in the same 

form? What would need to change around me before I could respond differently? 
 

Relief and its later consequences 
Alcohol or other substances may seem to quiet a difficult evening or make sleep feel possible. If 

this has become part of your life, you can talk about it honestly without reducing yourself to a 

label. What it gives you in the moment and what follows both deserve attention. 

Pay attention when use becomes difficult to control, increases, interferes with responsibilities, 

creates safety problems, or becomes the main way to get through feelings. Substance problems 

have many influences and deserve care. Shame often makes an honest conversation harder. 

You could tell a clinician, “Since the death, I have been using alcohol to get through evenings. I 

want help looking at it without being judged.” Be accurate about amounts, frequency, 

medications, and other substances so the advice can be appropriate. A trusted person can help 

arrange or attend the appointment if you wish. 

If you drink heavily or may be physically dependent on alcohol, seek medical advice before 

abruptly stopping. Alcohol withdrawal can be dangerous. This guide cannot provide a withdrawal 

plan. 

Reducing a harmful response may reveal the need it was serving. If evenings are lonely, support 

may include companionship and a practical evening plan as well as treatment. If sleep is 

disrupted, that deserves attention in its own right. A replacement should address the need, not 

merely remove an action. 
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The same broad question can be useful for other repetitive patterns, such as spending beyond 

your means or working past exhaustion. These are not interchangeable clinical conditions. What 

they share here is an invitation to notice costs and seek suitable help. 

In your notebook 
What has become harder to manage, and who could help me assess it? 

 

Where help could enter 

The evening after work 
Peter, whose story opens this section, feels his wife’s absence most strongly during quiet evenings. He 

fears he will not be able to endure them and accepts another shift. There is immediate structure, 

followed by fatigue and fewer opportunities for company. 

Peter might begin by asking a friend to spend part of one evening with him. He could still work some 

extra hours. He might also need financial advice if reduced household income is driving the overtime. 

The response should fit the actual problem. 

A small change provides information. If the evening remains difficult, that does not prove he cannot 

be home. It may tell him that he needs a different kind of support, a shorter time, or professional help. 

If money prevents a reduction in hours, the relevant next step may concern resources rather than 

emotion. 
 

Choose a point in your own pattern where help could enter. It may be before the urge, during the 

action, or afterward. You do not have to interrupt the whole cycle at once. 

In your notebook 
One place support could enter my pattern is: 
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Taking stock without blame 
Choose one recurring response. Use specific language, such as “I stay at work until late” or “I 

avoid opening the mail.” If examining the behavior feels unsafe or overwhelming, ask for help 

rather than working through this alone. 

In your notebook 
The response and the need it serves 

When does it happen? What does it help me avoid, obtain, or manage? 

What it gives me immediately 

Include real benefits. Honesty about benefits helps explain why changing can be difficult. 

What tends to follow 

Consider sleep, safety, money, relationships, health, responsibilities, and the range of choices 

available to you. 

One source of help or possible adjustment 

What would address the need with fewer costs? What resources would make that possible? 
 

Rest and support are responses too 
There is a difference between deciding to watch a film because you need a break and feeling that 

you must remain distracted every waking hour. The difference is not always visible from outside. 

Ask whether the activity restores some capacity or increasingly narrows your life. 

You can also allow an ordinary activity to remain ordinary. Not every walk needs to produce 

insight. Not every evening with a friend needs to become a grief conversation. Companionship can 

matter even when the death is not discussed. 

Company while cooking 
Peter eventually tells a friend, “I do not need you to keep me cheerful. I would like someone here while 

I cook.” The friend cannot come every week, but they agree on two evenings and discuss other 

possibilities. A modest arrangement becomes more useful than an unlimited offer that neither can 

sustain. 
 

If your first request is declined, notice the meaning you give that response. “They cannot come on 

Tuesday” may be painful without establishing “Nobody will ever help.” If several sources are 

unavailable, the shortage of support is real. Finding support that fits considers ways to widen 

the search. 
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In your notebook 
What am I noticing? 

Which activities leave me a little more able to meet the next part of the day? 

What do I need? 

Where would practical or professional support make a difference? 

What am I beginning to understand about protection and its costs? 
 

