
 

SURVIVORS OF SUICIDE LOSS RESOURCE PACKET 
 

 
 

Comfort, Strength and Hope  
 
 

Common Ground Crisis & Resource Helpline (800) 231-1127 or 
commongroundhelps.org is available 24/7  

 
Chat: commongroundhelps.org & Text: (248) 809-5550 is available  

Monday – Friday 4pm to 10pm  



Dear Fellow Survivor,  

 

I’m writing to extend sincere condolences to you on the loss of your loved one to 

suicide. The following hours, days, months and years after our loved one’s suicide we may 

wonder what we could have said, what we could have done and what we should have done 

differently to keep them with us. The death of someone close brings sadness and grief- but a 

death by suicide can be shocking and traumatic. The losses of those we love is unsettling, 

heartbreaking and often times exhausting as grief can be just as draining emotionally as it can 

be physically.  

 

The numbness we felt learning of the losses of our loved ones can feel isolating but as 

hard as it is please know you are not alone and these deaths by suicide profoundly bring us 

together as a community of survivors of suicide. It is estimated that over 5 million people 

became survivors in the last 25 years in the United States. Throughout this time the community 

of survivors has shared some of their journey of grief and healing so that the newly bereaved 

loved ones of those that have died by suicide would have resources to help cope. Common 

Ground has assembled some of this information for family, for friends and for anyone who has 

experienced the suicide of a loved one.   

 

 

Sincerely,  

 
 

Amelia A. Lehto, Survivor of Suicide 
Crisis Line & Suicide Prevention Specialist 

American Red Cross First Aid/CPR/AED Trainer 

OCCRO Team Member 

ASIST/SuicideTALK Trainer 

 

248/451-2613 
ALehto@commongroundhelps.org 
  

 

 

mailto:ALehto@commongroundhelps.org


CONTEMPLATING OK 
By Libby Sheldon In honor of Seth Harsch 

 
For the first time, I find myself standing at the tracks. One year, nine months, and five days 
after my son chose to take his life by completing suicide. 

 
He stepped in front of a train, here, on a beautiful day in May. 

 
As I gaze at this place, wide eyed, in wonder and awe, a car pulls up beside me. A kind man with 
a wide smile rolls down his window and says, “Hey, are you OK?” 

 
Without pause or hesitation, I say, “Oh, yeah, I'm OK.” I force a smile, truly appearing OK, 
despite my permanently tear stained cheeks.  They have become perfectly salted, with the 
sorrow of my broken heart. 

 
This gentle man drove away quite content with my seemingly OK state of being. 
 
I rolled up my window and screamed, “I am OK?! Really, I am OK?! I am NOT OK!  I just told him 
that I was OK!!!” 
 
My child stepped onto those tracks in front of a train.  My child completed suicide, here. 
 
How profound to be confronted with the meaning of OK, here, at the tracks. 
 
I have grappled with the idea of OK every day since my son chose to die. 
 
This quandary presented itself immediately, and pervasively as my quest for understanding his 
choice began. There were the ever present questions; would I be OK? Would my two young 
daughters’ be OK? My parents?  What about my son's friends?  And our community, that was 
blanketed in trauma and sorrow? 
 
In the earliest days, not being able to breathe was clearly not OK with me. 
 
Crushed by the aching that brings me to my knees, not OK. 
 
Staring into space, searching endlessly for answers, not OK. 
 
And now, it continues to be a question that I confront daily- at my daughters' school, at work, 
at the grocery store, by well-meaning friends and strangers, everyone yearning to know, “Are 
you OK?” 
 
So far, I have named the journey of surviving my child's suicide grueling, wicked, like a lifelong 
marathon with a need for stamina beyond human comprehension. 



 
On some days, it is like engaging in a daily battle to march on, despite a desperate desire to 
collapse in despair, feeling like there would be relief in completely checking out. 
 
In other moments, I am composed enough to make a choice to “put my boots on,” feel it all, 
slug through the trenches full on.  I can make this choice to engage in the rest of this life or to 
lie down, allowing this to deteriorate my heart, mind and soul. 
 
