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“An honest, practical, as well as emotional guide to working through the processing of
mourning” (Vogue.com), Grief Works is a lifeline for all of us dealing with loss and a handbook to
help others—from the “expected” death of a parent to the sudden and unexpected death of a
child or spouse.Death affects us all. Yet it is still the last taboo in our society, and grief is still
profoundly misunderstood. Julia Samuel, a grief psychotherapist, has spent twenty-five years
working with the bereaved and understanding the full repercussions of loss. In Grief Works,
Samuel shares case studies from those who have experienced great love and great loss—and
survived. People need to understand that grief is a process that has to be worked through, and
Samuel shows if we do the work, we can begin to heal. “As a guide for the newly grieving, Grief
Works succeeds on many levels, and the author’s compassionate storytelling skills provide even
broader appeal…and consistently hit an authentically inspiring note” (Kirkus Reviews, starred
review).“Illuminating” (The New York Times), intimate, warm, and helpful, Samuel is a caring and
deeply experienced guide through the shadowy and mutable land of grief, and her book is as
invaluable to those who are grieving as it is to those around them. She adroitly unpacks the
psychological tangles of grief in a voice that is compassionate, grounded, real, and observant of
those in mourning. Divided into case histories grouped by who has died—a partner, a parent, a
sibling, a child, as well section dealing with terminal illness and suicide—Grief Works shows us
how to live and learn from great loss. This important book is “essential for anyone who has ever
experienced grief or wanted to comfort a bereaved friend” (Helen Fielding, author of Bridget
Jones’s Diary).

“As a guide for the newly grieving, Grief Works succeeds on many levels, and the author’s
compassionate storytelling skills provide even broader appeal. Though often touching on
profoundly sad situations, Samuel’s stories and reflections consistently hit an authentically
inspiring note.” —Kirkus Reviews, starred review“Especially illuminating in its coverage of how
people cope with different kinds of losses.” —Jane Brody, The New York Times“An honest,
practical, as well as emotional guide to working through the processing of mourning.” —
Vogue.comAbout the AuthorJulia Samuel is a grief psychotherapist who has spent the last
twenty-five years working with bereaved families, both in private practice and with the NHS at St
Mary's Paddington where she pioneered the role of maternity and paediatric counsellor. She is
Founder Patron of Child Bereavement UK, where she continues to play a central role.Grief
Works is her first book. Find out more at www.griefworks.co.uk. --This text refers to an out of print
or unavailable edition of this title.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights
reserved.IntroductionAnnie, the first person I ever counselled, lived in London at the top of a
high-rise block of flats, behind the Harrow Road. She was in her late sixties and had been



devastated by the death of her daughter, Tracey, who’d crashed her car into a truck on
Christmas Eve. The cigarette smoke and boiling heat of Annie’s room, with its three-bar electric
fire, com-bined with her furious grief, are as alive in me today as they were twenty-five years ago.
At that time I was a volunteer for a local bereavement service, and I’d had only ten evenings of
training before I found myself sitting opposite Annie. I felt inadequate and frightened in the face
of her loss; but I also felt a quiet hum of excitement, for I knew I had discovered the job that I
wanted to do for the rest of my life. Annie gave me an insight that has proved true for the many
hundreds of people I’ve seen since: that we need to respect and understand the process of grief,
and acknowledge its necessity. It isn’t something that can be overcome by engaging in battle, as
in the medical model of recovery. As humans, we naturally try to avoid suffering, but, contrary to
all our instincts, to heal our grief we need to allow ourselves to feel the pain; we need to find
ways to support our-selves in it, for it cannot be escaped. Annie railed against the truth of her
daughter’s death, blocking it out with bouts of drinking, and fighting with her family and friends
who tried to pull her out of her loss. This pain was the very thing that eventually forced her to find
a way of living with the reality of her beloved daughter’s death – and it had a course of its own.
Death is the last great taboo; and the consequence of death, grief, is profoundly misunderstood.
We seem happy to talk about sex or failure, or to expose our deepest vulnerabilities, but on
death we are silent. It is so frightening, even alien, for many of us that we cannot find the words
to voice it. This silence leads to an ignorance that can prevent us from responding to grief both in
others and in ourselves. We pre-fer it when the bereaved don’t show their distress, and we say
how “amazing” they are by being “so strong.” But, despite the language we use to try to deny
death – euphemisms such as “passed over,” “lost,” “gone to a better place” – the harsh truth is
that, as a society, we are ill equipped to deal with it. The lack of control and powerlessness that
we are forced to contend with go against our twenty-first-century belief that medical technology
can fix us; or, if it can’t, that sufficient quantities of determination can. Every day thousands of
people die, expectedly and unex-pectedly; 500,000 deaths a year occur in England alone. On
average, every death affects at least five people, which means that millions of people will be hit
by the shock of the news. They will forever remember where they were when they heard that
their parent, or sibling, or friend, or child was dying or had died. It will impact on every aspect of
their world for the rest of their lives and ultimately alter their rela-tionship with themselves. How
successfully they manage their grief will, in turn, come to touch all the family and friends around
them. The pain we feel is invisible, an unseen wound that is greater or smaller depending on
how much we loved the person who has died. It may be that we are grieving a sudden death or
an anticipated death. Either way, the sky we look up at is the same sky as before the death, but
when we look in the mirror the person we see has changed. We look at a photograph of
ourselves, and wonder at the innocence of that smile. Death is the great exposer: it forces
hidden fault lines and submerged secrets into the open, and reveals to us how crucial those
closest to us have been. But those surrounding us don’t necessarily understand the complexity
of what has happened or the depth of the injury we are carrying. I have regularly seen that it is



