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CHAPTER ONE 

When a Wave Comes Back 

There is a particular kind of ache that arrives without warning. You are 

managing. You are getting through your days. And then something small 

reaches in, and the grief is right there again, as raw as it was in the first 

week. Maybe it was a song on the radio. Maybe it was an ordinary 

afternoon that suddenly felt unbearable. Whatever brought it, you may be 

wondering why this is happening now, when you thought you were finally 

doing better. 

This guide is for those moments. It was made for the days when grief 

returns in a wave and you need something steady to hold onto. You do 

not have to read it from front to back. You can open it to whatever page 

meets you where you are. You can take one line and set the rest down. 

There is no right way to be here. 

Before we go further, here is the most important thing this guide wants 

you to know. A returning wave of grief is not a sign that you have done 

something wrong. It is not a failure, and it is not proof that you are stuck. 

It is part of how grief moves. And you can learn to meet it with a little 

more steadiness, one wave at a time. 

A Wave Is Not a Failure 

A hard grief day does not erase the calmer days that came before it. Both 

are real. The peaceful afternoon you had last week was real. The wave that 

reached you this morning is also real. One does not cancel out the other. 

Grief is not a straight path that you simply walk away from. It moves 

more like water. It rises and falls. It can be quiet for a long stretch and 

then return with surprising force. When that happens, you have not gone 

back to the beginning. You are meeting grief in a new moment, carrying 

everything you have already survived. 

If part of you is whispering that you should be past this by now, that is an 

understandable thing to feel. Many people feel it. But grief does not keep 

a schedule, and it does not owe anyone a deadline. 

Why Grief Can Return Suddenly 

Sometimes a wave seems to come from nowhere. More often, something 

quiet has stirred it. Grief is closely tied to memory, and memory lives in 

the senses. 
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A wave can be set off by a song, a scent, or a familiar voice. It can rise 

around a date on the calendar, like a birthday or an anniversary. It can 

surface in a routine you once shared, a place you used to go, or a phrase 

someone used to say. Your body can remember before your mind does. 

You might feel tired, tense, or tearful before you even know why. 

None of this means something is wrong with you. It means the love and 

the loss are still part of you. A wave is often the past reaching into the 

present, asking to be felt for a little while. 

What This Guide Can Help You Do 

This guide cannot take your grief away, and it will not try. It will not ask 

you to control your feelings, solve them, or push them down. 

What it offers is gentler than that. It can help you recognize a wave when 

it arrives. It can help you slow down instead of spinning. It can help you 

prepare for the harder days before they come. And it can help you speak 

to yourself with more kindness, so that you choose one small next step 

instead of facing everything at once. 

That is the whole aim. Not to fix you, because you are not broken. Only to 

keep you company, and to give you something steady to reach for. 

A Gentle Check-In 

When a wave comes, it can help to name what kind of wave it is. Naming 

something makes it a little easier to hold. You do not need to analyze it. 

You only need to notice. 

Ask yourself: what kind of wave is here today? It might be sudden, 

arriving out of nowhere. It might be predictable, tied to a date or an 

event. It might be body-based, felt as tension, fatigue, or a tight chest. It 

might be memory-based, stirred by something you saw or heard. It might 

feel lonely, or angry, or numb, or simply exhausting. 

There are no wrong answers. Whatever you notice is information, not a 

test. 

A Grounding Step 

Before you do anything else, you can help your body feel a little safer in 

the present moment. Try this. 

Name the room you are in. Say where you are, out loud or in your mind. 

Feel your feet on the floor, and notice the support beneath you. Then 
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choose one object that belongs to today. A cup, a window, a blanket. Let 

your eyes rest on it for a moment. 

This does not erase the wave. It simply reminds your body that, right 

now, in this room, you are here. 

A Small Closing 

If you take only one sentence from these pages, let it be this one. You can 

return to it whenever a wave comes back. 

This is a grief wave. It is painful, but it is not proof that I have failed. 

You do not have to meet this wave perfectly. You only have to meet this 

moment, gently, and then the next one. For today, that is enough. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Understanding Your Grief Waves 

A grief wave can feel like it appears all at once, fully formed and 

impossible to manage. But most waves have a shape. They have a 

beginning, a middle, and a point where they start to ease. You do not have 

to understand that shape while you are inside the wave. Still, when you 

are calmer, it can help to learn how your own waves tend to move. The 

more familiar the pattern becomes, the less frightening it tends to feel. 

Think of this chapter as a quiet study of your own weather. You are not 

trying to control the storm. You are simply learning to read the sky a little 

earlier, so you can reach for shelter sooner. None of this is about doing 

grief correctly. It is about knowing yourself with a bit more kindness. 

