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Haven Herald
Healing After Traumatic Loss 

by Toni Petersen 

When a loss occurs under sudden or 
distressing circumstances, such as an 
accident, suicide, or medical emergency, 
the grieving process can become 
intertwined with trauma, creating an 
especially difficult path forward. 

In these situations, people may not only 
experience the emotional pain of grief but 
also symptoms associated with trauma, 
such as intrusive memories, heightened 
anxiety, or intense reactions to reminders 

of the event.  These reactions are not a sign of weakness.  They are the 
mind’s way of responding to experiences that were devastating at the 
time they occurred. 

Traumatic experiences can overwhelm the brain’s normal ability to 
process memories.  Instead of gradually becoming part of the past, 
certain sights, sounds, emotions, or physical sensations connected to the 
loss may continue to feel immediate and distressing.  This can help 
explain why reminders of the event sometimes trigger intense emotional 
or physical reactions long after the person is physically safe.  Trauma-
focused therapies are designed to help people process these experiences 
more fully, so they no longer feel as intrusive in everyday life. 

Fortunately, several therapeutic approaches have been developed to help 
people process traumatic memories and move forward in their healing.   

The following therapies are among those that have shown effectiveness 
in helping individuals cope with traumatic grief: 

• EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing): 
A therapy designed to help the brain process traumatic memories that 
may feel ‘stuck’. 

• Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT): 
Helps individuals reframe distressing thoughts connected to the 
traumatic event by helping them identify unhelpful thought patterns 
and develop healthier coping responses. 

• Mindfulness and grounding techniques: 
Help reduce anxiety and bring attention back to the present moment 
during periods of emotional overwhelm. 

• Support groups and grief counseling: 
Provide connection, understanding, and reassurance that people are 
not alone in their experiences. 

Continue to page three  

Letter from the 
Executive Director 

The summer brings longer days, 
vacations with family and friends, 
and this year, a celebration of our 
nation’s 250th anniversary.   

At Haven, we are planning our 
own celebration as we mark 50 
years of serving our local 
community.  It is hard to believe 
we have reached this milestone.  
Haven opened its doors on 
September 16, 1976, and like our 
country, the journey has not 
always been easy, but it has been 
worthwhile. 

The topic of this newsletter is 
trauma and grief. There is always 
trauma when you lose a loved one.  
Your known world has changed 
forever.  If the death is sudden or 
especially traumatic such as a 
suicide, accident or murder, 
trauma impedes the normal grief 
process.  It is important to get 
additional help if you have had the 
experience of a traumatic loss.  Do 
not minimize the impact of such a 
loss and take steps to get the 
support you need. 

Jill Bellacicco 

 

Haven is committed to the emotional support of the bereaved, 
and to the seriously ill, the dying, and their families and friends.
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What Worked for Me - When the Sirens Don’t Fade 
by Toni Petersen 

For most of my life, the sound of a siren while driving meant only one thing: pull over, wait for the emergency vehicles to 
pass, and then carefully merge back into traffic.  It’s one of the first lessons we learn as teenage drivers, and most of us do 
it without thinking.  I do a lot of driving in Alexandria, where there seem to be more than a fair share of emergency 
vehicles on the road each day.  I was always one of those casual drivers who patiently pulled over and waited for the 
sirens to fade before continuing on my way.  
That changed about three months after losing my husband.  Ken died of a heart attack as I was trying to drive him to the 
hospital after he told me he didn’t feel well.  I had to pull over and call 911, and within minutes my car was surrounded by 
two fire trucks and an ambulance.  They took Ken to the hospital, but sadly, it was too late. 
In the months immediately after his death, I think I was simply in shock over the sudden loss of the love of my life.  Ken 
was just 59 years old, and an athlete who worked out every day and had never complained of chest pains.  
After those few months I realized something had changed in me.  The sound of a siren - any siren - suddenly triggered a 
powerful emotional response.  What had once been just another sound on the road now instantly took me back to the day 
Ken died. 
I didn’t immediately recognize that trauma had become part of my grief.  It wasn’t until my therapist pointed out that my 
reaction to sirens resembled a PTSD response that I began to understand what was happening.  She suggested a therapy 
called EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), which helps the brain process traumatic memories that 
have become ‘stuck.’  EMDR works through the guided recall of distressing experiences combined with bilateral 
stimulation such as eye movements or tapping. 
Grief that is complicated by trauma requires us to work through two different sets of challenges, and each one can 
intensify the other.  We are trying to adjust to the loss of someone we loved, learning how to live each day with the small 
reminders that they are gone (the hairbrush still in the bathroom, the clothes hanging in the closet, perhaps a half-finished 
bottle of water left on a bedside table). 
But when trauma is intertwined with the loss, it can become much harder to move forward in the grieving process.  
Instead of remembering the person with sadness and love, the mind may repeatedly return to the frightening or painful 
moments surrounding the loss. 

Traumatic grief can occur when a loss happens suddenly or under distressing circumstances, such as accidents, suicide, or 
other unexpected events. In these situations, people may experience symptoms of both grief and trauma at the same time.  
In situations like these, grief and trauma arrive together, creating an emotional reality that can feel overwhelming and 
difficult to navigate. 
After several EMDR sessions, I began to notice a change.  The sound of a siren no longer 
pulled me back into that terrible day in the same way.  The memory of Ken’s death did not 
disappear, nor would I want it to, but the overwhelming panic that once accompanied those 
sounds gradually eased.  
Grief will always be part of my life, because love is part of my life.  Learning that trauma had 
become intertwined with my grief helped me understand my reactions and find a way 
forward.  Thankfully, there are therapies designed to help the brain process those experiences.  
It wasn’t until I worked through the trauma that I was finally able to begin the very difficult 
work of grieving.  

	 	Articles may be reprinted only with the permission of Haven of Northern Virginia, Inc. 



HAVEN OF NORTHERN VIRGINIA, INC.                                                                                 SUMMER 2026 

Continued from page one 

For many people, healing involves a combination of approaches rather than a single solution.  What feels helpful at one 
stage of grief may also change over time. 

If you are struggling with traumatic grief, speaking with a qualified mental health professional may help you explore 
which therapeutic approaches could be most helpful for your situation.  Healing does not mean forgetting or ‘getting over’ 
a loss.  It often means gradually finding ways to carry both the love and the pain with greater gentleness toward yourself.  
Sometimes the most important step is simply remaining open to support and continuing to seek the forms of help that feel 
meaningful and hopeful to you. 

 

Resources and Further Reading 

The information in this article was drawn from resources and educational materials provided by the following 
organizations: 

• U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs – National Center for PTSD 
https://www.ptsd.va.gov 

• EMDR International Association (EMDRIA) 
https://www.emdria.org 

• World Health Organization – Guidelines for the Management of Conditions Specifically Related to Stress 
• Cleveland Clinic – Overview of EMDR Therapy and Trauma Treatment 
• National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov 

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 

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/
https://www.emdria.org/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/


HAVEN OF NORTHERN VIRGINIA, INC.                                                                                 SUMMER 2026 

Haven of Northern Virginia, Inc. 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	  
4606 Ravensworth Road 

Annandale, Virginia  22003 

________________________ 

Summer Schedule 
Journey through Grief        August 8, 2026  	     2:00 pm – 4:00 pm 
Sibling Loss Workshop     September 19, 2026     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
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