not the pain of grief that damages individuals like Annie, and even whole families, sometimes for
generations, but the things they do to avoid that pain. Dealing with pain requires work on many
differ-ent levels, both physical and psychological. It is not possible to do this work on our own.
Love from others is key in help-ing us to survive the love we have lost. With their support, we can
endeavour to find a way of bearing the pain and going on without the person who has died –
daring to go forward to trust in life again. In my profession there is a wealth of well-researched
prac-tical strategies as well as psychological understandings that are essential for anyone who
is grieving. As a therapist I have witnessed how this knowledge can help the bereaved to avoid
worse consequences through inappropriate support; research studies show that unresolved
grief is at the root of 15 per cent of psychiatric referrals. The fear that surrounds death and grief
is largely caused by lack of knowledge, and the aim of this book is to address this fear and to
replace it with confidence. I want people to understand that grief is a process that has to be
worked through – and experience has taught me that grief is work, extremely hard work; but, if
we do the work, it can work for us by enabling us to heal. Thenatural process of grieving can be
supported in such a way as to allow us to function effectively in our daily lives, and I hope that
this book will come to play a useful role in provid-ing this support. Here you will find case
studies of grief based on real people’s experience. Although they have been grouped according
to the relationship of the individual with the person who has died (i.e., the loss of a partner,
parent, sibling or child), each is, nonetheless, unique. These stories demonstrate that we need
to become more familiar with what is going on inside us; we must learn to recognize our feelings
and motivations, and genuinely get to know ourselves. This is necessary if we are to adjust to
the new reality brought about by loss. Grief doesn’t hit us in tidy phases and stages, nor is it
something that we forget and move on from; it is an individual process that has a momentum of
its own, and the work involves find-ing ways of coping with our fear and pain, and also adjusting
to this new version of ourselves, our “new normal.” That most people can somehow find a way to
bear the unbearable says much about our extraordinary capacity to evolve as we work towards
the rebuilding of our lives. Although the case studies in this book are framed by my counselling
relationship with each individual, the focus is, however, on the grief rather than on the therapy;
and they show that really listening to someone is just as important as talking with them – the
power of a person being fully heard as they tell their story should never be underestimated. The
ability to listen well is by no means the sole preserve of pro-fessional therapists; it is something
we can all learn to do, and we may be surprised by how much our friends tell us and how helpful
we can be when we take the time to listen to them properly. In my sessions with clients, they
explore their previous assumptions about life and their perceptions of the world. They discover
words to describe what may never have been voiced before, the freedom not to have to protect
me from their deepest pain, their worst fears or thoughts. They voice their worries, their
preoccupations; they feel lighter and often make new connections in themselves. They explore
the different versions of themselves that may be doing battle, or the whispering critical voice that
overlays every action. They have the space to find out what is really going on beneath their



defences, defences that may have pro-tected them in the past but are thwarting them now. They
reveal themselves more fully, and can come to terms with the parts of themselves that are, for
example, like their parent – behaviour they’ve either hated or found themselves imitating. Having
a place where they can bring the twisted feelings that have been silently tying them in knots – a
place where such feelings can be unravelled and then searched for nuggets of truth – can
sometimes alleviate the pain of unalloyed grief. The “Reflections” at the end of each section
give my broader thoughts on how to approach this kind of loss, as well as practical facts and
guidance about the topics that emerged in the stories. Providing readers with the statistics
relating to large numbers of those who have been bereaved should dispel inaccurate negative
impressions that individuals may have about their grieving that can be undermining them. It may
also be useful to read sections of the book not directly relevant to your experience in order to
see the uni-versal processes that we go through when a person has died – and even be
surprised to see much of ourselves in someone who is grieving an entirely different death.
Because our attitude to grief is embedded in our culture, I have included a brief outline of how
our attitudes have changed since Victorian times; and certainly there are prac-tices in the past
that we could do worse than to adopt today. The chapter on friendship contains my cumulative
insights into its importance, and I cannot emphasize enough how critical a role friends play in the
recovery of anyone who is bereaved, though they have the potential to hinder as much as to
help. The final section shows how we can help our-selves, viewed through the image of pillars of
strength. I would like this book to be a resource that can be con-tinually revisited. I want
people to understand their grief, or the grief of the people they care about. I hope it will be used
by friends and family to reassure the bereaved that lives can be rebuilt, trust developed. We may
no longer be innocently hopeful, and we may always have times when we feel the pain of loss,
but the deeper understanding of ourselves that we have gained will, in time, feel like growth. --
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Acclaim forGrief Works“Especially illuminating in its coverage of how people cope with different
kinds of losses.”—Jane Brody, The New York Times“An honest, practical, as well as emotional
guide to working through the processing of mourning.”—Vogue.com“Outstanding and
indispensable . . . It is the insistence on writing about what cannot be fixed that is the most
powerful thought in a book that has a real chance of helping bereft readers.”—The Guardian
(UK)“This book is self-help at its most philosophical, practical, and profound. . . . Anyone who
has ever struggled with the obscure, muddled, vulnerable, uncertain, fearful, elemental process
of bereavement, or facing their own mortality, should find this book of help.”—The Sunday Times
(London)“As a guide for the newly grieving, Grief Works succeeds on many levels, and the
author’s compassionate storytelling skills provide even broader appeal. Though often touching
on profoundly sad situations, Samuel’s stories and reflections consistently hit an authentically
inspiring note.”—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)“Julia Samuel describes her patients’ stories of
loss with great sensitivity and fascinating psychological insight. Essential for anyone who has
ever experienced grief or wanted to comfort a bereaved friend.”—Helen Fielding, author of
Bridget Jones’s Diary“A wonderfully important and transforming book—lucid, consoling, and
wise.”—William Boyd“A wise and compassionate book full of insight and understanding.”—Cathy
Rentzenbrink, author of The Last Act of Love“Her exceptional understanding of the way human
beings think/love/mourn makes Grief Works an invaluable guide to understanding the complex
emotions around death.”—Juliet Nicholson, author of A House Full of DaughtersThank you for
downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list.
Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon &
Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.Already a subscriber? Provide
your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You
will continue to receive exclusive offers in your
inbox.ContentsEpigraphIntroductionUnderstanding griefWhen a partner
diesCaitlinKayleighStephenReflectionsWhen a parent
diesBrigitteMaxCherylReflectionsSupporting bereaved childrenWhen a sibling
diesRuthMussieFaziahReflectionsWhen a child diesHenry and MimiPhil and AnnettePru and
RobertReflectionsFacing your own deathJeanBarbaraGordonReflectionsWhat helps: the work
we need to do to help us grieve and survive successfullyPillars of strengthHow friends and
family can helpAfterwordSourcesAcknowledgmentsAbout the AuthorThis book is dedicated to
Michael,Natasha, Emily, Sophie, and Benjamin With all my love alwaysThere is no love without
pain; but only love can heal that pain which it causes.—Father Julio LancelottiIntroductionAnnie,
the first person I ever counseled, lived in London at the top of a high-rise block of apartments
behind the Harrow Road. She was in her late sixties and had been devastated by the death of
her daughter, Tracey, who’d crashed her car into a truck on Christmas Eve. The cigarette smoke
and boiling heat of Annie’s room, with its glowing electric heater, combined with her furious grief,
are as alive in me today as they were twenty-five years ago. At that time I was a volunteer for a
local bereavement service, and I’d had only ten evenings of training before I found myself sitting



