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Allow us to introduce you to our newest Facilitator for SOS….
Courtney Senator
I am so grateful to be able to join SOS in the journey to help others understand their
grief from suicide.
On June 22, 2008 my life was forever changed when I lost my brother, Scott (E.K.) to
suicide. Over the past ten years I have been on a painful journey, learning how to deal
with the grief and questions that come when someone you love decides to take their
own life. I learned to give myself time to process my feelings and practice better selfcare by joining the suicide survivors support group in Charlotte, NC. Seeing as though I
was so far away from my family in New York, I needed to find a safe place to understand
the circumstances surrounding my brother’s death.
I have invested time in many American Foundation of Suicide Prevention community
walks and two of their National Overnight walks. Both have which been extremely
therapeutic and powerful for me. I’m looking forward to walking on this “path” with
other suicide survivors here in Greenville.
I grew up in Rochester, NY and attended Buffalo State College-Bachelors in Secondary
English Education. I taught in a Juvenile detention center in Rochester, NY and middle
school in Charlotte, NC. I am currently living in Greenville with my husband and three
young children.
Courtney shared these two pictures. The first is she and her brother, Scott (EK) who
completed his life and changed her life forever:
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Courtney and her brother, Scott (EK)

Courtney with her family now
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Inspirational
Oftentimes I have heard from people surviving a death from suicide that their souls seem dead.
This crushing blow has literally deadened one’s spirit. All around survivors the world goes on but for
the survivor the world has come to a crashing halt. The world has stopped and unfortunately survivors
cannot get off. As a survivor you might want to get off but that is not really an option. Survivors are left
to struggle with all of the fallout that comes with a death from suicide. The most painful aspect of this
journey in grief is literally the death of one’s soul. I have often heard it said by survivors that “I feel like
I am dead inside.” Such a statement is not overly dramatic. This statement is to be taken literally. Along
with that loved one’s death survivors also experience the death of their own souls. This is a major part
of the grief experience. This is what is so devastating to survivors. The soul is what gives life and
energy and desire to live and to want to continue living.
During the initial stages of the grieving process, survivors are in a stage of shock and almost
have to be led around. They feel like zombies due to the shock. They don’t have a lot of feelings. They
are numb. As the shock wears off the pain is so incredible survivors wonder if they are going to be able
to bear this pain. It is at this stage that the soul appears to die. There is nothing but a lifeless body
walking around. The soul gives life to our bodies and feelings to our psychic system. All of this psychic
energy has come to a screeching halt. The death experience of the soul is a temporary state due to the
devastation of a loved one’s suicide. As the survivor traverses the path of grief, after a while some life
is experienced after months of dormancy – albeit a different type of life. The resurrection of one’s
spirit begins to take place at a glacial pace. But it does take place. This life that returns is somewhat
different than the life that survivors had prior to the suicide. The return to life can be signaled by a
laugh or a joyful night out with family or friends.
These kinds of pleasant experiences are reminders that life is returning to a soul that was once
dead but now is returning to life. As life returns one of the more common feelings is guilt. “I should not
be having a good time because my loved one died from suicide,” says the survivor. My response to that
comment is, “your loved one died. You didn’t, and you owe it to yourself to begin enjoying life again. It
is okay to live again.”
In time it is okay to love again. The guilt experienced will subside and the joy and happiness
will predominate. One of the first signs of joy is the first time that a survivor laughs. This is a whole
and different experience for a survivor. It might take weeks or months before this happens, but it will
happen, and it is okay to laugh and experience joy and happiness. The soul is resurrecting from a long
deadly state. As the resurrection takes place one of the realizations is that this life that is coming to be
is a different life than before the suicide. That is true. Nothing is ever the same once one has
experienced the death of a loved one from suicide. Nothing!
As we make our way through the summer months, I want to assure all of you of our thoughts
and prayers and encourage all of you to do the same – especially those survivors who have recently
joined our family.
Printed with permission from Catholic Charities
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Reflections by Becky
“Just as no love is the same, so no loss is the same. Each family member experiences grief
in his or her own way. There is no right or wrong way to grieve. Grief is like a
circular staircase, it manifests itself in different ways. You may be calm one moment
and in turmoil the next.”
Rabbi Earl A. Grollman
Grief really is a family process. It is private, but also influenced by and shared with family members. When
families use our SOS Program for Children and Youth we meet unique configurations of individuals that are differentiated
by birth order, temperament and personality, gender and age, family role and relationship with the person who died. After
a suicide the caregiver or parent is faced with a sense of need on the part of all her children at once; yet each one may be