No two people grieve in exactly the same way, and no two waves are 

identical. Some last only minutes. Others stretch across an afternoon or a 

long, heavy night. What matters is not how your waves compare to 

anyone else's. What matters is learning the rhythm of your own. 

The First Sign of a Wave 

A wave rarely announces itself in words. It usually shows up in the body 

first. You might notice a tight chest, or a sudden heaviness behind your 

eyes. You might go quiet, or feel a flash of irritation that seems too big for 

the moment. Some people feel a wave of fatigue arrive out of nowhere. 

Others feel restless, or slightly sick, or pulled toward a memory before 

they understand what is happening. 

These early signs are not problems to fix. They are signals. Over time, you 

may start to notice that your waves have their own familiar opening. 

Maybe yours begins with tears, or with a strange numbness, or with the 

urge to keep busy so you do not have to feel anything at all. 

It can also help to notice the difference between a wave that builds slowly 

and one that arrives in an instant. Some waves give you a little warning, a 

low hum that grows over hours. Others land without notice. Neither kind 

is your fault, and both can be met. 

When you learn to recognize your own first signs, you gain a small but 

real advantage. You can slow down. You can be gentler with yourself. You 

can decide where you want to be, and who you want near you, before the 

wave reaches its full strength. 
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The Peak Moment 

There is a point in a wave where the feeling is at its strongest. This is the 

moment that frightens people most, because it can feel like it will never 

end, or like it might pull you under completely. 

Here is something worth holding onto. The peak does not have to be 

handled well. You do not need to write through it, breathe through it 

perfectly, or find meaning in it while it is happening. Surviving the peak is 

enough. Sitting still is enough. Letting the tears come is enough. 

Breathing, even unevenly, is enough. 

It can also help to remember that intensity is not the same as danger. A 

feeling can be enormous and still be survivable. Waves rise, but they do 

not rise forever. A peak that feels endless in the moment is usually shorter 

in time than it seems. Your only task at the highest point is to not make it 

worse. You can let it move through you, the way a strong tide moves 

through and then pulls back. 

The Softening Point 

A wave does not have to be completely over before something shifts. 

Often the change is small. The feeling moves from a ten to an eight. Panic 

loosens into plain sadness. A frozen body manages one slow breath. These 

small shifts matter, even when the grief is still present. 

Waiting for a wave to disappear entirely can leave you feeling like nothing 

is helping at all. So look for the softening instead. Notice the first moment 

when the pressure eases even slightly. You might feel your shoulders 

drop, or your breath deepen, or your mind grow a little quieter. 

If you want a simple way to invite the softening, you can try lengthening 

your exhale. Breathe in gently, then let the breath out a little slower than 

you took it in. You are not forcing calm. You are only giving your body a 

small signal that the worst of the wave is passing. 

When you catch that moment, you do not have to rush it. Let yourself rest 

in the softening for as long as it lasts. That small easing is proof that the 

wave is moving, and that you are moving with it. 

What Helped Last Time? 

You have already lived through waves before this one. That means you are 

carrying real information, even if it does not feel like it. Somewhere in 

your memory is a small clue about what helped, or at least about what did 

not make things harder. 
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Maybe it helped to step outside for a few minutes. Maybe it helped to text 

one person and say very little. Maybe it helped to put a hand on your 

chest, or to lie down for ten minutes, or to do one small ordinary task like 

washing a single cup. 

You do not need a long list. One or two reliable comforts are enough to 

begin building a sense of steadiness. When you find something that helps, 

even a little, it can be worth keeping a quiet note of it somewhere, so your 

future self does not have to start from nothing on a hard day. 

Wave Check-In 

When you feel steady enough, you can look back at a recent wave with a 

few gentle questions. There is no right way to answer, and you can leave 

any question blank for now. 

1. What was the first sign that a wave was coming? 

2. What seemed to make it stronger? 

3. What helped, even one percent? 

4. What would I like to remember for next time? 

A Grounding Step 

If thinking about waves has stirred something, pause here for a moment. 

You can trace a simple line in your mind, the way you might draw it on 

paper. Picture it rising from the first quiet sign, up to the strongest 

moment, and then down toward a little steadier. Let your breath follow 

the line as it settles back down. 

Now feel your feet on the floor. Notice one sound in the room around you, 

and one thing you can see. You have followed a wave all the way through 

before, and you are here now, on the other side of it. 

A Small Closing 

You do not have to map the entire wave while you are still inside it. 

Understanding can come later, in the quieter hours. For now, it is enough 

to know that waves have a shape, that the peak does not last, and that you 

have already survived more of them than you may give yourself credit for. 