opposite Annie. I felt inadequate and frightened in the face of her loss; but I also felt a quiet hum
of excitement, for I knew I had discovered the job that I wanted to do for the rest of my life.Annie
gave me an insight that has proved true for the many hundreds of people I’ve seen since: that we
need to respect and understand the process of grief, and acknowledge its necessity. It isn’t
something that can be overcome by engaging in battle, as in the medical model of recovery. As
humans, we naturally try to avoid suffering, but, contrary to all our instincts, to heal our grief we
need to allow ourselves to feel the pain; we need to find ways to support ourselves in it, for it
cannot be escaped. Annie railed against the truth of her daughter’s death, blocking it out with
bouts of drinking, and fighting with her family and friends who tried to pull her out of her loss.
This pain was the very thing that eventually forced her to find a way of living with the reality of her
beloved daughter’s death—and it had a course of its own.Death is the last great taboo; and the
consequence of death, grief, is profoundly misunderstood. We seem happy to talk about sex or
failure, or to expose our deepest vulnerabilities, but on death we are silent. It is so frightening,
even alien, for many of us that we cannot find the words to voice it. This silence leads to an
ignorance that can prevent us from responding to grief both in others and in ourselves. We prefer
it when the bereaved don’t show their distress, and we say how “amazing” they are by being “so
strong.” But, despite the language we use to try to deny death—euphemisms such as “passed
over,” “lost,” “gone to a better place”—the harsh truth is that, as a society, we are ill equipped to
deal with it. The lack of control and the powerlessness that we are forced to contend with go
against our twenty-first-century belief that medical technology can fix us; or, if it can’t, that
sufficient quantities of determination can.Every day thousands of people die, expectedly and
unexpectedly; 2,626,418 deaths a year in the United States. On average, every death affects at
least five people, which means that millions of people will be hit by the shock of the news. They
will forever remember where they were when they heard that their parent, or sibling, or friend, or
child was dying or had died. It will impact on every aspect of their world for the rest of their lives
and ultimately alter their relationship with themselves. How successfully they manage their grief
will, in turn, come to touch all the family and friends around them.The pain we feel is invisible, an
unseen wound that is greater or smaller depending on how much we loved the person who has
died. It may be that we are grieving a sudden death or an anticipated death. Either way, the sky
we look up at is the same sky as before the death, but when we look in the mirror the person we
see has changed. We look at photographs of ourselves, and wonder at the innocence of that
smile. Death is the great exposer: it forces hidden fault lines and submerged secrets into the
open, and reveals to us how crucial those closest to us have been. But those surrounding us
don’t necessarily understand the complexity of what has happened or the depth of the injury we
are carrying.I have regularly seen that it is not the pain of grief that damages individuals like
Annie, and even whole families, sometimes for generations, but the things they do to avoid that
pain. Dealing with pain requires work on many different levels, both physical and psychological. It
is not possible to do this work on our own. Love from others is key in helping us to survive the
loss of a particular love. With their support, we can endeavor to find a way of bearing the pain



and going on without the person who has died—daring to go forward to trust in life again.In my
profession there is a wealth of well-researched, practical strategies as well as psychological
understandings that are essential for anyone who is grieving. As a therapist, I have witnessed
how this knowledge can help the bereaved to avoid worse consequences caused by
inappropriate support; research studies show that unresolved grief is at the root of 15 percent of
psychiatric referrals. The fear that surrounds death and grief is largely caused by lack of
knowledge, and the aim of this book is to address this fear and to replace it with confidence. I
want people to understand that grief is a process that has to be worked through—and
experience has taught me that grief is work, extremely hard work; but, if we do the work, it can
work for us by enabling us to heal. The natural process of grieving can be supported in such a
way as to allow us to function effectively in our daily lives, and I hope that this book will come to
play a useful role in providing this support.Here you will find case studies of grief based on real
people’s experiences. Although they have been grouped according to the relationship of the
individual with the person who has died (i.e., the loss of a partner, parent, sibling, or child), each
is, nonetheless, unique. These stories demonstrate that we need to become more familiar with
what is going on inside us; we must learn to recognize our feelings and motivations, and
genuinely get to know ourselves. This is necessary if we are to adjust to the new reality brought
about by loss. Grief doesn’t hit us in tidy phases and stages, nor is it something that we forget
and move on from; it is an individual process that has a momentum of its own, and the work
involves finding ways of coping with our fear and pain, and also adjusting to this new version of
ourselves, our “new normal.” That most people can somehow find a way to bear the unbearable
says much about our extraordinary capacity to evolve as we work toward the rebuilding of our
lives.Although the case studies in this book are framed by my counseling relationship with each
individual, the focus is on the grief rather than on the therapy; and they show that really listening
to someone is just as important as talking with them—the power of a person being fully heard as
they tell their story should never be underestimated. The ability to listen well is by no means the
sole preserve of professional therapists; it is something we can all learn to do, and we may be
surprised by how much our friends tell us and how helpful we can be when we take the time to
listen to them properly.In my sessions with clients, they explore their previous assumptions
about life and their perceptions of the world. They discover words to describe what may never
have been voiced before, and the freedom not to have to protect me from their deepest pain,
their worst fears or thoughts. They voice their worries, their preoccupations; they feel lighter and
often make new connections in themselves. They explore the different versions of themselves
that may be doing battle, or the whispering critical voice that overlays every action. They have
the space to find out what is really going on beneath their defenses, defenses that may have
protected them in the past but are thwarting them now. They reveal themselves more fully, and
can come to terms with the parts of themselves that are, for example, like one of their parents—
behavior they’ve either hated or found themselves imitating. Having a place where they can
bring the twisted feelings that have been silently tying them in knots—a place where such



