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The Behavior of the Bereaved
By Emily Clark 

Many people talk about the stages of grief, what it 
should look like, how it can be timed. The truth for those 
of us out there who have experienced a journey fraught 
with loss is that there are no stages, no set time lines. 
Grief can swing around, come full circle, dragging you 
forwards and backwards on its own whim.

While everyone around you might be thinking it is 
time to move on or that you have finally begun to cope or 
“normalize”, you may be churning with turmoil and only 
beginning to understand the magnitude of what you’ve 
really lost.

While you outwardly carry on, getting dressed with 
socks that match and opening your home with a house key 
instead of trying to cram a car key into the lock, you may 
be inwardly struggling to survive. This can stretch into 
a long period of solitude full of self-reflection. The well-
meaning friends and family in your life might inadver-
tently discourage any open grieving, encouraging you to 
“be happy”, “think positive”, or “move on with your life”.

This form of rejection can cause you to retreat into 
yourself as you pull away from those around you, iso-
lating yourself on purpose. Often times it easier to be 
alone so you can express your pain rather than constantly 
trying to cover it up or be told to put it away by those 
around you.

I want to outline this today as a gentle reminder to oth-
ers that when a griever seems to want to be alone, that it 
is perfectly normal and acceptable. It often is nothing to 
do with you or what they think of you as a person. They 
are not trying to subtly tell you they dislike you or prefer 
the company of someone else. They are not being self-
ish or refusing to cope, nor are they in denial. They are 
simply grieving and behaving normally for someone in 
that much pain. Sometimes being alone can be the most 
helpful thing for them.

When the magnitude of the loss becomes too great, 
it can bring us to our knees. We need time to think, to 
ponder, to go over the details of our loved one’s life and 
death over and over again in our minds until we can find 
some measure of resolution on some aspect of it.

Please understand that asking the griever to do the 
work – to call you or to stop by your place or to make all 
the effort to connect – is asking too much. They are the 
ones hurting and will need you to make the effort. After 
all, if you saw someone injured on the side of the road, 
wouldn’t you stop and help right away rather than ask 
them to call you later when they are okay to let you know 
if there is anything you can do?

Even in times of isolation and sadness it is important 
to let the griever know you care. While they may not 
want to see anyone, a simple email, note, text, or phone 
call saying you are thinking about them and still care can 
make a huge difference. I personally kept every phone 
message and email I received from people, including the 
ones I never had the chance to reply to. Sadly, for months, 
this was most of them. I still read and listen to these from 
time to time when I am feeling low. They are a beautiful 
reminder that I am loved, thought of, cared for.

In particular, a friend I had lost touch with over the 
years sent me a song that she said reminded her of me 
and what I was going through. The song ended up being 
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When we surround ourselves with memories
For a moment

We are pulling them
From our minds

And back into our embrace.
--unknown

•

•



one I played over and over, listening 
to the lyrics, touched by not only the 
thought that went into it, but how 
much I connected the music with my 
own struggles. A coworker sent me a 
poem that had helped him through 
the loss of his own wife. I carried 
it around with me in my wallet for 
months, not because it was neces-
sarily a poem I would have chosen, 
but because I was so touched by the 
wonderful sentiment behind it. They 
didn’t have to find the perfect words 
in their own hearts, they just shared 
something they had found that they 
thought might touch mine.

Simple gifts can also go a long way. 
Giving to a charity in honor of the 
person they lost can mean a lot. The 
gift of housekeeping services or a 
certificate to a spa or massage 
can make a big difference. Per-
haps stepping up to mow their 
lawn or drop off some groceries 
are viable options. Even if the 
griever prefers to be alone, do 
not be discouraged. There are 
still many, many ways you can 
let them know you care and are 
thinking about them.

Often we on the outside can 

inadvertently assess the griever’s ac-
tions, trying to decide for ourselves 
where they are at and how that stacks 
up to where they should be. I know 
this because I have been both a 
widow and someone on the outside, 
watching someone I know become 
widowed. We have the best of inten-
tions, but we can’t help seeing them 
through our own assumptions, ideas, 
and beliefs about grief.