I do not have to understand the whole wave while I am inside it. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Triggers, Reminders, and Ordinary 
Moments That Hurt 

A trigger is simply a reminder. It is a moment when something in the 

present reaches back and touches the loss you carry. The word can sound 

clinical or dramatic, but most triggers are quiet and ordinary. A smell. A 

song. An empty chair at the table. None of these things are dangerous, 

and being affected by them is not a weakness. 

Some triggers you can see coming. Others arrive without warning. In this 

chapter, you will find gentle ways to name your triggers, to decide what 

you need when they come, and to set kind boundaries around the ones 

that are simply too much for today. The goal is not to avoid every 

reminder. That would be impossible, and it would also mean cutting 

yourself off from love. The goal is to meet reminders with a little more 

choice. 

It can help to know, before we begin, that a reminder is not the same as a 

setback. Feeling the loss again does not undo the steadier days you have 

built. It only means the connection is still alive in you. A reminder is grief 

and love arriving together, in the same breath. 

Predictable Triggers 

Some reminders are easy to anticipate, even if they are still hard to face. 

Birthdays, anniversaries, and the date of a death often carry weight long 

before they arrive. Holidays can be especially heavy, because they gather 

people together and make an absence louder. 

There are quieter predictable triggers too. The change of a season. A 

medical appointment in the same building. The first day of school, a 

wedding, a family gathering, or any first time you do something without 

the person who is gone. When you know a hard day is coming, you do not 

have to pretend it is ordinary. 

Sometimes the days leading up to a known date are harder than the date 

itself. This is common. The dread builds, the calendar looms, and then 

the day arrives and is simply lived through. If you notice yourself bracing 

for a date that is still weeks away, that is your heart preparing, not failing. 

Naming a predictable trigger ahead of time gives you room to prepare. 

You might decide who you want near you, what you would rather skip, 
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and what small comfort you can plan for. A trigger you expect is still 

painful, but it does not have to catch you completely off guard. 

Sudden Triggers 

Other reminders arrive with no warning at all. A song begins to play in 

the car, and your chest tightens before you understand why. A familiar 

scent drifts through a store. A name appears on a screen. You open a 

drawer and find a piece of clothing that still holds a shape you knew. 

Sudden triggers can be a recipe in a cookbook, a route you used to drive, 

an old photo, or a small object that belonged to a pet. They can knock the 

breath out of you in the middle of an ordinary task. Because they are 

unexpected, they can feel especially unfair. 

It is normal to feel shaken for a while after a sudden trigger, even once 

the moment has passed. You might feel tired, tearful, or strangely flat for 

the rest of the day. You do not need to bounce back quickly. You can let 

the rest of the day be softer, and ask less of yourself than usual. 

When a sudden trigger lands, you do not have to explain it or justify it. 

You can simply notice it, name it quietly to yourself, and give your body a 

moment to catch up. Sudden does not mean wrong. It only means the 

reminder found you before you could brace for it. 

Painful but Meaningful Triggers 

Not every trigger should be avoided. Some reminders hurt precisely 

because they are tied to love, to history, to the rhythm of a life you shared. 

A song that brings tears might also be a song you do not want to lose. A 

scent that aches might also be a scent that brings someone close again for 

a moment. 

It can help to ask whether a particular reminder is one you want to keep, 

even though it hurts. Some people choose to play the song on purpose, to 

cook the recipe, to visit the place, because the pain comes bundled with 

connection. There is no rule here. A trigger can be both painful and 

precious at the same time. 

You get to decide, reminder by reminder, which ones you welcome and 

which ones you set down for now. That choice can change from week to 

week, and that is allowed. 
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Boundaries Around Triggers 

You are allowed to protect yourself. Setting a boundary around a trigger is 

not avoidance or denial. It is a way of caring for yourself when your 

energy is limited. 

You might decide to skip an event this year. You might leave a gathering 

early, mute a group chat, or step away from a conversation that is 

becoming too much. You might choose to put a painful object in a box for 

a while, not to forget it, but to give yourself a rest from it. You can shrink 

a hard day down to something you can manage. 

Not everyone will understand your boundaries, and that can sting. People 

who mean well may push you to attend, to talk, or to move faster than you 

are ready to. You do not owe anyone a long explanation. Protecting your 

energy is reason enough, and the people who truly support you will make 

room for it. 

Boundaries are easier to keep when you plan a few of them in advance. 

Ask yourself what you can avoid, what you can adjust, and what you can 

prepare for. A boundary made with care is a form of self-respect, not a 

failure to cope. 

Trigger Check-In 

When a reminder reaches you, a few quiet questions can help you decide 

what you need. You do not have to answer all of them, and there are no 

wrong answers. 

1. Is this trigger predictable or sudden? 

2. Is it painful, meaningful, unsafe, or simply too much for today? 

3. Do I need comfort, distance, support, silence, or a plan? 

A Grounding Step 

If a reminder has stirred a wave, you can gently bring yourself back to the 

present. Look at one object in the room you are in right now. It can be 

anything, a cup, a doorframe, a plant on the windowsill. 

