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Haven Herald 
 

 

Haven is committed to the emotional support of the bereaved, 

and to the seriously ill, the dying, and their families and friends. 

 

Complex Grief 
by Yvonne Herbst 

 

Contemplating Complicated Grief: When Your Feelings Don’t 

Fit What You Think You Should Be Feeling  
 

When someone we love dies, we expect — or assume — that we will 

experience a “normal” range of feelings such as loss, loneliness, sadness, 

depression, emptiness, listlessness and/or exhaustion while we adjust to 

our loved one’s absence from our life.  It’s not unusual to cry a lot or 

have trouble sleeping for weeks or months after a loved one’s death.  But 

how do you deal with surprising or unwelcome feelings that may arise 

after a loved one’s death? 
 

What if you believe that some (or all) of what you are feeling is hurtful, 

inexcusable, or unacceptable?  That you should not be having the 

feelings you are having? 
 

What if you believe you cannot or should not talk with anyone about 

those “ugly” feelings because they may laugh at you or judge you 

harshly or even, possibly, shun and avoid you after sharing your feelings 

with them? 
 

What if you were estranged from your loved one before they died?   
 

What if you had had an upsetting argument that the two of you never 

resolved and the opportunity to make amends is gone forever? 
 

What if you had been physically or emotionally abused by the deceased?   
 

What if they betrayed you and you were never able to forgive the 

betrayal?  
 

What if they died by suicide?  

Continues on page 3 

 

Letter from the  

Executive Director 
 

Fall brings us different colors and 

cooler, shorter days.  It is a season of 

transition from the less structured 

season of summer.  At Haven, this is 

a busy time as we prepare for our fall 

programs and make plans for the year 

ahead. 

 

The focus of this newsletter is 

complex grief, which is also referred 

to as complicated grief.  This form of 

grief is recognized as a bereavement 

disorder and approximately ten 

percent of people who are grieving 

experience complex grief.  Complex 

grief can take longer to work through 

and often requires additional support.  

  

There are many things that happen to 

a person in the course of their life that 

can have an influence on how they 

grieve the loss of a loved one.  Grief 

is traumatic and never straight- 

forward, but there are legitimate 

reasons why some people struggle 

more than others.  Two things that 

may be helpful are talking with a grief 

counselor or seeking out a support 

group.  The path for someone in 

complex grief is difficult but there is 

hope.  With time and support, most 

people eventually make progress. 

 

                                Jill Bellacicco 

 

 

Welcome Fall 
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Working With What You’ve Got 

by Erin Moore 
 

My dad’s room in the intensive care unit was perpetually dark and brimming with scents I’d never known: the 

metallic tint of phlegm left in a cup overnight, soiled bed linens, and my own bad breath caged against my nostrils by the 

wooly dome of an N-95 mask.  I spent hours in that room by my dad’s side, taking in those smells and learning the 

rhythmic whoosh of his CPAP machine.  

 

One night, he pointed to the tattoo on his wrist and read it aloud to me.  “L…C…S” he said through labored 

breaths.  “That stands for lung cancer survivor.”  Even then, he was smiling his iconic, devilish smirk I had known all my 

life.  I had gone with him five years earlier to get that tattoo, after his oncologist announced that against all odds, he had 

entered remission from stage 4 lung cancer.  Years later, when the immunotherapy stopped working and a new white blot 

bloomed in the chest x-ray, my dad was confident he would beat it again. 

 

But that night in the hospital, I looked at his tattoo–the S obliterated by needle injections and bruising–and I 

secretly prayed he would choose to let go. We had been there for almost a week now, with each day a little worse than the 

last.  The doctors told my brother and me that the tissue of my dad’s lungs had become so stiff he could no longer breathe 

on his own.  There was only so much oxygen a CPAP machine could supply and it was only a matter of time before he 

would need to be intubated.  Had our dad said anything to us about wanting to be intubated?  He hadn’t. 

 

We aren’t supposed to be angry at the dying, but I was.  In the five years between his first and second cancer 

diagnosis, my dad had divorced my mom and forced the sale of my childhood home.  He had always been reckless with 

money, which often placed our family in precarious positions.  He promised me he would use the money from the sale of 

our house to finally pay off his debts.  But it later came to light that he had used a lot of the money on the woman he had 

cheated on my mom with.  When that woman refused to settle down with him, he reached out to me to vent.  Because of 

all this, I never saw my dad as the sort of noble father figure I could depend on, let alone seek out for life advice.  

 

We aren’t supposed to be impatient with the dying, but I was.  I saw my dad’s refusal to talk with my brother and 

me about his end of life wishes–and the possibility of him dragging out his death through intubation–as a continuation of 

the sort of selfish behavior I had come to know from him.  In retrospect, I know I was still so hungry for him to prove to 

me that he had changed. 