I have spent much time on this journey straddling these two worlds. I have often hovered 
between moving or staying in either of these places.  It is like a perfectly balanced tug of war 
that leaves me suspended above a canyon, completely stretched across its expanse not 
knowing which way to go.  And again I ask myself, “Is this OK?” 
 
Recently my conversation with OK shifted a bit when I stumbled upon a book called 
Courage.  The book did not grab me.  I was not riveted by its text.  However, I have been 
inspired by this title, and this word Courage. I find myself mulling it over.  What is Courage?  Do 
I have it?  Are courage and my quest for understanding my relationship OK related to one 
another? 
 
And it occurs to me, rather suddenly that “Yes!” being OK and owning courage when you are a 
suicide survivor, are intimately intertwined.  In some ways they are synonymous. 
 
As my relationship with OK unfolds, and I encounter its ebbs and flows, I am beginning to 
realize that OK is where ever I am in my journey.  OK is just where I need to be at any given 
time. 

 
Maybe OK is about having the courage to wrestle with whatever we are handed in each 
moment. Perhaps OK is about accepting the challenges in every step of our days and taking it 
on, no matter how difficult.   
 
I then realize that I can embrace the ambivalent meaning of OK. 
 
It doesn't mean that I won't experience cellular aching or a yearning for my child that cries out 
from the depths of me, but it means that “in my heart I know” that I will be OK, however 
treacherous the days, with the courage to trust my own     unique journey, whatever it may 
bring......even at the tracks. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



Grief After Suicide 

  If you have lost someone to suicide, the feelings can be overwhelming and can seem 
unmanageable. For survivors of suicide loss, there is no one way to best handle the tragedy of 
suicide, but there are tools available that can help you cope with your grief. 

 

 Know that can survive. Though you may feel you cannot survive, you can. This is the 

hardest thing you will ever do. Be patient with yourself. 

 The intense feelings of grief can be overwhelming and frightening. This is normal. You 

are not going crazy; you are grieving. 

 You may experience feelings of guilt, confusion, and anger, even fear. These are all 

normal responses to grief. 

 You may even have thoughts of suicide. This, too, is common. It does not mean you will 

act on those thoughts. 

 Forgetfulness is a common, but temporary side effect. Grieving takes so much energy 

that other things will face in importance. 

 Keep asking “why” until you no longer need to ask. 

 Healing takes time. Grief has no predictable pattern or timetable. Though there are 

elements of commonality in grief, each person and each situation is unique. 

 If you can delay making major decisions, do so. 

 The path of grief is one of twists and turns and you may often feel you are getting 

nowhere. Remember that even setbacks are kind of a progress. 

 Seek out people who are willing to listen when you need to talk and who understand 

your need to be silent. 

 Give yourself permission to seek professional help. 

 Avoid people who try to tell you what to feel and how to feel it; in particular, those who 

think you should “be over it by now.” 

 Find a support group for survivors that provide a safe place for you to express your 

feelings or simply a place to go to be with other survivors who are experiencing some of 

the same things are going through. 

 Common Ground Survivors of Suicide Support Services: Open, Closed and Youth Support 

Groups as well as One on Ones. Call Amelia Lehto for more information at (248) 451-

2613 

 

 
Common Ground | 1410 S. Telegraph Bloomfield Hills, MI  48302 

 800.231.1127 : commongroundhelps.org 

Adapted from “Grief After Suicide.” By SAVE Suicide Awareness Voices of Education 

 
 



“Six T’s” of Grief 
 

There are six fundamentals of grief recovery, which are very important to the grieving process. Most 
people try to avoid them not knowing that they are delaying their healing and advancement to the 
future. 

Time: How long depends upon the individual; no one can accurately predict. Take the time 
to grieve now, not later. Unless you experience the pain and learn to live with it, unresolved 
grief will continue to come back when you least expect it in many other forms such as 
anger, guilt or depression.  

You’ll know when you have recovered when perhaps one morning you wake up and realize 
that choking lump in your throat has gone and you have begun to resume control of your 
life. 