As you look at it, you might say to yourself, that was a reminder, and this 

is today. Feel your feet on the floor. Take one slow breath. The reminder 

belongs to something real, and so does this moment, the one you are 

standing in now. 
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Words You Can Use With Others 

Sometimes a trigger arrives while other people are around, and you do 

not have the energy to explain. It can help to have a few simple sentences 

ready, so you do not have to find the words while you are hurting. You are 

allowed to use any of these, or to change them to sound more like you. 

I need a quiet minute. 

I care about being here, but I may step out if it becomes too much. 

I am not ready to talk about that right now. 

Please do not ask me to explain. You can just sit with me for a moment. 

A Small Closing 

Reminders are part of loving someone, or something, that is gone. You 

cannot remove them all, and you do not have to. What you can do is meet 

them with a little more choice, a little more gentleness, and the 

knowledge that a reminder is not the same as being pulled all the way 

back. 

That was a reminder. This is today. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Unexpected Memories and Emotional 
Flashpoints 

Memories do not always wait to be invited. Sometimes they arrive on 

their own, in the middle of a normal moment, before you have any chance 

to prepare. A memory can be tender or sharp, comforting or confusing. It 

can bring warmth and ache in the same instant. This chapter is about 

those moments when a memory shows up uninvited, and what you can do 

to stay steady while it moves through you. 

You do not have to push memories away, and you do not have to chase 

them either. You can learn to let them come and go a little more gently. 

There is nothing wrong with you when this happens. A mind that 

suddenly fills with someone is a mind that loved them. The memories that 

surface are not random intrusions to be ashamed of. They are part of the 

ongoing relationship you still have with what you lost. 

When a Memory Arrives Before You Are Ready 

Memories often come in through the senses before the mind has time to 

catch up. You hear a few notes of a song and you are suddenly somewhere 

else. You catch a scent in the air and your whole body responds before 

you can name why. A taste, a texture, a certain quality of light can open a 

door you did not know was there. 

When this happens, it can feel disorienting. One moment you are buying 

groceries or answering an email, and the next you are flooded with 

something from the past. This is not a sign that you are losing control. It 

is simply how memory works, especially when love and loss are involved. 

Some memories come gently, like a soft knock. Others arrive with force, 

almost physical in how they land. Both are normal, and neither means 

you are going backward. A vivid memory is not the same as reliving the 

loss, even when it feels close. You are remembering from here, from the 

present, with all the time and steadiness you have already gained. 

If a memory arrives before you are ready, you can pause for a moment. 

You do not have to act on it or analyze it. You can let it be there, take a 

breath, and remind yourself that you are safe in the present, even as the 

past visits for a while. 
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The Memory Is Not the Whole Day 

A strong memory can flood a moment so completely that it feels like it 

will define the entire day. It can help to remember that a memory is a 

visitor, not the whole house. 

When a wave of memory passes through, you might believe the rest of the 

day is ruined. But a single intense moment does not have to set the tone 

for every hour that follows. You can acknowledge the memory, feel what it 

brings, and still allow the day to hold other things too. There can be grief 

at ten in the morning and a small steadiness by the afternoon. 

This is not about rushing past the memory or pretending it did not move 

you. It is about not handing the memory more than it asks for. You can 

honor it without letting it take the whole day hostage. 

When Good Memories Hurt 

It can be confusing when a happy memory brings sharp pain. You might 

expect the difficult memories to hurt, but a warm one, a moment of 

laughter, a small everyday kindness, can sometimes cut more deeply. 

There is a reason for this. A good memory reminds you of exactly what 

you loved, and exactly what is no longer here in the same way. The 

sweetness and the loss are tied together. The ache you feel is not a flaw in 

the memory. It is a measure of how much the moment mattered. 

You might also feel a flicker of guilt, as if remembering happily is 

somehow disloyal to your grief, or as if grieving is disloyal to the 

happiness. Neither is true. Holding a warm memory does not betray your 

loss, and feeling the loss does not erase the warmth. They can live in you 

side by side. 

If a good memory hurts, you are allowed to feel both things at once, the 

gladness that it happened and the grief that it is past. You do not have to 

choose between them. Over time, many people find that the warmth 

slowly becomes a little easier to hold alongside the sorrow. 

What to Do After the Memory Passes Through 

After a memory moves through you, there is often a tender, in-between 

moment. You are not fully in the past anymore, but you are not quite back 

in your day either. This is a good time for a small, kind transition. 

You might name what just happened, quietly, to yourself. You might take 

one slow breath, or write a single line about the memory if that helps. 