feelings can be unraveled and then searched for nuggets of truth—can sometimes alleviate the
pain of unalloyed grief.The “Reflections” at the end of each section give my broader thoughts on
how to approach this kind of loss, as well as practical facts and guidance about the topics that
emerged in the stories. Providing readers with the statistics relating to large numbers of those
who have been bereaved should dispel inaccurate negative impressions that individuals may
have about their grieving that can be undermining them. It may also be useful to read sections of
the book not directly relevant to your experience in order to see the universal processes that we
go through when a person has died—and even be surprised to see much of ourselves in
someone who is grieving an entirely different death.The chapter on friendship contains my
cumulative insights into its importance, and I cannot emphasize enough how critical a role
friends play in the recovery of anyone who is bereaved, though they have the potential to hinder
as much as to help. The final section shows how we can help ourselves, viewed through the
image of pillars of strength.I would like this book to be a resource that can be continually
revisited. I want people to understand their grief, or the grief of the people they care about. I hope
it will be used by friends and family to reassure the bereaved that lives can be rebuilt, trust
developed. We may no longer be innocently hopeful, and we may always have times when we
feel the pain of loss, but the deeper understanding of ourselves that we have gained will, in time,
feel like growth.Understanding griefWhat is grief?Grief is the emotional reaction to a loss, in this
case to death. Mourning is the process we must go through to adjust to the world in which the
person has died. As this book illustrates, grief is an intensely personal, contradictory, chaotic,
and unpredictable internal process. If we are to navigate it, we need a way to understand and
live with the central paradox: that we must find a way of living with a reality that we don’t want to
be true.Grief forces us to face our own mortality, which we have spent an entire lifetime denying,
often through the creation of order—because if we have order, we have predictability and, most
importantly, control. Death shatters control; it is brutal in its ultimate power over us, and it is this
fact that we find so impossible to accept.To grieve we must find a way of enduring the pain of the
loss, not fighting or blocking it, and for that we need support—the love and support of our family
and friends; and we need to understand what the process entails.The process of griefEveryone
always talks about the process of grief, which is as much the activity that is going on below the
surface as above. The image often used to illustrate it is an iceberg: what we see above the
waterline—our words, our appearance, our expressions—is only a third of the whole. And the
process that is hidden below consists of a tug-of-war between the pain of loss and our instinct to
survive. The process is in the movement—the back and forth—between the loss and restoration.
Sadness, tears, yearning, and preoccupation with the person who has died alternate with
present-day tasks, functioning, having hope for the future, and having a break from the grief.
Over time, we adjust incrementally to the reality of the death; and, as we adjust, we become a
little more emotionally available to invest ourselves fully in our present life. This process, which is
both conscious and unconscious, is intense at the outset but then grows less so as we learn to
better manage our grief.The paradox of griefThe paradox of grief is that finding a way to live with



the pain is what enables us to heal. Coping with grief doesn’t involve immersion theory; rather, it
is enduring the pain as it hits us (this often feels like a storm crashing over us), and then having a
break from it through distraction, busyness, and doing the things that comfort and soothe us.
Every time we alternate between these two poles, we adjust to the reality that we don’t want to
face: that the person we love has died.The essence of grief is that we are forced, through death,
to confront a reality we inherently reject. We often use habitual behaviors to shield us from the
pain of this unresolvable conflict, but these can work for us or against us.Pain is the agent of
change. This is a hard concept to understand. But we know that if everything is going according
to plan and we are content, there is no impetus to change anything. If, on the other hand, we
suffer from persistent feelings of discomfort, boredom, anger, anxiety, or fear in our everyday
lives, this usually leads us to question ourselves to find out what is wrong: Is it a problem with a
relationship or with our work? What is it that needs to change before we can feel content, even
happy again? When someone dies, the change is imposed on us; the pain we feel is
heightened, forcing us to adapt to different external and internal worlds.It is often the behaviors
we use to avoid pain that harm us the most. The behaviors that we develop early in life to protect
us from emotional pain are our automatic way of coping with difficulties. Some of these default
behaviors work well, while others are not so helpful. Talking to a friend when something troubles
us is a positive behavior; numbing our pain with alcohol is a negative one. Our task is to
differentiate between them while at the same time learning new behaviors that support our
capacity to bear and express the pain.The person who has died feels alive to us, even though
we know that in actuality they have died. We envisage their body as if it were alive: we wonder if
they are lonely, or cold, or frightened; we speak to them in our minds, and ask them to guide us
in the big and little decisions in our lives. We look for them in the street, connect to them through
listening to the music they loved or by smelling their clothes. The dead person is present in us,
yet at the same time not present physically. We may have a sense of an ongoing relationship,
while knowing that nothing will ever move forward again. When this is unacknowledged or even
denied, our minds may become disordered or unbalanced; but when this is understood, our
overwhelming feeling will be one of relief.Alternating “letting go” with “holding on” is something
we need to learn to live with. Rituals such as the funeral or visiting the grave give a shape to the
letting-go, the acknowledgment that this person has died and is no longer physically present.
People then assume they must entirely forget their loved one and subsequently suffer guilt for
abandoning them; but the relationship does continue, although in a radically different form.Death
steals the future we anticipated and hoped for, but it can’t take away the relationship we had.
The connection to the dead is maintained internally through our memories, which are probably
the most precious gift we will ever possess; they become part of us, our guides and our
witnesses as we carry on with our lives.We may want to be happy again, knowing it is right and
fair, but feel guilty, because somehow it seems wrong and bad. There is often a conflict between
our head and our heart; our head knows it was, for example, a terrible accident, but in our heart
we feel as if we had done something wrong. There can be a pitched battle between the two,



