Grief and Loss—Coping During the Holidays

For those who've recently lost a spouse, child or other loved one, the holidays can feel like the worst time of the year. Not only is the rest of the world seemingly in a mood to celebrate when you're not, but the special times bring back memories that are painful for reminding you of the people and good times now lost.

What's true of holidays is true of key personal dates as well—a loved one's birthday, day of death or a wedding anniversary. And grief counselors say the second annual round of holidays after a loss can be as difficult as the first. Grieving takes time, and the normal process of coming to accept the loss of a loved one typically takes more than a year—sometimes several. But friends may not be as supportive as they were when your loss was fresh. In our society, the idea is that you're supposed to get over it. 

What can you do to prepare for these painful days and survive them? Here's some advice from experts:

· Make a point to remember the loved one, and encourage others to do the same. Say a special prayer at Thanksgiving dinner, light a special table, maybe set an extra space at the table. Talk about the past, especially the good times, even if this brings on some tears and seems to dampen the social occasion. Crying is healthy at times like this. "Sometimes the most healing gift is allowing someone to cry and to allow them to talk about what they've missed and not trying to fix it," she says. And don't feel guilty if the memories make you laugh. 

· Do the holiday your way. Resist the pressure from friends or family to carry on business as usual. Everybody might say, “You're coming to Mom's for Thanksgiving, aren't you?” But you might decide you aren't going to do that. Just know what your boundaries are. Don't let people tell you what to do.

· As time passes (especially from the second year on), start changing your celebrations to reflect the new realities. Families need to talk about these issues and should discuss how they are going to change traditions. 

· Know that the holiday may not be as bad as you fear. For many people, the anticipation of Christmas or Thanksgiving is worse than the day itself.
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