Some people like to do something physical to mark the shift, like standing 
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up, stretching, washing their hands, or stepping outside for a moment of 

fresh air. 

If the memory was heavy, you might also offer yourself a little extra care 

afterward. A glass of water, a few minutes of rest, a kind word said 

inwardly. Treat yourself the way you would treat a friend who had just 

been moved to tears. You have earned that gentleness. 

There is no required ritual here. The idea is simply to give yourself a 

gentle landing, so the memory does not leave you stranded. A small 

action can tell your body that the visit is over and the present is still here. 

Memory Check-In 

When a memory has passed through, you can meet it with a few soft 

questions. Answer only the ones that feel useful, and leave the rest. 

1. What arrived? 

2. What did it bring with it? 

3. Did it ask to be honored, held, paused, or set down for now? 

4. What does my body need after remembering? 

A Grounding Step 

If a memory has left you feeling unsteady, you can bring yourself back to 

the present with your senses. Touch a surface near you, a table, an 

armrest, the fabric of your sleeve. Notice its texture under your fingers. 

Then name the current date, out loud or in your mind. Name where you 

are right now. And name one thing that is different from the memory, one 

small detail that belongs only to today. This helps your body understand 

that the memory is real and the present is also real, and that you are here 

in this one. 

A Small Closing 

Unexpected memories are part of carrying love forward. They can be 

hard, and they can also be gifts, even when they ache. You do not have to 

fear them or fight them. You can let them arrive, feel what they bring, and 

gently return to the day, knowing that the love behind the memory stays 

with you. 

This memory came because something mattered. I can honor it without 

staying inside it all day. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Difficult Mornings, Heavy Evenings, and 
the In-Between Hours 

Grief does not stay in one place. It settles into the ordinary hours of your 

day, into waking and sleeping, into the quiet stretches when there is 

nothing to distract you. Some hours are heavier than others, and they are 

not always the ones you would expect. This chapter is about meeting grief 

inside the shape of a single day, and finding small handholds for the parts 

that feel hardest. 

You do not need a perfect routine or a long list of self-care tasks. You only 

need a few gentle ways to get from one hour to the next. 

Knowing which hours tend to be hardest for you is its own quiet kind of 

preparation. When you can name the heavy times in advance, they lose a 

little of their power to ambush you. You can begin to soften them before 

they arrive, instead of being caught off guard each time. 

Why Mornings Can Feel So Heavy 

For many people in grief, mornings are the hardest part of the day. There 

is a particular ache in waking up, because the day begins again without 

what or who is gone. In those first seconds, the loss can feel brand new all 

over again. 

Sometimes the body remembers before the mind does. You might wake 

with a heaviness in your chest, or a sense of dread, before you have even 

formed a thought. The fresh start that mornings are supposed to offer can 

feel like a fresh reminder instead. 

If mornings are hard for you, you are not doing anything wrong. You do 

not have to leap into the day. You can meet just the first few minutes, and 

let the rest come slowly. A heavy morning is not a verdict on the whole 

day ahead. 

It can help to lower your expectations for that first hour. The morning 

does not have to be productive or hopeful. It only has to be gotten 

through. Many people find that the heaviness eases a little once they are 

up and moving, even when getting up felt impossible at first. 
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Evening Grief and the Quiet After the Day 

For others, the hardest hours come at night. During the day, there are 

tasks and people and motion to carry you along. In the evening, the 

distractions fall away, and the quiet can grow loud. 

When the house settles and the day winds down, grief often has more 

room to move. The silence can sharpen a memory, deepen a loneliness, or 

bring a tiredness that feels bottomless. Nights can also make it harder to 

sleep, because the mind has finally stopped and the feelings rise to fill the 

space. 

If evenings are when grief reaches you most, it can help to be gentle with 

that time on purpose. You might soften the lighting, slow your pace, and 

let the evening be smaller and quieter, rather than asking yourself to be 

productive or cheerful when the day is closing. 

The Hard Middle of the Day 

Not all of the hard hours are at the edges of the day. Some arrive in the 

strange middle, when no one is watching but everything still feels heavy. 

A work break. The drive home. Standing in an aisle at the store, suddenly 

unable to remember what you came for. 

These moments can be confusing, because there is often no clear reason 

for them. You may be in the middle of an ordinary task when the weight 

settles in. Cooking, waiting in line, sitting in a parked car, these in-

between hours can hold grief that no one else can see. 

When the middle of the day turns heavy, you can give yourself permission 

to pause, even briefly. A few slow breaths in a quiet corner, a moment 

with your eyes closed, a hand resting on something solid. You do not have 

to push straight through as if nothing is happening. 