presenting differently. And there is a range of grief responses among children as well as adults that are influenced by
developmental stage as well as the attributes I’ve mentioned. So, how do you attend to the different needs of your
bereaved children? They are watching you in your grief, and you are setting an example for authenticity, hopefulness and
the ability to compartmentalize your emotions as you care for those who depend on you. You begin the process of
rebuilding your family by questioning and attending to each child’s needs and developmental tasks. You can reflect to each
child what you see and hear as they respond to their loss, and model self-care, and valuing of genuine grief expression.
You may be asking, “Why is one child clinging, while another never wants to talk about the loss? Why don’t my
children sleep in their own beds anymore? Is it normal to see anger and avoidance on the part of my bereaved teen? And
why are my children watching me in a way that they haven’t before?” These are common questions asked by bereaved
parents as they begin to cope with the emotional adjustments of their children after a devastating loss. You, in your own
state of grief, may find a new urgency in parenting your children. In the wake of loss, old structures of family life may
require flexibility or change or reinforcement, and this requires assessment and energy that may feel in short supply as you
cope with your own grief. The SOS Program for Children and Youth is available to listen and consult with caregivers who
are learning to balance their adult grief needs with those of their children. Our individual, family and group services are
resources to help with the unique needs of each family bereaved by suicide. And this column offers five minutes of monthly
support, whether you are reading this in the middle of the night or during your demanding day. Understand that grieving
families share certain challenges, although each family is characterized by unique lifestyles and unique relationships with
the person who died. As caregivers negotiate this new terrain, we hope to extend the message that while grief is extremely
difficult, it is a normal, healing experience when young or old give voice to the loss experience. Hopefully, home is the place
that can hold these expressions.
We can attend to the diverse grief experiences of our children by fostering a culture in the home where the
expression of grief is normalized and valued, but not pressured. This is more about the way the thoughts, emotions and
needs of grieving children and teens are understood and responded to. Each person or child may be responding to the loss
very differently. Depending on the relationship with the deceased, a child or teen may feel anger or a sense of
abandonment, rather than simple sorrow and happy memories. So, when new behavior challenges or unpleasant reactions
to the loss are observed, surviving parents or caregivers can learn to attend to the grief as it is, without trying to change it.
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People of all ages experience healing when their grief responses are validated: With attending, pain can be
acknowledged with quiet attention, eye contact, touch, or simply, “I know.” When we are fully present to a child’s
expression, we are attending to them in important ways. Attending may precede a parent’s behavioral redirection or
discipline, but in the moment, it is not about correction or change. Attending means we are fully aware and observant in a
way that is respectful and compassionate. We suspend our own agendas for the moment. Attending asks questions that
are not judgmental or reactive. It takes practice, self-awareness and patience, but is, perhaps, the most important gift we
can give to our intimate relationships. Attending allows us to nurture and support our loved one’s individual experiences
and development. Who does not want to be seen and heard as a unique individual within any of life’s circumstances?
After a parent or sibling dies by suicide, the loss impact is sudden and confusing, and everything in the life of a
survivor is informed by the loss. This means that school work, sports, mealtime, bedtime, social life, sports, holidays and
vacations and every milestone or decision will be associated with memories, meaning and a sense of the loved person’s
absence. So, regular, easy references to the person who died can set a tone and context for spontaneous expression as the
family begins the series of adjustments to the loss. Try understanding a child or teen’s recent cynicism or anger as related
to grief and see if conversation can help him or her to connect the attitude or world view with the loss. Learn about
suicide so that you can help an angry, bereaved child understand that suicidality is a complex, deadly mental crisis that
overcame your loved one’s ability to think clearly about solutions or consequences for those that he or she loved. This may
bring some relief to anger and blame. Build a sense of timeless connection by relating the child’s positive attributes or
accomplishments to the person who died: “You have your dad’s aptitude for math; When you show patience like this, you
remind me of your mother; I really counted on your brother to cut the grass when he was alive, and now I feel lucky to be
able to count on you.” Honor your child’s privacy but ensure that he or she has outlets for grief. And while changes in sleep
arrangements may have taken place in response to the trauma, you can give messages that everyone is trying to heal by
temporarily sleeping together but returning to our own beds is also a sign of safety and health.
Parents can support themselves in practicing skills that promote healthy grief and family development by reading
books and articles and seeking out a source like the SOS Support Group to learn from counselors and other bereaved
parents and caregivers. A suicide loss has disrupted your precious family system. Our SOS for Children, Youth and Adults
will offer support as you shepherd your children and yourself through grief and loss.