leaving us feeling debilitated and exhausted. These polar opposites need to find a place where
they can sit side by side. Understanding that we need to hold both concepts inside us can be
liberating.Society approves if the bereaved person is brave and getting on with things, and
disapproves if he or she withdraws and fails to cope. Paradoxically, the grief that should cause
concern is one that has been cut short, by self-medicating against the pain, for example. As a
society we need to learn to support a healthy grieving, and to help people understand that each
person goes at their own pace.Our culture is imbued with the belief that we can fix just about
anything and make it better; or, if we can’t, that it’s possible to trash what we have and start all
over. Grief is the antithesis of this belief: it eschews avoidance and requires endurance, and
forces us to accept that there are some things in this world that simply cannot be fixed.When a
partner diesLove disturbs the even tenor of our ways, complicates our plans, and upsets political
machines. It is worshipped and deplored, longed for and dreaded. We take great risks when we
embark upon love relationships and greater risks if we abjure them. One way or another we need
to find a way of living with love.—Colin Murray ParkesCaitlinWhen Caitlin rang my doorbell, I was
curious. What would she be like, what was her story? I heard a warm, energized voice speaking
on the stairs in a soft Irish accent well before I saw her; and when she came through the door I
saw a tall redhead with long wavy hair, a blue-eyed, smiling woman. She was in her late forties
and strode purposefully toward me, then stopped to straighten a rug she had accidentally
disturbed.Because Caitlin spoke quickly—she was articulate and funny—it took me a while to
see the fragility beneath her armored self. Her story was a difficult one: David, her husband of
ten years (together for nearly twenty), had just been diagnosed with terminal liver cancer. At their
last hospital appointment she had pushed the doctors to give her some idea of his life
expectancy, and was told he had between nine and eighteen months to live. David had chosen
to know the bare minimum, but privately Caitlin needed more information; the part of her that
was feisty and strong said, “I’m sailing this ship; I need to know what I’m dealing with,” though
she cried as she told me this. Theirs was a complicated relationship that had been affected by
his addiction to alcohol, but she still loved him.Her greatest concern was for their two young
children, Kitty, nine, and Joby, six. She hadn’t told them their father was dying. The overriding
feeling that emanated from her was one of fear, great wafts of it: fear of the unknown, fear of
survival, fear about whether she/they could cope, fear about money, fear for her children, and, of
course, fear about David’s dying. Caitlin was all at sea. She felt naturally protective of her
children, who were very young; she had already been telling them white lies to cover up David’s
drinking. She was worried he would suddenly drop dead and she wouldn’t have any time to
prepare them. I asked her what she thought they knew. She said, “Nothing.” I told her that was
unlikely, because children are smart; they sense immediately when something is wrong, even if
they don’t know exactly what it is. And, in fact, she later mentioned that they had said, “Daddy is
like Daddy but smaller.”We discussed whether David would be involved in the conversations,
and she was clear that he wouldn’t be. We agreed that she should start by asking her children
what they knew about their father’s illness. I told her that over time they would need to be told the



truth—not all at once, but in bite-size chunks. Her answers to their questions needed to be literal
and factual; what children don’t know they make up, and what they make up can be more
frightening than the truth. If they were told the truth, they would trust her, and that trust would be
the foundation of the support they would need during this incredibly difficult and frightening
process.In a later session Caitlin told me about how she had broken the news of David’s
impending death to her children. She explained to them that “Daddy is very sick, and doctors
can usually make people better, but Daddy is very, very sick now and this time the doctors can’t
make him better.” They didn’t cry at first, but when she asked them what they were worried
about, she cried, and then they all cried. She’d shown them it was okay to cry, and good to do it
together. They’d had lots of questions. Was he going to die? Were they going to die? Caitlin was
honest and gentle with them. She said, “Daddy will die when his body stops working; we don’t
know exactly when that will be, but I’ll always tell you the truth.” Then they got on with their usual
routine of dinner and bath and stories, with extra hugs, which soothed them. It had been a
heartbreaking conversation, one of many they would have over the weeks that followed, but,
difficult as it was, she had managed it with great courage.I was confident I would be able to build
a relationship with Caitlin. She was like a revved-up motor, and she needed to be able to trust
enough to slow down and to feel safe. Safe had been the key recurring word in many of our
sessions. She needed a reliable, consistent person who would listen to her with care, and not be
overwhelmed by her story—someone who could give her the necessary tools to structure and
then manage her very real fears. She loved her husband but also hated him at the same time for
everything he had put them through—his drinking she described as “dripping poison onto our
family”—and she felt that his dying would damage them irrevocably forever.Caitlin carried her
anxiety about in a whirlwind of agitation. She would fly into my room speaking incredibly quickly,
as if the faster she spoke the more she could stave off the pain, like someone leaping between
hot coals. She knew of very few ways to calm herself when she became anxious, which only
intensified the distress attached to her grief. She often spoke about her mother, whom she saw
regularly and loved deeply. But what soon became clear to me was that her mother’s parenting
had been erratic; like David, she was an alcoholic, and this inevitably meant Caitlin couldn’t trust
her. Caitlin told me about experiences she’d had around the age of ten: her mother would often
be late to collect her from school, and Caitlin would be forced to hide behind the bus shelter, hot
with shame and overcome by a desolate feeling of loneliness that would never leave her. These
episodes revealed the roots of her sense of abandonment and how the lens through which she
saw the world had been formed, her first thought in any stressful situation being “I’ll be left
alone.” Shame and fear were recurring words in our sessions. But she loved her mother and
would vacillate between deep, warm love and painful anger. My interpretation of these emotions
—which she didn’t agree with—was that she had the “magical thinking” of a child, hoping that
her affection might control her mother’s drinking bouts. She believed that if she was good, her
mother would also be good, and that if her mother was drunk, it was because Caitlin was bad. Of
course Caitlin ultimately came away with a fixed idea of her own badness.Into that fault line a