Tiny Routines That Create a Handrail 

On hard days, big plans can feel impossible. What helps more is 

something small and repeatable, a kind of handrail you can reach for 

without thinking. Not grand self-care, just a few steady actions that hold 

you up. 

A handrail might be a glass of water first thing. It might be opening the 

curtains, eating one real meal, sending one message to a friend, or sitting 

in the same comfortable spot each evening. These tiny routines are not 

about fixing anything. They are about giving the day a few fixed points to 

hold onto. 
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Choose one or two small actions, and let them be enough. When a day 

feels shapeless and heavy, a single reliable routine can become a thread 

you follow from one part of the day to the next. 

And if even small routines feel like too much on a given day, that is 

information, not failure. On those days, the handrail might simply be 

staying safe and warm until the next hour comes. The routine is allowed 

to be as small as it needs to be. 

Morning Check-In 

If mornings are hard, a few quiet questions can help you begin without 

pressure. Answer only what feels useful. 

1. What is the smallest way to begin today? 

2. What can wait until later? 

3. What must be done, but done gently? 

4. What would make the first ten minutes a little less harsh? 

Evening Check-In 

As the day ends, you can set it down with a little care. These questions are 

an invitation, not a task. 

1. What did I carry today? 

2. What can be left until tomorrow? 

3. What would help my body understand that the day is ending? 

Grounding Steps 

In the morning, you can begin with your body before your thoughts. Place 

your feet on the floor and feel the ground beneath them. Take one sip of 

water. Let your eyes rest on one ordinary object in the room. That is 

enough to start. 

In the evening, you can help your body know the day is closing. Dim the 

room if you can. Place a hand on your chest or flat on a table. Then say or 

write one closing sentence, something simple that marks the end of the 

day and lets you set it down. 

A Few Lines You Can Hold 

When a particular hour feels like too much, you can return to a short, 

steadying sentence. You might keep one of these nearby, or shape your 

own. 
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I only need to meet the first ten minutes. 

Tonight does not have to solve tomorrow. 

I can make this hour smaller. 

A Small Closing 

A day in grief is not one solid block of feeling. It is made of hours, and 

some of them are gentler than others. You do not have to carry the whole 

day at once. You can meet it hour by hour, reaching for a small handrail 

when you need one, and letting the heavy hours pass, the way they always 

have before. 

I do not have to carry the whole day at once. I only have to meet this 

hour. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Setback Days and the Fear of Going 
Backward 

Some of the hardest days in grief are not the early ones. They are the days 

that come after a calmer stretch, when you thought the worst might be 

behind you, and then a wave returns with surprising force. These are 

setback days, and they can shake your confidence more than almost 

anything else. This chapter is about meeting them without turning them 

into proof that you have failed. 

A setback day is real, and it is painful. But it is not what the frightened 

part of your mind says it is. It is not a return to the beginning, and it is 

not a sign that nothing has changed. 

If you are reading this on a setback day right now, take a slow breath 

before you go further. You do not have to figure anything out in this 

moment. You only have to get through the next little while, and these 

pages will stay here for as long as you need them. 

Why Setback Days Feel So Discouraging 

When a hard day arrives after a good stretch, it can feel especially cruel. 

You had started to breathe a little easier. You had begun to trust that the 

calmer days might last. And then the grief returns, sharp and familiar, as 

if no time had passed at all. 

The contrast is what hurts. A hard day in the middle of many hard days 

can feel expected. A hard day after a peaceful week can feel like a betrayal, 

as though you were tricked into hoping. It is no wonder these days are so 

discouraging. 

If you feel knocked down by a setback day, that reaction makes complete 

sense. You are not weak for being shaken. You are simply someone who 

had begun to hope, meeting grief again. 

The Difference Between Returning Pain and Lost 
Progress 

Here is something worth holding onto with both hands. Returning pain is 

not the same as lost progress. A wave can rise again without erasing 

everything you have learned and survived. 
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When grief returns, it can feel identical to the earliest days. But you are 

not the same person who first faced this loss. You have more tools now. 

You have more understanding of your own waves. You know, from 

experience, that intense feelings rise and then ease. None of that 

disappears just because today hurts. 

Think of it this way. A storm returning to a coastline does not undo all the 

times the tide went out before. The pain is real and present, and your 

progress is also real, quietly intact beneath the wave. Both things are true 

at once. 

It can help to picture your progress as something you carry, not 

something you stand on. A setback day does not knock the ground out 

from under you. The understanding you have gained, the small skills, the 

moments of steadiness, they travel with you even into a wave. They are 

quietly working even when you cannot feel them. 

What Not to Do on a Setback Day 

On a setback day, it helps to be gentle with a few habits that tend to make 

things harder. This is not about rules. It is about protecting yourself when 

you are already hurting. 