Living with unanswered questions 

More than one question 
Owen keeps returning to the day his sister died. “Why did this happen?” sometimes means a question 

about medical events. At other times it means, “How can a world in which she dies still be a world I 

can live in?” The same words contain different needs. 
 

Some questions can be investigated. Others concern fairness, faith, responsibility, or the life that 

remains. Separating them may help you seek information where it exists and companionship 

where an answer is unavailable. 

This section makes room for anger, belief, doubt, and uncertainty. It will not ask you to accept a 

reason for the death. Meaning in an ongoing life can be explored even when the death itself 

continues to seem senseless. 

Different questions within why 
“Why?” can ask about cause: What illness, event, or sequence led to the death? It can ask about 

responsibility: Was there something someone could reasonably have done? It can ask about 

fairness: Why this person, at this time? It can also ask about living: How do I continue with what 

has happened? 

These questions are related, but an answer to one may not satisfy another. A medical explanation 

may clarify events without making them feel fair. A religious answer may offer one reader comfort 

and leave another feeling blamed or unheard. 

A death can unsettle assumptions about safety, fairness, identity, or the future. You may want to 

examine those assumptions, or you may need time before approaching them. No explanation, 

coherent story, or benefit is required. 

Try naming the question more precisely. “What did the doctor mean?” points toward information. 

“Why do I feel responsible for everything?” may call for a supported examination of guilt. “Who 

am I without this relationship in its old form?” may need time, conversation, and new experience. 
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You can decline a question that others keep pressing on you. You do not owe anyone a philosophy 

of death because you have been bereaved. 

In your notebook 
The question I am actually asking today is: 

 

Guilt regret and the view from afterward 
After a death, the past can appear to contain warnings that seemed ordinary at the time. An 

unanswered call, a disagreement, or a postponed visit may become a focal point. Knowing the 

outcome can make earlier choices seem more obvious than they were. 

Begin with what you knew then. What information did you have? What options were available? 

What responsibilities, limitations, or competing needs were present? What belonged to another 

person’s choices or to circumstances outside your control? 

This inquiry is not meant to dismiss every regret. You may believe you acted in a way you wish 

you had not. Acknowledging a particular action can be more honest and useful than making a 

total judgment such as “I failed them completely.” The whole relationship contained more than 

one moment. 

The unfinished call 
Owen regrets ending a call abruptly because he was working. He cannot repeat the call. He writes 

what he wishes he had said, then speaks with someone who knew their relationship. The conversation 

includes affection, ordinary impatience, and many years of contact. His regret remains, but it is no 

longer the only fact in the account. 
 

When questions concern possible wrongdoing, neglect, or an error, qualified advice or a formal 

explanation may be needed. A reflective exercise cannot determine legal or medical responsibility. 

It can help you identify what you need to ask and whom you want alongside you. 

In your notebook 
Consider: Am I examining a specific action, imagining control I did not have, or both? What would a 

fair account include that my harshest account leaves out? 
 

Faith testing and punishment 
Some readers understand life through faith. Others do not, and some are unsure. A death may 

deepen a belief, disturb it, leave it unchanged, or make familiar religious language difficult to 

hear. This section is optional. 
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You may have been told that the death was a test, a punishment, part of a plan, or an event you 

were given because you could bear it. These are interpretations within particular belief systems. 

This guide does not establish them as explanations for a death or as judgments of your worth. 

Ask what a statement does in your life. Does it offer company, permission to lament, or a 

meaningful practice? Does it make you afraid that anger is failure or that further suffering will 

follow doubt? You can examine its effects without resolving every theological question. 

If you want spiritual support, look for someone who can remain with uncertainty and listen 

without using your loss to prove a doctrine. You can ask, “Is there room here for grief, anger, and 

questions?” A trusted faith leader, chaplain, or other spiritual companion may be helpful; fit 

matters. 

“Bad things happen to good people” may offer relief from blame. It may also leave you asking 

what to do with the pain that remains. Further conversation can concern who you want beside 

you, what practices still sustain you, and what care is possible today. 

You do not have to defend the person’s goodness as though that should have secured immunity 

from death. Their life can be honored without turning the loss into evidence about what they 

deserved. 