Tears: Allow yourself to cry; the tears are healing. Let them flow for their cleansing value; 
they carry away waste chemicals that have built up in your body. If you cannot do so in 
public or at work, find a safe place such as a bereavement outreach or self-help network 
that can understand your tears. 

Talk: Find understanding listeners. Talking helps to finalize their death and to dispel the 
myth that they will be back. Sometimes friends and relatives fear to mention the deceased 
thinking it will make you cry. Assure them that you want to talk because it will help you 
recover. 

Touch: Sometimes soon after their death, you build up a defensive shell around yourself. 
You may feel like a robot or a zombie. Allow yourself to be hugged, to be loved and to be 
embraced.  

Bereaved children need lots of hugs to reassure them of your continuing love 

Trust: You must trust in yourself that you will recover from this grief. You may have begun 
to question your trust in your religion. The anger you feel about your loved one leaving so 
many details for you to deal with may cause you to doubt your trust in yourself. It is a 
growing and learning experience to rediscover you as an individual. 

Toil: Each person grieves in their own way that is right for them. Other words for toil are 
tiring work, drudgery, hard struggle, a laborious effort, strenuous fatiguing labor, to achieve 
a task despite the difficulties. Recognize that grief recovery is all this and more, but it’s 
worth the effort. You will need to get more rest and eat healthily and regularly to renew 
your body for this work you must do. 
 

Common Ground | 1410 S. Telegraph Bloomfield Hills, MI  48302 
 800.231.1127 : commongroundhelps.org 

 
 

http://www.selfgrowth.com/grief.html


TRAUMATIC EVENTS INFORMATION SHEET 
 

You have experienced a traumatic event (an injury, loss of a loved one or property, a serious 
threat, or any overwhelming emotional experience).  Even though the event may be over,  you 
may now be experiencing or may experience later some strong emotional or physical reactions.  
It is very common, in fact quite normal, for people to experience emotional aftershocks when 
they have passed through a horrible event. 
  
Sometimes the emotional aftershocks (or stress reactions) appear immediately after the 
traumatic event.  Sometimes they may appear a few hours or a few days later.  And, in some 
cases, weeks, months or years may pass before the stress reactions appear. 
  
The signs and symptoms of a stress reaction may last a few days, a few weeks or a few months 
and occasionally longer depending on the severity of the traumatic event.  With the 
understanding and support of loved ones, stress reactions usually pass more quickly. 
Occasionally, the traumatic event is so painful that professional assistance from a counselor 
may be necessary.  This does not imply craziness or weakness.  It simply indicates that the 
particular trauma was just too powerful to manage without help. 
  

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PHYSICAL SIGNS 
Fatigue  ●  Nausea  ● Muscle tremors  ● Twitches  ●  Chest pain ●  Difficulty breathing  ● 
Elevated Blood Pressure  ●  Rapid heart rate ● Thirst ● Visual difficulties ● Vomiting  ● 
Grinding of teeth  ● Weakness ● Dizziness  ●  Profuse sweating  ●  Chills Shock symptoms  ●  
Fainting ● etc. 
  
COGNITIVE SIGNS 
Blaming someone  ●  Confusion  ● Poor attention ● Poor decisions ● Heightened or lowered 
alertness ● Poor concentration  ●  Memory problems ●  Hyper-vigilance  ●  Difficulty 
identifying familiar objects or people  ●  Increased or decreased awareness of surroundings  
●  Poor problem solving ●  Poor abstract thinking  ●  Loss of time, place, or person 
orientation  ●  Disturbed thinking  ●  Nightmares  ●  Intrusive images  ● etc. 
  
