Sudden Traumatic Loss
No one is prepared for the phone call or the knock on the door telling you that a loved one has been killed.  Your first response is generally denial – “It can’t be so; I just saw him this morning.” or “I just got off the phone with her.”  This denial leads to a kind of numbness which is nature’s way of protecting us from a reality we cannot yet process.  The numbness can help us navigate through the initial days when decisions need to be made.  It can be difficult to have some of these decisions taken away.  Often with a traumatic death, the coroner must keep the body until all necessary knowledge is gleaned.  Even when the body is released, decisions must be made about whether or not to have a service and what should be included if you decide to have one.  It’s unlikely that you have already had an opportunity to discuss your loved ones wishes in this regard.  If you have – and I recommend that you do – your decisions may be less difficult to make.  If not, you will have to guess what he or she would have wanted and balance that against your own wishes as well as those of other family members.
Once the numbness wears off, you will begin to feel the acute pain of the loss.  You may relive the last moments with your loved one over and over again.  You may feel the need to talk about your loss again and again.  People may be willing to listen for a few times, but then want you to “get over it.”  Unfortunately there’s very little awareness in our culture about the grieving process.  You are generally allowed three days off from employment for the death of a family member, when you may really need to take three months or three years off.  Society wants you to bounce back as if nothing has happened.  There’s a real disconnect between your new reality and the world around you.  It can be difficult to hear people talking about their family member who is the same one you lost; you don’t really want to hear about their mother when your mother was just killed, or their spouse when yours has just died.  You might consider asking people to refrain from sharing this aspect of their life with you; you might also think about having an ally who can move the conversation to a different topic or arrange to call you out of the area.
Taking care of yourself is probably the last thing on your mind right now, but it is the most crucial.  Many studies have shown that there is an increased rate of illness and death in the months following the loss of a loved one.  While you are grieving, you are likely focusing on the present and past rather than the future.  It’s important to remind yourself that there can be a future, even if it is one without your loved one as a living being alongside you.  Their memory will always be with you as will your connection with them through other family and friends.  People do heal from grievous loss.  You will not be the same person you were before the loss, but you can take the lessons you learn from the grieving process to help others who experience a similar loss.  

Death after the Minnesota Bridge Collapse

Losing a loved one is perhaps one of the most painful experiences anyone will encounter in life, especially when the death is traumatic and unexpected.  It can be even more complicated when the death becomes a national news story, such as the Minnesota bridge collapse.  It can be gratifying to have the outpouring of support that comes from so many knowing about the loss, but it can be extremely difficult to see it played out on television day after day.  While friends and family might be sensitive to knowing what you need and when it might be helpful to talk and when it would be more therapeutic to be silent, the media and well-wishers throughout the country cannot know that and may not be able to be respective of your needs.

It’s important to be prepared for strangers to want to see and talk with you.  Some will be caring and want to help, while others may just be curious.  This is not the time for you to have to figure out their motives.  It can be beneficial to designate a particular person to consistently be the family spokesperson to the media and public.  Having someone available to field phone calls and go through the mail can also be helpful.  Anticipating the questions that might be asked, particularly when new information becomes known, can relieve you from having to think quickly when that’s the last thing you’re able to do.  It’s not uncommon to be asked your thoughts and feelings as each new piece of information becomes available.  As each vehicle is brought to the surface and each body recovered, you may be asked to comment.  Again, a designated spokesperson can protect you from having to share yourself at a time of great vulnerability.  In this day of instant media, you also need to be prepared to see yourself not only on local and national TV, but also websites such as Youtube.  You may unexpectedly come across clips of yourself months and even years from now.  While you cannot prepare yourself for each time this might occur, you can be aware that this may be a possibility and develop some coping strategies ahead of time.
I’d be glad to answer any specific questions you might have about this or any other topic related to trauma and loss.