In your notebook 
Optional reflection: Which beliefs hold me? Which trouble me? What would I like to discuss with 

someone who will not rush my answer? 
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What still matters without an explanation 
Choose something that matters to you now. It may be a person, a value, an ordinary 

responsibility, a place, or a practice. It does not have to arise from the death or compensate for it. 

In your notebook 
Something I continue to care about 

If nothing is clear, write what you would like help caring for: your sleep, a child, an appointment, or 

the next day. 

What this asks of me and what it does not 

Separate a manageable act from an impossible demand. Caring for a child does not require hiding 

every feeling. Honoring someone does not require creating a public project. 

A small response that fits my capacity 

What could I do, accept, ask, or postpone? Who could share the effort? 

What remains unanswered 

You can acknowledge the unanswered question alongside the action. Neither has to erase the other. 

This is an exercise in attending to life, not in finding a benefit from death. 
 

When questioning becomes exhausting 
Reflection may open a new question or help you identify a need. At other times, thinking circles 

the same accusation or possibility without bringing information, relief, or a useful next step. You 

may notice that it interrupts sleep, work, or contact with other people. 

You do not have to win an argument with the question before pausing. You might write it down 

for a conversation with a professional, identify one person who could answer a factual part, or 

turn toward an ordinary activity with company. A pause is allowed even when the issue matters 

deeply. 

Taking the question to someone 
Owen learns to ask, “Am I seeking information that someone can provide, or am I asking the past to 

become different?” Sometimes he still does not know. He brings the question to a counselor rather 

than spending another night alone with it. 
 

If repetitive thinking is distressing or difficult to interrupt, seek support. You do not have to keep 

searching for an explanation at the expense of your health. You can bring an unanswered question 

to someone and also take a break from considering it. 
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In your notebook 
What am I noticing? 

How do I recognize the difference between a useful reflection and an exhausting search? 

What do I need when the question returns? 

What am I beginning to understand about living with uncertainty? 
 

Making room for the relationship now 

The recipe with missing steps 
Jules keeps a recipe written by their aunt. The instructions are incomplete because their aunt always 

expected to be asked about the next step. Cooking from the page brings affection and irritation. 

Sometimes Jules cooks the dish anyway. Sometimes the notebook stays closed. 
 

Death changes how a relationship can be lived. Memories, stories, habits, objects, and values may 

continue to matter. Their importance can shift. A reminder that comforts today may hurt 

tomorrow, and an object you put away may later become welcome again. 

This section offers ways to consider what you want to carry, what feels difficult, and what you may 

wish to set aside. There is no requirement to keep every object, establish a ritual, or create a final 

account of the person. 

Ways of staying connected 
You may remain connected to someone through memories, inner conversations, rituals, or their 

influence on ordinary life. Those connections can bring comfort, distress, or a mixture. There is 

no single amount of closeness to reminders that everyone needs. 

Notice how a particular practice affects you. Listening to a recording may bring closeness, 

overwhelm, or both. You can choose a shorter time, ask someone to be present, put it away, or 

return later. You do not need to prove the strength of a bond by tolerating distress. 

A relationship may also continue through ordinary action: a phrase you use, a skill you learned, a 

habit you question, or a value you choose to keep. Influence can be acknowledged without treating 

the deceased person’s preferences as instructions for every future decision. 

You may want to speak to the person privately or write something addressed to them. In this 

guide, those are optional forms of reflection. An imagined reply can represent your memory, 

hope, or understanding; it is not evidence of what the person would certainly say. 
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Other readers may prefer less contact with reminders. If a relationship involved harm, keeping 

distance from some memories or objects may feel important. A supporter should not insist that 

maintaining a bond is the only way to grieve. 

In your notebook 
Consider: Which connections feel welcome? Which feel burdensome? Is there a way to adjust one 

practice so that it fits my present needs? 
 

Remembering a whole person 
After a death, people may hesitate to mention anything difficult about the person. A public tribute 

may have a different purpose from a private conversation, but you still need places where your 

account can be complete. 

You can remember kindness and unreliability, affection and conflict, humor and stubbornness. 

The presence of contradiction does not make your memory disloyal. It may make it more 

recognizable as the relationship you actually lived. 

A more complete memory 
At a gathering, everyone describes Jules’s aunt as endlessly generous. Jules remembers generosity and 

the way she sometimes ignored boundaries. They decide not to challenge the gathering’s tone, but 

later speak honestly with a cousin. That conversation gives room to love without requiring an 

idealized portrait. 
 