EMOTIONAL & BEHAVIORIAL SIGNS 
Anxiety  ●  Guilt  ● Grief  ●  Denial  ●  Severe panic  ●  Emotional shock ●  Fear  ●  
Uncertainty  ●  Loss of emotional control  ●  Depression ●  Inappropriate emotional 
response  ●  Apprehension  ●  Feeling overwhelmed  ●  Intense anger ●  Irritability ●  
Agitation  ●  Change in activity  ●  Change in speech patterns  ●  Withdrawal  ●  Emotional 
outbursts  ●  Suspiciousness   ●   Change in usual communications ●  Loss or increase of 
appetite  ●  Alcohol consumption  ●  Inability to rest   ●  Antisocial acts  ● Nonspecific bodily 
complaints ●  Hyper-alert to environment  ●  Startle reflex intensified ● Pacing  ● Erratic 
movements  ●  Change in sexual functioning  ●  etc. 
  

  

  

 



Trying some of the following hints may help alleviate the emotion pain associated with a 

traumatic event.  For the next few days you may want to consider avoiding excess caffeine, salt, 

sugar, alcohol and eating/drinking more wholesome foods.  Give your body a chance to recover 

too. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Yourself 
 

 Try to get more rest. 

 Maintain as normal a schedule as 
possible but give yourself permission to 
take breaks. 

 You’re normal and having normal 
reactions—don’t label yourself crazy. 

 Talk to people—talk is the most healing 
medicine. 

 Avoid numbing the pain with drugs or 
alcohol; you don't need to complicate 
things with a substance abuse problem. 

 Reoccurring thoughts, dreams or 
flashbacks are normal—don't try to fight 
them; they’ll decrease over time and 
become less painful. 

 Eat well-balanced and regular meals 
(even if you don’t feel like it). 

 Reach out—people do care. 

 Help other affected people as much as 
possible by sharing feelings and checking 
out how they are doing. 

 Give yourself permission to feel rotten 
and share your feelings with others. 

 Keep a journal; write (type/record) your 
way through those sleepless hours. 

 Do things that feel good to you. 

 Don’t make any big life changes. 

 Do make as many daily decisions as 
possible that will give you a feeling of 
control over your life, i.e., if someone 
asks you what you want to eat, answer 
them even if you're not sure. 

 Get plenty of rest. 
 

 

For Family Members and Friends 
  

 Listen carefully. 

 Spend time with the traumatized 
person. 

 Offer your assistance and a listening 
ear  

 especially if they have not asked for it. 

 Reassure them that they are safe. 

 Help them with everyday tasks like 
cleaning, cooking, and caring for the 
family. 

 Give them some private time. 

 Don’t take their anger or other 
feelings personally. 

 Don’t tell them that they are “lucky it 
wasn’t worse.” Those statements do 
not console traumatized people.  
Instead, tell them that you are sorry 
such an event has occurred and you 
want to understand and help them. 

 Don’t be surprised if your loved one 
only wants to talk about the incident 
with their colleagues, as long as they 
are talking. 

 Take care of yourself. 
 

 

If the symptoms described on the front page of this handout are severe or if they last longer 
than six weeks, the traumatized person may need professional counseling.  The traumatized 
person or their family members may contact a professional they know or Common Ground 
at: 800.231.1127 or log onto commongroundhelps.org for assistance. 
  

 



SUGGESTED READING LIST 
 

For many survivors reading is fundamental to their grieving and ultimately their healing process. 
Authors have been a source of comfort, a place of reason and support for survivors of suicide. If 
one book does not help, try another and there are many more available beyond this list.  

 

Night Falls Fast By Kay Redfield Jamison 
 
An Unquiet Mind By Kay Redfield Jamison 
 
Suicide: Survivors - A Guide for Those Left Behind By Adina Wrobleski 
 
Dying to Be Free By Bev Cobain and Jean Larch 
 
After Sucicide By John Hewett 
 
A Grief Observed By C.S. Lewis 
 
My Son, My Son By Iris Bolton 
 
Healing After the Suicide of a Loved One By Ann Smolin, C.S.W. and John Guinan, 
Ph.D. 
 