devastating tragedy struck when she was seventeen years old. Her beloved father, who had
been a huge-hearted and successful man, became mentally ill, and hanged himself in the
woods near their family home. His death came after a brief and unfathomably deep bout of
depression. Caitlin said it had been like “carrying around a bottle of cyanide” in her stomach
since his death. She told me that her father had been “a great man” whom she’d loved. As she
was speaking, I could feel myself becoming fuzzy-headed; it was too much to take in. I told her
this, and she cried. Something about my acknowledging how overwhelming it all was allowed
her to acknowledge it as well. The raw shock of her father’s death had been vividly with her for
decades; our time together allowed her to touch on it, but only for brief moments at a time.
Although this submerged grief, which felt to me as if it had scorched her at a very deep level,
was inevitably evoked by her approaching loss, now was not the time to deal with those wounds.
It would destabilize her at a time when she would need all the resources she’d built up to work
for her, in the face of David’s death and its myriad implications.Caitlin was the youngest of a
large professional Irish family with many close, open, and good friends. But with men she was
different. She looked to men to validate her and to make her feel lovable; she believed she had
to put on a show to please them, prioritizing their needs and, in the process, ignoring her own,
with the result that she ended up feeling empty and used. At this point in her life, her man-
obsession came in the form of Tim. Caitlin said that she loved David—he was kind to her, had
chosen her above all others, and was the father of her children—but his drinking had made her
lose respect for him. It had fractured the fragile trust between them, and her desire for him had
drained away.Tim was a fantasy figure who, she knew in her sensitive, intelligent mind, was
totally unsuitable. Tim worked in marketing and was full of charm; he had recently separated
from his second wife and was in financial and emotional turmoil, having to pay for three children
in two homes as well as for his own apartment. Caitlin knew he was incapable of giving her what
she needed, but no amount of “knowing” influenced her behavior: “I’m like a heat-seeking
missile, constantly waiting to hear from him, planning when I can see him, rehearsing over and
over in my mind the things I’ll say that will make him want me.” Her fantasy was that he would
realize he was “madly in love” with her and make passionate declarations of love. There were
two dialogues running concurrently in her head: the “I love you” one and the one where he would
declare his love and she would tell him to “bugger off.” The reality, however, was harsh. When
they did meet, he was unpredictable: sometimes charming and seductive, sexually drawing her
in, and at others times quite dismissive. She would be anxious and needy, constantly hungry for
his next text, checking her phone every minute, unable to concentrate until the message arrived.
When it did, she would read and reread it, forensically trying to extract meanings that the actual
words rarely conveyed. Disappointed, she was left hungry for another message. This pattern—in
which she rejects him in the hope that he will chase her—is a common one in relationships; one
person is shouting “go away” when what they really mean is “fight for me, come close to me,
show me you want me.” It is also very commonly found between children and their
parents.Influenced by her Catholic beliefs and upbringing, Caitlin wanted a version of herself



she could be proud of—but inextricable from this was her need to be desired. For Caitlin, Tim
was a magnet, pulling her with insurmountable force toward him. He brought out aspects of her
younger self, desperately longing for her mother’s attention; Tim’s inconsistency mirrored her
mother’s, and her sense of being a bad person, not worthy of being loved, remained in
her.Caitlin would speak while looking at the floor, and then look up sideways, checking that I was
still there, worried that I would be judging her. She later said that it was in these moments that
she finally felt someone was seeing her for who she was, warts and all. She didn’t feel she was
being criticized, and this freedom from judgment enabled our relationship to grow. At the point I
mentioned an assessment, to see how we were doing, she broke down. “Oh, you’re going to
leave me as well, are you?” she snapped, and then cried. She thought that this was my way of
ending our sessions. I explained that our ending wasn’t something that I would impose on her;
we were both in charge of it, and we would agree on it together. It was important to let her know
that I wasn’t going to repeat the pattern established by her father and husband and suddenly
disappear from her life. The emotional armor with which Caitlin had girded herself as a young
child was like a coat of varnish, as impermeable as it was invisible. It prevented her from taking
in and retaining positive feelings and blocked the very nurture she needed most. In fact, she
drew away from real, authentic loving, although it was ostensibly what she had always been
seeking. As a result of our work and the care she received, she very slowly began to believe that
she was lovable.However, Caitlin’s obsession with Tim couldn’t just be dismissed; at the same
time, I was aware that it was acting as a kind of anesthetic, numbing the pain of David’s
approaching death. It was also a way of relinquishing her sense of self. I needed to ensure that
the Tim drama did not divert me away from her fear of being abandoned, which was the key to
her continuing damaging behavior. If she could find a way of soothing her internal agitated child,
rather than hurling that poor child into his weak and insecure arms, she would be better
protected. In effect, I was seeking a way to help her take care of herself. The metaphor she used
to describe herself was a pint of Guinness: she showed everyone the frothy layer on top, but
most of her was contained in the bubbling darkness below. We were able to look at the
“darkness below” together. “Grief has hit my confidence bang in the gut,” she said. “It’s like
walking around with no petrol in my tank; everything is harder than usual and feels doomed to
fail. I’m angry all the time and I can’t see an end to it.” We discussed ways to cope, such as
giving herself a manageable number of tasks during the day: doing comforting things like buying
nice food and cooking for the family and eating well, all of which helped her to feel more in
control.I gathered that David hadn’t been able to fulfill his potential professionally; loss of
confidence closely coupled with his alcoholism had thwarted his talent. Now it was impossible
for him to work. He was undergoing treatment—radiotherapy to reduce his symptoms—but it
wasn’t going to prolong his life. He would be very tired for a few days afterward but then recover
reasonably well. Although he wasn’t drinking, his pain-relieving drugs made him behave in much
the same way as if he were drunk, which Caitlin found just as disturbing.Caitlin told me they
didn’t talk together about his dying; nor did he want to attend our sessions. He clearly wanted to