You may choose different audiences for different parts of the story. Consider whether the listener 

can respect complexity and privacy. An online tribute can travel far beyond its intended audience; 

you can keep some memories for a private setting. 

Unfinished conversations may concern apology, gratitude, anger, or a question that will not now 

be answered together. You can write what remains unsaid without claiming that writing resolves 

it. You may choose to share the writing with someone supportive or keep it private. 

If thinking about the relationship repeatedly becomes overwhelming, a professional can help you 

approach it at a manageable pace. You do not have to produce a balanced portrait or forgive 

anyone before receiving care. 

In your notebook 
Consider: What part of this person is easy to remember with others? What part has little room? 

Where might I speak without having to simplify the relationship? 
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Belongings photographs and digital traces 
Belongings can carry practical, emotional, financial, and shared meanings. Decisions about them 

may involve other people, estate arrangements, or limited space. There may be no single choice 

that satisfies every need. 

Where you have authority to decide, consider whether an item needs an immediate decision. If it 

can wait, choose a safe place and a date to reconsider. If it cannot wait, ask for help identifying 

realistic options. You do not need to keep an entire home unchanged to preserve a relationship. 

For shared or disputed belongings, clarify who can make decisions before giving away, altering, or 

discarding anything. If necessary, seek qualified advice. Photographing an object may preserve 

one aspect of it, but it is an option rather than an equivalent replacement for everyone. 

Digital reminders deserve choice too. Notifications, accounts, voice messages, and shared 

photographs can appear unexpectedly. You may want assistance reviewing settings or making 

secure copies of material you are entitled to keep. Protect other people’s privacy and avoid 

irreversible decisions made under pressure. 

In your notebook 
One reminder I want to keep close, set aside, share, or revisit is: 

Before deciding, I need: 
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An optional act of remembrance 
Choose one practice, adapt it, or decline all of them. There is no evidence of loyalty to be produced 

for anyone else. Keep the activity manageable and decide what you will do afterward. 

In your notebook 
A letter. Begin, “Something I want to say is…” You might include a memory, a regret, gratitude, 

anger, or a question. You do not need to imagine an answer, finish the letter, or share it. 

A memory portrait. Describe one ordinary scene in which the person feels recognizable: preparing 

food, leaving for work, telling a story, or doing something imperfectly. Include a detail that belongs to 

them rather than a general compliment. 

A simple ritual. Choose a modest act that has meaning for you: playing a song, preparing a familiar 

dish, visiting a place, lighting an electric candle, or spending a quiet moment with a photograph. 

Consider accessibility, cost, and whether company would help. 

What I choose and why it fits today 

A boundary for the activity 

How long, where, with whom, and what will I leave for another time? 

Afterward I would like 

Consider rest, ordinary activity, or a person to contact. 
 

Carrying and setting down 

Adding to the recipe 
Jules eventually copies the recipe and adds the missing steps learned from a cousin. The new page is 

not the same as hearing their aunt explain it. It is a way of continuing one practice in a changed life. 

On another day, they order food instead. 
 

Remembering can change form. You can move a photograph, stop a ritual, begin another, or let a 

date pass quietly. You may want to discuss changes with people who share the space or practice, 

but you do not need permission from an imagined audience of perfect mourners. 

There may also be something you choose not to carry forward: an expectation, a hurtful rule, or 

the responsibility to preserve everyone else’s preferred version of the person. Setting a limit can 

coexist with affection, sadness, or uncertainty. 
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In your notebook 
What do I want to carry with me? 

Name a memory, quality, practice, question, or connection that matters now. 

What feels difficult to carry? 

What would help me understand it, share its weight, or set a boundary? 

What am I beginning to understand about this changed relationship? 

Your answer can remain provisional. You may know the relationship differently as your own life 

changes. 
 

Making sense of a difficult moment 

The photograph on the phone 
Evan opens his phone and sees a photograph of his sister taken a year earlier. His first thought is, “I 

should have known how little time we had.” Before he notices what he is doing, he has spent twenty 

minutes looking through old messages, searching for a sign he might have missed. 

Evan can return to this moment when he has enough room to consider it. What caught his attention? 