The Grieving Child: A Parent's Guide By Helen Fitzgerald  
 
Helping Children Grieve By Theresa Huntley  
 
The Suicide of My Son - A Story of Childhood Depression By Trudy Carlson  
 
No Time to Say Goodbye: Surviving the Suicide of a Loved One By Carla Fine 
 
Touched by Suicide: Hope And Healing After Loss By Dr. Michael Myers and Carla 
Fine 
 
The Suicidal Mind By Dr. Edwin S. Shneidman 
 
The Reason By Sally Grablick 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Night-Falls-Fast-Understanding-Suicide/dp/0375701478/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229443344&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias=stripbooks&field-keywords=an+unquiet+mind
http://www.save.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=shop.productDetails&product_id=B86F17AC-E2DF-3677-D1F734D98A0BA753
http://www.amazon.com/Dying-Be-Free-Healing-Families/dp/1592853293/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1272912795&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/AFTER-SUICIDE-Christian-Care-Books/dp/0664242960/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1272913006&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Healing-After-Suicide-Loved-One/dp/B001KBZ6GG/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1229451518&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Grieving-Child-Helen-Fitzgerald/dp/0671767623
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Grieving-Child-Helen-Fitzgerald/dp/0671767623
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Helping-Children-Grieve-When-Someone/dp/080662549X
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Helping-Children-Grieve-When-Someone/dp/080662549X
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Suicide-My-Son-Childhood-Depression/dp/0964244314
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/redirect?tag=gp04-20&path=http://www.amazon.com/Suicide-My-Son-Childhood-Depression/dp/0964244314
http://www.amazon.com/No-Time-Say-Goodbye-Surviving/dp/0385485514
http://www.amazon.com/Touched-Suicide-Hope-Healing-After/dp/1592402283


HOW TO SUPPORT A SURVIVOR 

 

How can I help someone who is grieving? 

Reach out. Be there. Your very presence will be comforting and reassuring. 

Follow the lead of the person who is grieving. Some survivors of suicide loss find it helpful to 
talk about the details of the death, share pictures of their loved one, cry, or express their 
intense emotions. Others prefer not to. 

Listen with your full attention. 

Don't be afraid to ask about their loved one or to say their loved one's name. It hurts so much 
more when no one talks about the person they lost. 

Offer to help with specific tasks. Instead of saying, “I’m here if you need me” or “Tell me what I 
can do to help,” ask, “Can I help by…” 

...picking your kids up from school? 

...walking the dog? 

...helping with the grocery shopping? 

...helping with funeral arrangements? 

...picking someone up at the airport? 

...making phone calls? 

...organizing your mail? 

Write down a story about their loved one, especially if you have a story they might not have 
heard. When you know they are ready, share it with them. 

Remember that everyone deals with loss differently. Learn more about what survivors of 
suicide loss go through in the Personal Stories section. 

Become more educated about what causes suicide in the Understanding Suicide section. 

Order a copy of Reaching Out After Suicide: What’s Helpful and What’s Not, A Guide for More 
Effective Support of Survivors of Suicide Loss by Linda H. Kilburn, M.S.W., who survived her 
daughter’s suicide, available from KP Associates LLC (kpamass@aol.com) 

Adapted from “For Others Who Want To Help,” afsp.org (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention) 

http://www.afsp.org/coping-with-suicide/personal-stories
http://www.afsp.org/understanding-suicide
mailto:KPAMASS@aol.com


We Remember Them  
 
At the rising of the sun and its going down,  
we remember them.  
 
At the blowing of the wind and in the chill of winter,  
we remember them.  
 
At the opening of the buds and in the rebirth of spring,  
we remember them.  
 
At the blueness of the skies and in the warmth of summer,  
we remember them.  
 
At the rustling of the leaves and in the beauty of autumn, we remember them.  
 
At the beginning of the year and when it ends, we remember them.  
 
As long as we live, they too will live; for they are now a part of us, as we 
remember them.  
 
When we are weary and in need of strength, we remember them.  
 
When we are lost and sick at heart, we remember them.  
 
When we have joy we crave to share, we remember them.  
 
When we have decisions that are difficult to make, we remember them.  
 
When we have achievements that are based on theirs, we remember them.  
 
As long as we live, they, too, will live; for they are now a part of us, as we 
remember them. 

 