Try not to compare today with your best recent day, because grief is not a 

straight climb. Try not to force yourself to function exactly as usual, and 

try not to evaluate your whole recovery based on one painful afternoon. 

Big conclusions made on hard days are rarely fair or accurate. And try not 

to swing the other way by pretending the day is fine when it is not. You do 

not have to perform okayness for anyone, including yourself. 

Most of all, try not to add a second layer of pain by being harsh with 

yourself. Grief is heavy enough on its own. The voice that says you should 

be over this, or that you are doing it wrong, is not telling you the truth. It 

is only fear, speaking loudly on a hard day. 

What to Do Instead 

On a setback day, the kindest thing you can do is make the day smaller. 

Lower the bar. Shorten the to-do list to the few things that truly matter, 

and let the rest wait. 

You can slow down. You can eat something and drink some water, even if 

you are not hungry. You can rest without calling it laziness. You can reach 

out to one steady person, or choose one small task to anchor the day. The 

aim is not to fix the grief. The aim is to get yourself through the hours 

with as much gentleness as you can manage. 
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It can also help to narrow your focus to the present hour, rather than the 

whole day or the whole week. You do not have to plan your way out of 

grief. You only have to decide what would help in the next sixty minutes, 

and then let that be enough. 

The Day-After Reset 

The day after a heavy wave can carry its own weight. You might feel tired, 

tender, or a little embarrassed by how hard the previous day was. You 

might be tempted to scold yourself for falling apart. 

Instead, you can offer yourself a quiet reset. The hard day happened, and 

now it is over. You do not need to explain it away or make up for it. You 

can simply begin again, gently, the way you would welcome back a friend 

who had a rough night. A setback day asks for recovery, not punishment. 

If the day after still feels fragile, you can keep things small for a little 

longer. There is no schedule that says you must be fully steady by 

morning. Give the reset as much time as it needs, and let returning to 

your usual routines be a slow, forgiving process. 

Setback Check-In 

When a setback day arrives, a few honest questions can help you step 

back from the fear. Answer only what feels useful right now. 

1. Am I judging myself for hurting again? 

2. What am I afraid this hard day means? 

3. What evidence do I have that I have survived waves before? 

4. What is one kind thing I can do before I decide anything big? 

A Grounding Step 

If a setback day has you spinning, you can come back to something solid. 

Put one hand flat on a table, a wall, or your own knee. Feel the firmness of 

it under your palm. 

As you do, you might say to yourself, this is a hard day, not the whole 

story. Take one slow breath. The day is real, the wave is real, and so is 

everything steady you have already built underneath it. 

Words to Say to Yourself 

When the fear of going backward gets loud, a few gentle sentences can 

answer it. You can hold onto one of these, or write your own. 
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This is not proof that I am broken. 

A wave can return without erasing every steady day before it. 

Today I will not measure how far I have come by how much I hurt. 

A Small Closing 

Setback days are part of how grief moves, not a sign that you have lost 

your way. The pain can return in full force and still leave your progress 

intact beneath it. You have survived hard days before, and the steadier 

ground you have built is still there, waiting for you on the other side of 

this wave. 

This is a hard day, not the whole story. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Your Hard-Day Plan 

You have learned how waves rise and ease, how triggers and memories 

arrive, how the hours of a day can grow heavy, and how setback days are 

not the failures they pretend to be. This final chapter gathers all of it into 

something you can use, a simple plan for the next hard day before it 

comes. Think of it as a small kit you build now, while you are steady, for a 

future moment when thinking clearly is harder. 

You do not have to fill in every part at once. You can return to these pages 

over time, adding to your plan as you learn more about what helps you. 

There is something steadying about preparing for grief in advance. It is 

not the same as expecting the worst. It is more like keeping a flashlight by 

the bed. You hope you will not need it, but if the lights go out, you will be 

glad it is there and easy to find. 

Build the Plan Before You Need It 

On a hard day, even small decisions can feel impossible. Choosing what to 

eat, whether to call someone, or how to get through the next hour can be 

exhausting when grief is heavy. That is exactly why a plan helps. It does 

the deciding ahead of time, so your future self has fewer choices to make. 

A hard-day plan is not a promise that the day will be easy. It is a set of 

gentle defaults you can lean on when your energy is low. When the wave 

comes, you will not have to invent comfort from nothing. You will have a 

few steady options already waiting for you. 

Build it now, in a calmer moment, and keep it somewhere you can find it. 

A note on your phone, a card in a drawer, a page you can return to. The 

point is that it is ready before you need it. 

It also helps to keep your plan short. A long, complicated plan is hard to 

follow on the very days it is meant for. Three or four simple reminders are 

easier to reach for than a detailed list. When in doubt, make your plan 

smaller and kinder, not longer. 