What did it seem to mean? What followed, and what might help now? He does not have to decide that 

every thought is mistaken or that every search is unhelpful. 
 

These questions can be used before a choice, after an interaction, or when a familiar situation 

returns. There is no required starting point. If what you need is company, food, rest, or an 

appointment, begin there. 

What happened and what it seems to mean 
Begin with a small moment. “My friend has not called since Sunday” is easier to examine than 

“Nobody cares about me.” The first describes something you can locate in time. The second adds a 

meaning that deserves attention but is not identical to the event. 

What happens around you and what you notice within yourself can arrive together. A sound, a 

memory, an ache, a wave of sadness, or a familiar impulse may be part of the same moment. 

There is no need to separate them neatly. 

A meaning may arrive as a sentence: “They are tired of hearing about this.” Sometimes it feels 

certain before you have words for it. If writing is useful, try putting that meaning into a sentence 

you can look at with some distance. 
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Ask where an interpretation came from. It may reflect something this person actually said. It may 

draw on earlier rejection, a family rule about independence, or a workplace that punishes visible 

need. It may contain both accurate observation and uncertainty. 

This exploration does not require replacing a painful interpretation with a positive one. If 

someone has repeatedly refused support, noticing that pattern may lead to a boundary or another 

source of help. If the evidence is incomplete, a question may be more useful than a verdict. 

The wish to protect his sister 
Evan cannot undo the death by rereading messages. Yet the wish to search may reveal how strongly he 

wanted to protect his sister. He can acknowledge that wish while asking whether any message could 

have given him the control he now imagines he should have had. 
 

In your notebook 
Try these sentence openings: “What I can describe is…” “The meaning arriving with it is…” “What 

I do not yet know is…” 
 

What follows a response 
A response may be speaking, reaching out, withdrawing, taking practical action, waiting, crying, 

or doing something familiar. It may be intentional or almost automatic. You can consider a 

response afterward; you do not have to catch every feeling before it happens. 

Consider what the response does. Looking through messages might help you remember someone, 

answer a practical question, or leave you feeling increasingly trapped. The same action can serve 

different purposes on different days. Its consequences give information that its label alone cannot 

provide. 

Your response also enters relationships. If you decline every invitation without explanation, a 

friend may assume you prefer not to be asked. That is one possibility, not proof of what the friend 

thinks. A brief message can make your needs easier to understand: “I cannot come this week, but 

please keep inviting me.” 

You are one participant in a wider situation. You cannot control whether someone replies kindly, 

whether your employer grants leave, or whether grief eases that evening. A thoughtful response 

can still meet a disappointing outcome. 

If that happens, begin with the new information. What occurred? What meaning are you making 

of it? Would a different request, a boundary, an advocate, or another source of support help? 

In your notebook 
Consider: Which response happens quickly for me? What does it make possible, and what tends to 

follow? 
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A changed invitation 

An invitation after asking for space 
Six months after her mother’s death, Imani is not invited to a coworker’s dinner. She hears about it 

afterward. She has declined earlier invitations because evenings were difficult. 

Imani describes what she knows: “There was a dinner, and I did not receive an invitation. I feel hurt 

and tense.” Her feelings are part of the moment, even while some facts remain unclear. 

The thought arrives: “They have decided I am too much trouble.” She does not know that. She also 

remembers telling a coworker, “Please do not ask me to go out right now.” Her earlier request matters. 

At first she wants to stop speaking to the group. Later she asks one person she trusts: “I heard about 

the dinner. I know I asked for space. I would like invitations again, even if I sometimes say no.” 

Her coworker says they were trying to respect her request. Imani still feels some hurt. She has also 

learned that she can change a boundary and explain the change. 
 

This example has a cooperative response from the coworker. Yours may not. The value of the 

reflection does not depend on discovering that everyone meant well. If the coworker had been 

dismissive, Imani might have needed a different source of companionship or a workplace 

conversation. 

Notice that Imani did not have to stop feeling hurt before acting. She also did not have to accuse 

herself of causing the problem. A past request, a present need, and an uncertain social situation 

could all be considered together. 

In your notebook 
What part of this example resembles my life? What part would be different because of 

my circumstances? 
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Considering one moment 
Choose a recent moment that feels manageable to consider. It need not be the death or your most 

painful memory. If it becomes too much, stop or consider one of the guide’s stories instead. Use 

your notebook and choose only the questions that help. 