live as long as possible for the children, and he intended to press on as if everything were going
to be okay. Caitlin often spoke tearfully in a proud, reflective way of his ceaseless bravery, grace,
and stoicism in the face of his terrifying illness. He was a wit, and the humor that had originally
attracted Caitlin was now holding them together on their journey through hell, he used to say,
“Thank God it’s not you who’s dying—you’d be a bloody NIGHTMARE!” One of the hardest
aspects of the situation was the uncertainty, not knowing when he would die, and also the
knowledge that afterward things wouldn’t be better but worse.Caitlin and I saw each other for
eighteen months before David died. She was the sole breadwinner, and working, caring for
David, parenting, and managing her own inner turbulence all at the same time was incredibly
stressful for her. She often felt agitated and saw no light, “only black fear.” But she found a way of
living with it. The most fragile part of Caitlin always underestimated her resilience; she was much
more robust than she would allow herself to believe. On some subconscious level she knew this,
and denied it because she didn’t want to feel regret or guilt (her default emotions) after David’s
death. She had made a promise to herself to be kind to David, not to get furiously angry with
him, as she had in the past. She found ways to put right the difficulties of their relationship. She
bought wonderful-smelling oils and rubbed them into his hands and feet; she stroked his cheek,
and they had close, intimate hugs with real warmth—real love.There were times she came to my
office broken and needed to pour out all her struggles, and there were other times when she
could only cry for David and the children. She rightly felt proud of what she had so far managed
to achieve. She often didn’t sleep well, which made everything harder (it always does, and is
common in grief), and we worked together to find ways to help her sleep better.Occasionally she
would stay out late partying, sometimes making reckless sexual choices, which led to days of
despair and remorse. Often it was anger that kept her awake, many layers of anger: with David
for being an alcoholic and how that had contributed to his illness; with herself for having chosen
him as the father to her children; and at the situation as a whole, one that she was powerless to
change. Her moods yo-yoed up and down: she had phases when she felt she could cope, and
others when she felt full of fear. All this was accompanied by a nasty strain of self-loathing.The
question of whether David felt jealous of his wife because she wasn’t dying was never brought
up by Caitlin. It is common for such difficult feelings to be avoided by the couple in an effort to
protect each other. The reality of dying and the jealousy it can engender are understood yet also
denied. Whether jealousy is voiced or not, it is nonetheless very likely to be present.David’s
deterioration was erratic. There were days when he had energy and could engage in family life:
play with Joby and Kitty, go out to see his friends. On other days he’d be much weaker and
spend most of his time on the sofa. The children would clamber around him while he made
jokes, tickled them, hugged them; they’d sit and watch their favorite TV programs with him,
curled up under the duvet. The last phase of his illness came very quickly, and, although it had
been expected, it still came to Caitlin as a shock. His pain increased and he had trouble walking.
They decided together with his doctor that the hospice would be the best place for him. It was a
warm, safe place, where the children felt welcome and could run around. The wonderful nurses



loved his jokes and took great care of him, in particular ensuring that he wasn’t in any pain. One
of Caitlin’s most beautiful and also harrowing memories was his reading out the messages he
had shakily written in books for his children.I remember well the day he died. It was a warm
spring day. I looked at my phone and there was a text saying, “David died peacefully this
morning. He was holding my hand.” I phoned and asked Caitlin if the children had seen David’s
dead body. She answered, “No,” and I suggested that she take photographs (bizarre as this
sounds), as they would be very important to both her and the children later on.The night before
the funeral, Caitlin called me from the funeral parlor, her voice quiet and slow; she told me that
they had all seen David looking peaceful, like alabaster. She had placed a love letter on his
heart, and each child had placed a soft toy in the coffin and then kissed the casket. She
sounded calm and steady, sweetly thanking me for my advice and saying that she felt a sense of
“pride and completeness.” For Caitlin there was also an unbidden and unexpected sense of
relief: what they had most feared had come, and they had survived intact. I felt, in turn, a surge of
pride for her, for all of them.Often the most we can do in the face of death is to be creatively
alive. Caitlin was a creator and she was a force. She focused her energy on David’s funeral and,
with his family, made it a tremendous tribute to his life, full of her love for him, and full of the love
of his family and numerous friends. The crisis had brought the best of Caitlin to the fore—her
deep capacity for love and loyalty to David and the children—and I could only admire and
respect these immensely powerful qualities.As she had loved him in life, boy oh boy she missed
him in death. “He hadn’t by any means been the perfect husband, but he was MINE,” she said.
Now she was alone. In their bed she was distressed by the empty space of his absence; she
would bury her sobbing face in his last-worn T-shirt to smell him. But there had been something
clean and clear about his death: there were no regrets between them; they had cared deeply for
each other and for their children; and his cruel illness had finally righted their wrongs with
dignity.Caitlin’s pain hit her powerfully six weeks after David’s death, when the numbness had
begun to fade. It came in great blasts of loss, and left her blown away and exhausted. She cried.
She had taken a photograph of David after he died, and she said, “In death he looked smoother,
round, beige”; it made her cry to remember. She was able to miss him because she could throw
away the “crappy bits of the past”: “I wish I could smell that greasy neck I used to tell him off for,
revolting, but smooth and comforting.”Sometimes she would resist feeling the pain and act out in
harmful ways, such as nonstop partying or fighting with colleagues. Sex is a natural survival
mechanism for all of us, and one that she went for. Caitlin had lost intimacy, and she was doing
all she could to claw it back. At its most basic, sex is about creating life, the very opposite of
death. She craved it, but she rarely had a good experience; often she felt used afterward,
because her priority was always to give to the man, and then she wasn’t satisfied. She had one
friend with whom sex and friendship worked better; enjoyed on the go between work and home,
it resembled what my parents’ generation referred to as cinq à sept. The sex was more satisfying
and not at all complicated, which she liked; but always lurking in her shadows was Tim. On the
edges of availability, he was full of promises that came to nothing. He had helped her with the



wording of David’s service program. She was grateful for that—but then he was unable to give
her the attention she craved, hollowing out further the hole she was struggling to avoid. Yet she
was still able to use the strategies that she knew from experience worked: taking the children to
the park, buying and cooking nice food, listening to meditation tapes at night, reading her
favorite books. She became disciplined enough to leave her phone outside her bedroom, to stop
herself from manically looking for Tim. Most importantly, she would regularly meet the friends
who really loved her, laugh with them and cry with them.We talked a lot about Joby, “my boy,”
and Kitty, “my girl.” They were doing well, both instinctively gravitating toward David’s brothers,
who would come and play soccer with them or take them for days out. They missed David’s
hugs, and small things could easily upset them enough to cause meltdowns. Caitlin resisted the
temptation to break their basic rules of bedtime and manners, for we had discussed their need
for boundaries to keep them safe and stable. At night they would light “Daddy’s candle” and often
tell a funny or sweet story about him. She could see David in them: “Joby holds himself in a way
that is like his daddy, little tics and things”—what she called “nature, nurture, and Nietzsche.”
She remembered that she used to tell David off for holding his knife the wrong way around, and
Kitty now held her knife just as David had, but Caitlin never corrected her. She used to tell David
not to pile the scrambled egg too high on the toast, and as the kids did it now they would say
cheekily, “Daddy did it.” These were touchstones that would later enable them to find their father
within themselves. Scrambled-egg touchstones.Sometimes the fierceness of Caitlin’s love for
her children frightened her. It reminded her of her mother: “One minute she’d be sweetness and
light, and the next she’d turn into a rage like a Hokusai wave.” She had a vivid memory of cozily
eating toast with her mother in her parents’ bed; the next minute her mother was on the
rampage, screaming about the untidiness of the house. Caitlin remembered: “I was sobbing,
purple-faced, because I was wearing all the clothes I’d put on to get them out of the way. She’d
gone mad; the bile that came out of her mouth! I’m never going to do that.” This awareness would
prevent the wave crashing out of her and turning into violence. Caitlin could breathe, or count to
a hundred; she could tell her children to go to their rooms, knowing that she needed space so as
not to harm them. She developed strategies that allowed her to change, to become the person
she wanted to be.We both recognized she was back on track about eighteen months after
David’s death, because she was coping well with everyday life: sleeping better, having times of
happiness. Increasing the time between sessions was a conscious, and joint, decision, one that
was made in order to see how she managed with fewer meetings. She knew there would be
times when she was “lurchy”—out of control and scared. But she also knew that her work was
going well, her children were thriving at school, and she had finally detached herself romantically
from Tim, though he was still a friend. She had a new man, not perfect in every way but someone
whom she called “a gentleman.” He was kind, reliable, and sexy. They had a good time when
they saw each other.I liken the image of Caitlin’s life that I hold in my mind to a mosaic, the sort
you might see in a Roman villa: some tiles might be scuffed or cracked, and some might be
really broken. Others are untouched and show a perfect picture. Caitlin’s capacity to give and