Grace and peace, Becky

A Gentle Reminder:
Losing a loved one through suicide is an especially devastating loss. The loved ones left behind
(survivors) have a difficult array of emotions to overcome on their journey of grief. There are many reasons for
this.
First of all, the death is usually unexpected and sudden, even if the person had been talking about
suicide in the past. The method is often violent, and it is difficult for survivors to think about their loved one
inflicting this violence on themselves. Unfortunately, suicide carries a stigma in our society; friends and family
members are at a loss for knowing what to say.
For many people, losing a loved one to suicide causes a feeling of abandonment thinking, "My loved one
chose to leave me!" All of these issues are difficult to deal with during the grieving process.
Fortunately, the Greenville area has a self-help/support group called "Survivors of Suicide" for family members
and friends of persons who have completed suicide. This free and confidential group is sponsored by Mental
Health America of Greenville County.
Groups meet on the first and third Tuesday of each month at 7:00 – 8:30 PM at St. Michael Lutheran
Church, 2619 Augusta Street, Greenville, SC 29605. If a family is too fragile to attend group, we will work with
them to meet privately to gently guide them into the group. Additionally, CRISISline is available 24/7 at 864271-8888 and a call-back can be returned by a survivor as close to the type of death you have experienced. In
the event of inclement weather, please always check your e-mail and mhagc.org for updates on our
monthly meetings. Your safety and well being are our main concern.
Journey to Healing – A Survivors of Suicide Newsletter