The Four-Part Hard-Day Plan 

A simple plan can rest on four kinds of support. You do not need all four 

every time, but together they cover the most important needs on a 

difficult day. 
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Body support is anything that helps your physical self feel a little safer 

and steadier. This might be water, a warm drink, a snack, a blanket, a 

short walk, or simply lying down to rest. Grief lives in the body, so caring 

for the body matters. 

Environment support is about the space around you. It might mean 

softening the lights, putting on quiet music, opening a window, or moving 

to a room that feels more comforting. Small changes to your surroundings 

can ease the weight of a hard hour. 

People support is the human connection you can reach for, even briefly. It 

might be one trusted person to text, sit with, or call. It can also include a 

counselor or other professional. You do not have to face a hard day 

completely alone. 

Permission support is the kindness you give yourself. It is the permission 

to rest, to cancel, to cry, to do less, and to not be okay for a while. Often 

this is the support we forget, and the one we need most. 

When a wave comes, you can glance at these four and ask which one you 

need most right now. Some days it is your body that needs care. Other 

days it is connection, or simply permission to stop. You do not have to use 

them in order, and you do not have to use them all. 

What to Keep Ready 

It can help to gather a few comforting things in advance, so they are easy 

to reach when a wave hits. You do not need anything expensive or 

elaborate. Small, familiar comforts work best. 

You might keep water and a favorite tea within reach, a soft sweater, a 

quiet playlist, a simple snack, and a short list of safe people you can 

contact. Some people write a text message to a trusted friend ahead of 

time, so it is ready to send on a day when words are hard to find. A 

comfort object or a small reminder card can help too. 

It can help to keep these things together in one place, so you are not 

searching for comfort while you are already overwhelmed. A small box, a 

shelf, or a single drawer can hold your hard-day supplies. Knowing 

exactly where they are is part of the comfort. 

If a hard day ever tips into feeling unsafe, please treat that as a moment to 

reach for more support, not less. Telling a trusted person matters, and so 

does contacting a professional. If you are in the United States, you can 

call or text 988 at any time to reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline, and 
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you can call 911 if you are in immediate danger. Reaching out is a sign of 

care for yourself, never a weakness. 

Words for Asking for Help 

Many people in grief want support but have no energy to explain what 

they need. A few ready-made sentences can make it easier to ask. You are 

welcome to use these as they are, or to make them your own. 

It can feel vulnerable to ask, especially if you are used to being the strong 

one. But most of the people who care about you want to help and simply 

do not know how. A clear, small request makes it easier for them to show 

up for you. 

Can you check in on me later today? 

I do not need advice. I just need someone steady. 

Can you sit with me for a few minutes? 

Can you help me decide one small next step? 

Words for Setting Boundaries 

Hard days also call for the ability to say no, or not now. Boundaries 

protect your limited energy. These sentences can help you hold a line 

gently, without long explanations. 

I am keeping today quiet. 

I cannot talk about that right now. 

I may leave early if I need to. 

Please do not turn this into a discussion. 

I know you mean well, but that does not help me today. 

Your Hard-Day Plan 

When you feel ready, you can shape your own plan by finishing these 

sentences. There are no wrong answers, and you can change them 

whenever you need to. 

When a wave starts, I will first ... 

If I cannot think clearly, I can ... 

One person I can reach out to is ... 
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One thing I do not have to do today is ... 

One sentence I want to remember is ... 

A Practice for the Next Wave 

Finally, here is a short practice you can return to whenever a wave comes 

back. It is meant to be simple enough to remember on a hard day, when 

complicated steps are out of reach. 

Begin by naming five things you can see around you. Then feel one 

surface that is holding you, the floor, a chair, the ground beneath your 

feet. Take one slow breath, letting it out a little longer than you drew it in. 

And then offer yourself a steadying sentence, the same one you can carry 

into every wave from here. 

You can practice this on an ordinary day, when nothing is wrong, so the 

steps feel familiar later. The more you rehearse it in calm moments, the 

more naturally it will come back to you when a wave is high and your 

mind is racing. 

I do not have to meet every wave perfectly. I only have to meet this 

moment gently. 

A Small Closing 

Grief will keep coming in waves, and that is not a sign of failure. It is the 

shape of love continuing in a new form. You now have ways to recognize a 

wave, to steady yourself inside it, and to care for yourself afterward. You 

will not always meet a wave perfectly, and you do not have to. You only 

have to meet each moment as gently as you can, and then the next one, 

carrying what matters with you as you go. 

Be patient with yourself in the days and months ahead. You are not trying 

to reach a finish line. You are learning to live alongside something tender, 

and that is quiet, ongoing work. Every wave you meet with even a little 

gentleness is a real act of care, and it counts more than you may know. 

I can carry this, one gentle moment at a time. 