receive love is what unifies these fragile but precious tiles. David’s dying had split parts of the
mosaic, but Caitlin’s generosity and natural exuberance still make the image as a whole shine
brightly in the darkness.
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Elaine Leddy, “Wonderful and deeply moving with case studies for therapists. Wonderful and
deeply moving with case studies for therapists, friends, loved ones and those going through the
stages of grief.”

ash, “I. It is a very good read .A little depressing at first until you get into it As you read more and
more you start to connect with that person's grief as your own.I would recommend it”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Practical. Practical tips for dealing with any kind of loss. This is a messy
topic and the author has done justice in teaching how to handle it”

Campbell Lenox, “death is the worst part of life. its a really good book but most of her subjects
had alot of money and pensions etc. alot of widows in fact most widows cant relate to that part of
the stories. not only are they dealing with grief but money issues also.”

Stanley L. Amberg, “Contains excellent advice. Must reading for anyone whose friend or relative
has passed.  Gives key advice on what NOT to say or do.”

Romina, “Excellent Book condition. As described, the book is in excellent conditions and arrived
quicker than expected. It was carefully wrapped in cellophane. Thank you! RE”

Asia Lewis, “Grief Works - a book full of insight, empathy and understanding.. If you’ve never
experienced a personal loss yourself, it can be very hard knowing what to do or say to help
someone you care about who is going through bereavement. But if you want to gain an
understanding of the issues and genuinely want to help a friend or relative who may be
experiencing extremely intense emotions due to bereavement or someone who is coming to
terms with nearing the final stages of their life, then this is the book to read as it offers some very
sound advice and coping mechanisms.I purchased this book just under a year ago and think I
may have read the chapter ‘When a Sibling Dies’ having lost my brother just under three years
ago. I couldn’t bring myself to read the rest of the book until a few days ago; the author herself
acknowledges for some individuals who have been bereaved, it can take a long time to even
concentrate on reading. But I’m really glad to have read this book cover to cover. Some of the
case studies will resonate with readers more than others; for me the stand out cases in addition
to those covered in the chapter on sibling death were ‘Phil and Annette’ (parents grieving the
death of their child), and ‘Barbara’ (suffering kidney cancer and coming to terms with her own
impending death).Chapter endings offering the author’s ‘Reflections’; the chapters on
‘Understanding Grief’ plus ‘Pillars of Strength’ covering how we the bereaved can help
ourselves were extremely useful and I’ll probably refer back to these sections again.I think Phil
(‘Phil and Annette’) hit the nail on the head in describing grief - "‘It’s something that you go off



and do on your own. It’s quite lonely. We all share in the family grief, but the grief I feel as an
individual doesn’t happen at the same time as theirs, and isn’t the same as anyone else’s. We’re
each wired differently, and one of us might feel the same thing with a different intensity at a
different time. But in the end you have to deal with it yourself.’"This was not an easy book for me
to read cover to cover and I think if you are going through bereavement yourself, you have to be
in the right frame of mind to read it and to really benefit from not only the author’s guidance but
also from the experiences of the individuals the author is writing about. Individuals who have
been so incredibly frank and honest recounting very personal experiences of their own grief.”

William Jordan, “strongly recommended accounts of counselling bereaved people. Sympathetic
stories of grief counselling, grouped around the nature of the bereavement (losing a partner,
losing a child, facing your own death etc) and containing some useful advice for anyone who is
bereaved or otherwise unhappy (exercise, mindfulness and so on) and some background
information on grieving (including a short history of this from Victorian times).The author doesn't
claim too much for her work - some clients she helps a lot, others a little and some are much
easier to relate to than others - but the stories make clear the value of her working life.I did
wonder to what extent the case histories are all of grief 'complicated' by other factors of one kind
or another - after all there will be some reason why some bereaved people seek counselling and
others do not (though some of this, as the author points out, having to do with expectations of
particular age groups for example). I wondered: do we all really need this sort of provision
whenever we are bereaved (in an ideal world). That would be a large client population. Perhaps
many can simply gain enough support though from reading books like this one.Strongly
recommended.”

John Wilkinson, “An excellent work translated in easy to read language without high .... An
excellent work translated in easy to read language without high tech descriptions. For a first time
publication Julia Samuel is to be congratulated for this very sensitive and emotive work. I
suffered the loss of my wife 6 months ago and this has helped me immensely come to grips with
my grieving process.”

helen muniappa, “Fabulous book. As I have a special interest in bereavement a colleague
recommended this book. I am a qualified counsellor in private practice, I especially enjoyed
reading different peoples experiences & perspectives to their losses. I think this book would be
helpful for people who have experienced their own losses, because reading other people’s
journey through bereavement could be helpful. I could not put this book down! Would highly
recommend”

The book by Julia Samuel has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 493 people have provided feedback.
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