Rather than looking at the griever’s 
behavior and trying to decide if it 
is normal or not compared to your 
own feelings, understand that they 
are in a position you cannot even 
imagine. As tough as it sounds, your 
ideas about what is ‘normal’ behavior 
for them are misguided, at best. You 
may think you can imagine what you 

would do in their position, but that 
is actually impossible. Instead try to 
accept them for where they are, and 
know that their pain is too deep and 
overwhelming for you to understand 
without having walked in their shoes. 
Be the listener they need rather than 
the giver of advice. Remember, no 
matter how many losses you have 
faced, they know far more about 
grieving than you do right now.

And above all, do not hold their be-
havior against them later on down the 
road. While you may never understand 
why they chose to be alone at certain 
times or why they seemed so sad for so 
long, or why they never returned your 
phone calls, their behavior was still 
completely normal and a part of their 
own personal journey.

As difficult as it may be, you 
must remind yourself that it is 
not about you. It is about their 
loss. This is their experience and 
it will be unique to them. Sim-
ply offering your own time and 
support can be the most amaz-
ing gift, and can help them on 
their road towards healing. Just 
remember to honor and respect 
the unique path that they chose.
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Don’t Miss It!
Hospice of the Prairie
10th Annual Kids Day Camp

Saturday, July 9, 2016
9 am – 3 pm

Hospice of the Prairie office
Children, age 7-12 who have experienced the 
death of a loved one, are invited for a day of 
summertime fun, crafts and games!  Kids will also 
learn about the journey of grief and take home 
meaningful craft projects.  Lunch and snacks are 
provided.
 

Our Day Camp is offered at no cost and trained hos-
pice staff and volunteers will be facilitating the camp.  
Pre-registration is required. Call Nancy Renner at 227-
7209 or 1-800-466-7209.



A Thousand Ways to Grieve
By Margaret Brownley

I’m an active griever. By active, I mean 
that during those first few months fol-
lowing my loss, I devoured every book 
on grief I could get my hands on. I 
poured out my agony in my writing, at-
tended grief seminars, went though pho-
to albums and searched on the internet 
for helpful sites. I cried and fumed and 
spent long hours talking to anyone who 
would listen.

My husband simply withdrew and 
grieved in silence. Though we lived in 
the same house, grieved the same loss, 
and shared a life together, we were apart 
in our grief.

We all have our own ideas on how to 

grieve and we’re quick to judge those who 
don’t conform to our way of thinking. 
When Prince Charles wore a blue suit 
to Princess Diana’s funeral, he was con-
demned by the press until it was learned 
that it was his former wife’s favorite.

A friend of mine was criticized for 
wearing a pair of red strap, high-heeled 
shoes to her husband’s funeral, the same 
shoes she wore on the day they met.

If we are to grieve in harmony with 
those around us, we must give up the 
notion that grief can be expressed in 
limited ways. I once thought that grief 
manifested itself only in tears and de-
pression. But I’ve since found that what 
others whose visions are greater than 
mine have accomplished in the name 

of grief. Candy Lightner, the founder 
for Mothers Against Drunk Drivers, is a 
good example.

Resolve to make peace with someone 
who grieves in ways that seem odd to 
you. Try expressing your grief in a new 
way; write a poem or song, start a jour-
nal, buy your loved one a gift and send 
it to someone who would love and ap-
preciate the gesture. Wear something 
outlandish. Buy a bouquet of balloons in 
your loved one’s favorite color. Laugh at 
something that would make your loved 
one laugh. 

Tears, depression and sadness are all 
acceptable ways to show grief. So are 
blue suits and red shoes.

Playing A Violin With Three Strings
Jack Riemer 
                                                                                         

On Nov. 18, 1995, Itzhak Perlman, the violinist, came on 
stage to give a concert at Avery Fisher Hall at Lincoln Center 
in New York City.

