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MANAGING GRIEF
DuriNG THE HOLIDAYS

By Michelle Gabrielle Centamore :

The holiday season often brings
with it a rush of excitement: Joyous cel-
ebrations, family togetherness and
seemingly endless meals that often
conclude with a peaceful time of rest
and relaxation among family and
friends. But for individuals who have
suffered the loss of a loved one, this
time of year can be challenging, filling
one with intense emotions and feelings
of loneliness or sadness. This holiday
season, professmnals at various sup-
port organizations want those in need
to be aware that there is support avail-
able to help them manage their grief.

“The holidays are a time when
many people may feel especially
alone,” said Sonia Wagner, executive
director of Response of Suffolk County,
which offers crisis intervention coun-
seling and referrals to community ser-
vices to residents. “Many families don’t
have the Hallmark card experience and
are struggling, and if the family has had
a recent loss prior to the “holiday,
Thanksgiving and New Year’s, for
example, can feel like a numbing blur.”

While many people can easily get
caught up during the holidays, Wagner
said, it is important to “be good to one-
self,” and find ways to relax, de-stress
and cope with one’s feelings. She sug-
gested such activities as taking a walk
or bicycling, exercising as a “great
stress reliever,” and engaging oneself
with supportive friends or family mem-
bers. Picking up a hobby that involves
others, such as joining a hiking club or
choir, also may be helpful. Her organi-
zation makes referrals to specific sup-
port groups based on an individual’s
needs, Wagner said, guiding parents
who have lost a child to Compassionate
Friends or an individual who has lost a
pet to Bide-A-Wee, for example.

“It is also important to be respect-
ful of one’s feelings,” Wagner said,
“that is, knowing it is okay to partici-
pate in solo activities that could create
a brief distraction, such as journal writ-

ing or watching a comedic television
program.’

But if an individual requires fur-
ther assistance to help them deal with
their grief, Wagner said, there is more
support available.

“Crisis counseling is helpful
because sometimes sadness, grief and
anxiety come up at inconvenient hours,
for example 2 a.m. Christmas Day — a
time when a therapist probably is not
available.” Wagner noted the organiza-
tion’s hotline, 751-7500, which callers
can phone 24 hours a day, seven days
per week, and speak with a counselor.

Individuals also can seek support
through Response’s “Hear2Help,” an
online program located on their web-
site, www.responsehotline.org, in which
individuals can privately chat via the
Internet with a counselor, Monday
through Friday, from 3 p.m. to 9 p.m.

“It is open to anyone, but we are
finding that teens and young adults are
especially drawn to this service, proba-
bly because the Internet is a place they
call home more often than older adults
do,” stated Wagner.

New to Response is “Conexion,” a
Spanish hotline service available to
teens and families, Monday through Fri-
day, from 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. at 751-7423.

“So commonly when people call our
hotline they feel completely alone with
their problems and they are very sur-
prised and relieved typically to learn that
we receive many calls from people hav-
ing similar difficulty, for example, people
feeling that they can’t function, that
their grief is so intense that taking a
shower is hard to imagine,” Wagner said.
“The first thing I would say to someone
going through this is, “You are not alone
and there really is support out there, and
much of that support is free.’”

And for families who are sharing a
loss, Wagner said, it is important to
honor and respect each other’s individ-
ual feelings regarding that loss. “A
teenage boy rmght not talk that much
and sometimes it is okay to just recog-
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