In your notebook 
What happened 

What happened? What did I notice in my body, emotions, or attention? 

What it seemed to mean 

What did it seem to mean? What supports that meaning? What remains uncertain? 

What I did or needed 

What did I do or feel pulled to do? What purpose did it serve? 

What happened next 

What did the response change, if anything? What support or information might help now? 

You can reuse these questions for another moment, or return to the same entry when something 

changes. 
 

Returning without grading yourself 
You may revisit the same situation many times. A birthday, a new responsibility, or an unexpected 

memory can bring a familiar question into a different present. Repetition does not automatically 

mean that nothing is changing. 

Reflection can become another demand if you feel you must find the correct meaning. You cannot 

always think clearly when distressed, and insight does not remove every practical barrier. 

Sometimes the most useful response is sleep, food, companionship, medical attention, or a pause 

from reflection. 

You can also think through a moment with someone. Ask them to help you distinguish what 

happened from what you fear it means. They should not decide your understanding for you or use 

the questions to argue you out of a feeling. 

An invitation to a supporter: “Could you help me think this through without trying to make it 

positive? I want to understand what I need and what choices I actually have.” 
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In your notebook 
What am I noticing about these questions? 

Which part is easiest to describe? Where do I need more time or another person’s perspective? 

What am I beginning to understand? 

Name one thing you learned about your needs, rather than a score for how well you responded. 

If I return to this entry: What might make another look useful, and what would help me decide to 

pause? 
 

Returning to what matters now 

A question Helen does not want 
Four years after her friend’s death, Helen is asked what the loss has taught her. She dislikes the 

question. Later, alone, she finds a smaller answer: she needs people who can remember her friend’s 

name without becoming embarrassed. She does not believe the death was necessary for that 

understanding. 
 

Learning after loss can be modest, unwanted, incomplete, or absent. You may understand 

something about a need without finding any greater purpose in the death. You may discover a 

value and still wish with all your heart that you had not been required to live this experience. 

You can open this section whenever a question about your life feels useful. It is not a final stage of 

grief, and you do not need to read the other sections first. 

Learning without justifying the death 
It can help to distinguish three statements: “This happened.” “I am noticing something about my 

life in its aftermath.” “This had to happen so that I could learn.” The first two do not require the 

third. 

You may become clearer about what support feels respectful, which routines matter, or how much 

responsibility you have been carrying. Those understandings can guide a response. They do not 

make the loss a fair exchange or require gratitude for it. 

Other people may want a story of transformation because an unfinished story is uncomfortable to 

hear. You can decline to provide one. “I do not have a lesson to offer” is a complete response. You 

can also describe something meaningful without pretending it resolves the death. 

Notice whether the question about learning is useful today. If it feels like pressure, replace it with 

“What needs attention?” or “What would help me through the next hour?” These are also forms of 

understanding. 
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A memory instead of a lesson 
What happened: A friend asks what the loss has taught her. What it seemed to mean: “I am 

expected to prove that I have grown.” What followed: Helen says, “I am still finding words. What 

would help is hearing one memory you have of her.” The conversation becomes more specific and less 

demanding. 
 

Your response could be different. You might want to discuss a changed belief, or you might end 

the conversation. The value is in recognizing what the question is doing and choosing a response 

that fits. 

In your notebook 
Consider: Is there a difference between what I am learning and what others expect me to have 

learned? Which question feels kinder and more useful now? 
 

Identity and the life still taking shape 
After a death, some descriptions of yourself may feel uncertain. You may no longer be doing the 

work of a daily caregiver. You may still understand yourself as a spouse, parent, sibling, or friend, 

while having to explain that identity differently in conversation. 

There is no requirement to choose a final description. You can hold several identities, some 

continuing and some changing. Different relationships and settings may give different parts of 

you room to be present. 

Perhaps a friend helps you remember that you are someone who tells stories. A new task reveals a 

skill you did not need before. A community recognizes your relationship when another setting 

does not. These experiences can matter without replacing the person who died. 

You may also decide to resist an identity offered to you. “The strong one,” “the tragic parent,” or 

“the person who is doing so well” can become restrictive if it leaves no room for your actual 

experience. You can tell people what you need them to see. 