If you have ever been to a Perlman concert, you know that 
getting on stage is no small achievement for him. He was 
stricken with polio as a child, and so he has braces on both 
legs and walks with the aid of two crutches. To see him walk 
across the stage one step at a time, painfully and slowly, is an 
awesome sight.

He walks painfully, yet majestically, until he reaches his chair. 
Then he sits down, slowly, puts his crutches on the floor, un-
does the clasps on his legs, tucks one foot back and extends 
the other foot forward. Then he bends down and picks up the 
violin, puts it under his chin, nods to the conductor and pro-
ceeds to play.

By now, the audience is used to this ritual. They sit quietly 
while he makes his way across the stage to his chair. They re-
main reverently silent while he undoes the clasps on his legs. 
They wait until he is ready to play.

But this time, something went wrong. Just as he finished the 
first few bars, one of the strings on his violin broke. You could 
hear it snap - it went off like gunfire across the room. There was 
no mistaking what that sound meant. There was no mistaking 
what he had to do.

We figured that he would have to get up, put on the clasps 
again, pick up the crutches and limp his way off stage - to ei-
ther find another violin or else find another string for this one.  
But he didn’t. Instead, he waited a moment, closed his eyes and 
then signaled the conductor to begin again.

The orchestra began, and he played from where he had left 

off. And he played with such passion and such power and such 
purity as they had never heard before.

Of course, anyone knows that it is impossible to play a sym-
phonic work with just three strings. I know that, and you know 
that, but that night Itzhak Perlman refused to know that.

You could see him modulating, changing, re-composing the 
piece in his head. At one point, it sounded like he was de-
tuning the strings to get new sounds from them that they had 
never made before.

When he finished, there was an awesome silence in the room. 
And then people rose and cheered. There was an extraordinary 
outburst of applause from every corner of the auditorium. We 
were all on our feet, screaming and cheering, doing everything 
we could to show how much we appreciated what he had done.

He smiled, wiped the sweat from this brow, raised his bow to 
quiet us, and then he said - not boastfully, but in a quiet, pen-
sive, reverent tone - “You know, sometimes it is the artist’s task 
to find out how much music you can still make with what you 
have left.”

What a powerful line that is. It has stayed in my mind ever 
since I heard it. And who knows? Perhaps that is the definition 
of life - not just for artists but for all of us.

Here is a man who has prepared all his life to make music 
on a violin of four strings, who, all of a sudden, in the middle 
of a concert, finds himself with only three strings; so he makes 
music with three strings, and the music he made that night 
with just three strings was more beautiful, more sacred, more 
memorable, than any that he had ever made before, when he 
had four strings.

So, perhaps our task in this shaky, fast-changing, bewildering 
world in which we live is to make music, at first with all that we 
have, and then, when that is no longer possible, to make music 
with what we have left.
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Calendar of Upcoming Events
July 9 Kids Camp, 9 am-3 pm.  Call 227-7209 to pre-register 

July 11 Compassionate Friends Support Group, for families who have lost a 
child, 7pm, Hospice of the Prairie meeting room

July 14 Grief Support Group (English), 6:30 pm, Hospice of the Prairie 
Meeting Room; Jerry Hodges, facilitator

July 19 Grief Support Group (Spanish), 6:30 pm, Hospice of the Prairie 
meeting room, Yadira Deana, facilitator.

July 20 Bereavement Luncheon, 12 noon, Inn Pancake House, 1610 W. Wy-
att Earp, Dodge City; Dick Robbins, host

July 28 Grief Support Group (English), 6:30 pm, Hospice of the Prairie 
Meeting Room; Jerry Hodges, facilitator 

Hospice of the Prairie & 
Prairie Home Health has a 

Facebook page!

“Like” us on Facebook to find updates 
on the latest events and programs at 

Hospice of the Prairie & Prairie Home 
Health as well as links to great stories 

and other resources.