 

He and I never really hashed out all the ways he broke my trust and failed to be the sort of father I wanted him to 

be.  I thought for a while we might be getting close to having that type of conversation.  Then his cancer came back and a 

few weeks later he was in the hospital, and it felt like such a selfish thing to bring up by then.  The closest we got was one 

afternoon, when I combed then braided his long, wispy-white hair with a steadiness that felt like God guiding me, even 

though I have never been a religious person.  He thanked me for making him feel handsome again.  

 

His nurse called me a few days later as I was on my way to the hospital.  “He’s decided it’s time,” she told me.  

“He let us know this morning he does not want to be intubated.”  He passed slowly but peacefully later that night, with my 

brother and me holding his hands and his braid still intact. 

 

I sobbed hard that night, partly because it is so painful to be in that liminal space between life and death, and 

partly in grief for the dad I will never know.  I struggled to write his eulogy because I couldn’t find an honest way to 

depict my memories of him that weren’t also laced with bitterness.  I told myself I would write something better later, but 

two years later, I still find it hard to transform him into a wholly-faultless figure, the way I think we’re taught to when 

someone dies.  But in the two years since his death, I have slowly begun to collect the strands of my memories with him.  

There are bulky, bitter ones where he shocked or betrayed me.  There are a handful of tender voicemails and birthday 

cards where I can feel him trying to be a better man than his dad was.  And there’s all the hopes I had for him and his life 

that never came to fruition, but are still a huge part of how I see him.  And I’ve slowly begun braiding these things 

together into something I can accept. 
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HOW HAVEN IS FUNDED 

   Haven is classified by the Internal Revenue Service as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.  It is funded mainly by  

   donations from individuals in the community who wish to support our work and by those who donate in memory of a  

   loved one.  Donations are tax deductible.  If you are interested in making a donation, please contact Haven at (703)                                                                                       

                          941-7000 or at havenofnova@verizon.net 

 

 

How Complicated Grief Shows Up 
 

Complicated grief can show up in different ways. You 

may not be able to stop thinking about the person who 

died and what you could have or should have done 

differently before they died.  
 

You might not be able to accept that you will never see 

your loved one again in this lifetime or resolve issues that 

left the two of you unhappy, embittered or estranged from 

each other. 
 

Many people with complicated grief have trouble handling the normal tasks of everyday life. They might not be able to 

work, take care of their home, or spend time with friends and family. 
 

Complicated Grief Takes Longer To Heal 

While there is no predictable timeline for emerging from a period of mourning, complicated grief can take much longer to 

resolve than “normal” grief.  Complicated grief occurs when our “normal” feelings of grief are accompanied by “ugly” 

feelings that may be surprising or “unacceptable” and are hard to talk about with others. 
 

It is not uncommon for people to feel anger, guilt or even relief when a loved one dies, alongside the “normal” and 

“acceptable” feelings society associates with grief. 
 

When a loved one dies by suicide, we might feel angry and guilty at the same time: Angry that they left us behind the way 

they did, that they didn’t think about the impact that their death would have on the people who loved them, and guilty for 

not having seen the signs in advance or preventing the suicide from happening.  
 

Following a suicide loss, you might feel helpless in other aspects of your life where you would normally feel competent 

and confident. 
 

Grief can also feel complicated following a loved one’s long illness if you were the primary caregiver.   
 

The demands of round the clock caregiving may have left you exhausted. Perhaps you feel relieved of that responsibility 

as well as guilt for feeling relieved of the burden of caregiving. 
 

The death of a child can arouse feelings of anger and betrayal because the “natural order of life” and your expectations for 

your child’s future have been broken. 
 

When a parent dies, you might feel unresolved anger over any physical or mental or emotional abuse they may have 

subjected you to.  And you may feel relief and even happy that they are gone. 

 

Losing a brother or sister can mean losing an important witness to your life who could understand your history in ways 

that no one else could. 
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Fall Schedule 
 

Parent Loss Workshop      September 20, 2025  10:00 am – 2:30 pm 

Sibling Loss Workshop     October 18, 2025      10:00 am – 2:30 pm 
 

To Register or for information:  Call 703-941-7000 or 

Email: havenofnova@verizon.net 
 

 

ZOOM Suicide Loss Support Group 

1st and 3rd Saturdays of each month 

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
 

In-person drop-in Suicide Loss Support Group 

2nd Saturday of each month 

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
 

In-person drop-in Widow/Widower/Partner Support Group 

4th Saturday of each month 

10:30 a.m. to 12:00 noon 
 

 

Haven also offers individual support by phone and in person; please 

call to schedule an appointment.  For immediate support without 

an appointment, a volunteer is available on a walk-in basis Monday 

through Friday between 10:30 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. 

 

 

 

Contact Information 

 

Haven of Northern Virginia 

4606 Ravensworth Road 

Annandale, Virginia  22003 

Phone:  (703) 941-7000 

Fax:  (703) 941-7003 

E-mail:  havenofnova@verizon.net 

 

Hours of Operation 

 

Monday through Friday 

9:30 a.m. – 2:30 p.m. 

www.havenofnova.org 

 

Messages may be left on our 

voicemail after hours. 

 

 

http://www.havenofnova.org/