Becoming does not require a dramatic reinvention. It may involve learning how to spend one 

evening, asking a clearer question, or accepting help with a task that used to be shared. You may 

continue to feel uncertain while doing these things. 

In your notebook 
A description of myself that still matters: 

A description I want to question or expand: 

A relationship or setting that gives me room to be more than one thing: 
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Revisiting an earlier reflection 
If you have used your notebook before, choose an entry to revisit. If this is your first visit, 

compare today with an earlier moment you remember. Avoid using the comparison as a grade. 

In your notebook 
What was present then 

What was happening in my life? What support and information did I have? 

What is present now 

What remains difficult? What has changed in my circumstances, interpretation, or available 

responses? 

What I understand differently 

This may concern a need, a relationship, a belief, or a practical limit. “I still do not know” can remain 

here. 

What I want to carry into the next response 

Choose something small enough to be useful. Include support if it is needed. 

A more difficult day does not erase earlier understanding. A calmer day does not require you to stop 

seeking support. 
 

Choosing when to return 
Choose a way to return to reflection that fits you. It might be after a difficult interaction, before a 

significant date, in conversation with someone, or when you notice a familiar pattern. Daily use is 

not required. 

In your notebook 
A sign that reflection might help 

For example, a repeated judgment, a decision, or a need I have not voiced. 

A way I prefer to reflect 

Writing, speaking, drawing, quiet attention, or conversation with a trusted person. 

Support and a stopping point 

How will I recognize that I need company, a pause, or professional help? 

One response I want to try when it is possible 
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Places to begin looking for support 
These are starting points for finding help. Availability, eligibility, fees, and services vary. You can 

ask someone to make inquiries with you. A recent death is not a requirement for asking what 

support is available, although individual programs may have their own criteria. 

Local and professional support 
A primary care clinician can discuss physical or emotional concerns and help identify referrals. 

Qualified mental health professionals, hospice bereavement programs, community organizations, 

and culturally or identity-specific services may offer other routes. Ask whether the service 

supports people whose loss happened years ago, if that applies to you. 

Support for bereaved families 
The Compassionate Friends supports bereaved families following the death of a child. Its 

website offers information and a U.S. chapter locator: compassionatefriends.org. Ask whom a 

local group serves and what meetings involve. 

Dougy Center provides resources for grieving children, teenagers, young adults, and their 

caregivers, as well as a directory for finding support: dougy.org. This may help when children’s 

needs are part of the family’s grief. 

Finding treatment and crisis support 
For U.S. mental health and substance-use treatment referral information, visit the SAMHSA 

National Helpline page. Referral information does not replace emergency care. 

For suicide or emotional crisis support in the United States and its territories, call 988, text 988, 

or visit https://988lifeline.org/chat/. If you are in immediate danger, contact emergency services. 

Outside the United States, use local crisis and emergency services. 

In your notebook 
Questions for a first contact 

Do you support someone with my relationship and circumstances of loss, including how long ago the 

death happened? 

What does the service involve, what does it cost, and is there a waiting list? Can you meet my access, 

language, scheduling, or cultural needs? 

If you cannot help, where could I ask next? What would you suggest while I wait? 
 

https://www.compassionatefriends.org/find-support/chapters/chapter-locator/
https://www.dougy.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/helplines/national-helpline
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/helplines/national-helpline
tel:988?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
sms:988?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
https://988lifeline.org/chat/?oai_link_source=model_response_hotline
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Returning when you need these pages 
You may finish reading and still be grieving. You may have skipped most of the guide and found 

one sentence useful. You may return in a year with a question you cannot yet imagine. None of 

these possibilities requires an apology. 

When you return, begin with the life you are living then. What has happened? What does it seem 

to mean? What response is possible, and what help would make it more possible? You do not 

need to answer all of those questions in one sitting. 

Your notebook may hold words you no longer use, a need that remains, or an entry you do not 

wish to reread. You can start a fresh page. There is no complete account you have to produce. 

You do not need to justify the death to care for the life that continues. There can be room for the 

person, for what remains unresolved, and for the needs of this day. 

The Emergent Self offers articles and reflective resources at theemergentself.com. Return at 

your own pace. 
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