Page -5-

Our Grief and Our Children
Families are little systems that respond to change on inter-related levels. Think of suicide loss
within a family as producing seismic change. While individual elements of our lives have survived the
loss, such as other loved ones, home, car and job, they may no longer seem familiar. In fact, the world
we knew before the loss may now seem meaningless, even alien. We find ourselves searching for
something to ground us, something that feels solid and comforting during shock and instability. When
our core assumptions about life, reality, safety, family and future have been annihilated by the suicide
of a spouse or a child, the desperation and trauma we experience can touch our children, even with
strong efforts to care for them and maintain normal routines.
I am speaking about intuitive responses of children to their parents’ grief experience. Beyond
the necessary verbal communication, we share what we know about the loss, our children are reading
us, searching, as we are searching for anything that will help us feel grounded. As parents, we are
transmitting complex non-verbal messages about the loss and its meaning to the surviving family. Our
young children and adolescents are watching us for signs of hope, resilience and cohesion that will
support them from the moment of the initial blast of the loss through the later periods of regrowth.
Their eyes and ears are on us as they assess for cues to solve the grief problem, become mini-parents,
repress their curiosity and fears about the suicide or carry some responsibility for it. To the extent
they conclude that there is no firm ground they will look for it. Some children retreat to firm ground
with friends, sports, reading, or video games. We are aware of the vast range of sources beyond the
parent-caregiver relationship where children seek stability, some that are safe islands and others that
present risk.
Children and adolescents are attuned to the states of the world as communicated by their
primary caregivers. Is a dilemma created between our needs for emotional authenticity as devastated
grieving adults and the messages created by our grief responses to which are children are exposed? It
is important to make unspoken messages spoken, our unconscious behaviors more conscious. During
times of crisis, understanding the importance of protecting children in their roles as children and
being verbally clear that although they are witnessing our deep response to loss, with its
accompanying disorientation and periods of hopelessness, our intention is to heal and grow, to
provide the best world we can create for our surviving children. The power in this affirming message
can support children in grief, to express and explore their own emotions and meanings related to the
loss. Family therapy sessions can offer opportunities to pass this statement on to our children and
allow them to talk about any contradictions they may have absorbed as they witness our suffering.
Individual grief is painful and consuming, but it does not have to teach our children that our most
intimate, even traumatic losses are not survivable, and the family is no longer a place of solid ground.
We can identify our hopelessness as temporary, as a normal part of the early period of grief. We can
demonstrate the importance of inner work and growth as we confront loss, and this helps to balance
the sense of devastation that they also notice and respond to. These are conversations that can happen
in increments with children of all ages. This sharing is a delicate process, one of skill and positive
intention, and it can draw families into greater closeness.
The SOS Program for Children and Youth encourages parents to participate in their children’s
therapeutic services from time to time to address parent grief and its impact on children.
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The Empty Chair
Our family always journeyed to the beach for a week of fun, relaxation and renewing our family since we all lived in
different cities. We’d set our chairs up on the beach, much like this picture, and it became the Kay Klan site for the
week….except ours did have a tent over it for snacks, tired grands and, of course, relief from the sun with a good book.
Once death came into our lives and left empty chairs, nothing seemed to be the same. We discontinued the “family
vacations” eventually but that still didn’t erase the empty chairs in our brains.
Doing our grief work doesn’t mean we get over the loss of a loved one. It only means we come to terms with the new
normal that we are thrust into against our own wishes…..and no, it doesn’t take away the empty chairs. But it does give us
the strength and faith to live with them.
There is not a day that I don’t think of Mike, Bobby and Lew. I still love and miss them, but my life has regained newfound
joy that would not be so profound if I had not tasted the bitterness of loss. I wonder, though, if this is true or not?
However, for me, I must believe it is the path for me.
I miss and love them still and think of them often and wonder, “Would they like the woman I am becoming since their
deaths?” I can only hope they would—and yes, that we could sit in those chairs with that old familiar fun and laughter!
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Gentle Closings: If you are interested in having a part in the Journey to Healing Newsletter we
welcome your poems, articles, newspaper clippings or readings that have been helpful to you. This
newsletter should be not only an instrument of healing, encouragement and education but also a
reflection of who we, the survivors are and who we have become. We need your help and input to
make this meaningful for everyone and invite your feedback to tell us what additional information you
would like to see addressed. Thanks!

“Reaching Out ~ You are not alone in your journey through pain and crisis.
One touch of sorrow makes the whole world kin.”
~ Rabbi Earl A. Grollman ~

Mental Health America of Greenville County
429 North Main Street, Suite 2
Greenville, SC 29601
Bringing wellness home…..B4Stage4

Journey to Healing is a newsletter for survivors of suicide. Survivors are
those of us whose lives have been changed by the completion of suicide
by someone we knew. Journey to Healing is intended to let survivors
know that you are not alone. If you would like to contribute an article or
story for this newsletter, please send it to: Becky Kay, c/o Mental Health
America of Greenville County 429 North Main Street, Suite 2,
Greenville, SC 29601.
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Survivors of Suicide Support Group – this group meets the 1st and 3rd
Tuesdays of each month from 7:00 – 8:30 PM at St. Michael Lutheran
Church, 2619 Augusta Street, Greenville, SC 29605. There is also a
closed program for eight weeks designed to help adults, teens and children
and home visits are offered as needed.
As we grow and recover, it is important to remember that the most
powerful aid that SOS can provide new survivors is the companionship of
others who have endured the same type of pain. For SOS to work at its
best, we must continue going to meetings to help others after we no
longer need to go for our own healing.
SOS Support Team
This team of survivors who volunteer their time to reach out to survivors
in need is available to anyone who feels the need to share with another
survivor by phone or personal visit in between meetings. Please call
CRISISline at 864 271-8888 to arrange a call or visit from a team
member.
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