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			For you, Mom, with love and gratitude

			And in memory of my brother, whose gentle, guiding spirit is present in these words
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			Foreword

			It's amazing that after more than fifty years of reflection upon the psychology of bereavement, there has been almost no attention to adult sibling loss. This omission is another glaring example of disenfranchised loss as described by Kenneth E. Doka. A disenfranchised loss is one that is not or cannot be openly acknowledged, publicly mourned, or socially accepted, such as the death of a same-sex partner or prenatal death. Other times, the mourner is not socially recognized—as often happens in the case of children, the elderly, and the mentally disabled. Until this study by T. J. Wray, the major significance of adult sibling loss had been ignored, forgotten, or trivialized. She has normalized the grief of adult siblings and empowered them to trust their own intuitions and to follow their natural inclinations on their journey toward healing.

			Motivated by the death of her beloved brother when he was 43, Ms. Wray has explored and clarified almost every dimension of adult sibling loss. Drawing upon her own experiences of grief and those of hundreds of other grieving adult siblings, she has given social and psychological legitimacy to this type of bereavement. Lifting up adult sibling loss as having major consequences in the life of the sibling survivors, she has brought this type of death “out of the shadows … into the light of healing and hope.” Because of her dedication, sensitivity, and insights, those who were often “the forgotten bereaved” are now more likely to be remembered, acknowledged, and cared for.

			Ms. Wray has written an eminently practical and down-toearth book addressed to all adults whose lives have been forever changed by the death of a brother or sister. In every chapter, she incorporates a variety of practical, proactive self-help suggestions highlighting both what helps those in grief and what generally doesn't. One suggestion I found empowering was her encouragement of mourners to recruit a grief partner to accompany the bereaved through his or her pilgrimage, someone who can offer empathy, compassion, and guidance on an ongoing basis and who can assist him or her to learn to live creatively without his or her sibling. I also appreciated her references to what she calls “dismissive condolences”—those words and actions from friends and acquaintances which, in trivializing the loss, do more harm than good. She has aided all of us to be more sensitive and in tune with mourners.

			Another important contribution Ms. Wray makes is taking with utmost seriousness the impact of adult sibling loss upon the griever's religious life, particularly his or her views of the mercy and justice of God. She normalizes doubt and the loss of faith as a natural symptom of adult sibling loss and asserts that this symptom is usually transient and need not permanently estrange us from cherished religious convictions. As those in grief struggle with the meanings of the death of their adult sibling, they often rethink and modify their understandings of God and develop more mature religious commitments.

			As one who has taught classes in bereavement for nearly twenty-five years, I welcome the illumination this book casts upon many forms of bereavement, not only adult sibling loss. Though focused on adult sibling loss, Ms. Wray has clarified the complex character of all grief. Although I have not lost an adult sibling, I have experienced the deaths of a spouse, parents, and close friends. To my surprise and satisfaction, I discovered that Ms. Wray's understanding of the bereavement of adult siblings captured and made sense out of my own struggles with grief and the gradual recovery of wholeness. This book is an invaluable and long overdue aid for anyone who has experienced a profound and painful loss, especially that of an adult sibling.

			J. EARL THOMPSON

			Guiles Professor of Pastoral Psychology and Family Studies Emeritus Andover Newton Theological School Newton Centre, Massachusetts

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Why a Book About Adult Sibling Grief?

			The year my brother died, I forgot how to breathe.

			Often it would catch me unaware, that terrible feeling that I was suffocating—at work, at home, sometimes at night, as I tried to sleep. As if I had drawn a breath but simply forgotten how to exhale. “I think there's something wrong with me,” I confided one afternoon to a colleague who had also lost a sibling. “Sometimes, my chest aches,” I told her. “Like I'm holding my breath for too long. I feel light-headed and weak and I'm so tired. My eyes water and I have trouble thinking clearly and talking.” She was silent for a moment and then said quietly, “You're okay; it's just the grief.” But I wasn't okay.

			The year my brother died, I forgot how to breathe, and no one seemed to notice. Oh, they might have noticed a bit at first, but after a few weeks I could be walking around with my face turning blue and no one would say a word. After all, it was only my brother; I should get over it.

			My brother. In the stillness of the early mornings when I have the house all to myself, I can recall his face and the sound of his voice so clearly that I'm often surprised, when I wake from my reverie, by his palpable absence. Even after five years, the shock of it all comes in bright, hot flashes and I blink back tears. I still hug my sides and rock back on my heels every now and then and ask, “Why?” Never expecting an answer. But most of all, I just miss him.

			I miss our long conversations about religion and philosophy and how both can make people either enlightened or judgmental. I miss our deep belly laughs about our older sister Linda, and how as a skinny teenager she used to wear six slips under her skirt to make her butt look bigger. I miss making jokes about our mother's latest hair color, with both of us then feeling the same slightly guilty surge of love for her that only siblings can share. I miss my brother's honesty, and the way he could tell me that I was wrong without ever hurting my feelings simply because he knew me so well. I miss that familiar feeling that I have had all of my life: the comfort of simply knowing that he was in the world.

			Memories of the early days and months following my brother's death are a mixture of people, feelings, and indistinct events jumbled together in the general swirl of grief. There is often a surreal feeling attached to those early memories, as if they had happened to someone else. There are also painfully vivid and detailed memories that jump out of the haze, like little vignettes, in which I appear as a person merely playing myself in some bizarre, terrible drama. I look back on my grieving self with great sadness, wishing that I could step back in time and offer her comfort. But that grieving me did not feel entitled to her grief and almost certainly would have rejected any overture. Indeed, within days of my brother's death I learned an important lesson. I learned that no matter how paralyzed with grief and sorrow I might have felt, society does not recognize the death of an adult brother or sister as a major loss. Comprehending this, I retreated into the shadows, a place where most other surviving brothers and sisters go to mourn, and waited for the sadness to pass.

			• • •

			My initial response to my brother's death was to search for information that would help me make sense of it all. I was certain that with the explosion of the Internet and online resources like Amazon.com, I'd be able to find books specifically addressing my situation. I was wrong. I searched the Internet for hours at a time, hoping to find something—be it a book or an article— that might help me to better understand and cope with my grief. And I spent long afternoons prowling the stacks at our local library and the university library near my home. But those searches were always in vain.

			For while I located countless books, articles, and self-help tapes intended to help the bereaved in coping with the death of a parent, a spouse, or a child (and, much to my surprise, even uncovered a wealth of information dealing with the subject of pet loss), I was amazed to find that there was virtually nothing written on the subject of adult sibling grief. How could this be? More than 2.5 million deaths occur in the United States each year, meaning that roughly 4.2 million adult siblings experience the death of a brother or a sister. Why, then, was there nothing written by the so-called grief experts to help all of those surviving siblings cope with such a difficult loss? Surely there must be others, I reasoned, who felt as I did—that the death of a brother or a sister was a major, life-changing event.

			In view of this dearth of material, I felt a special need to connect with other surviving siblings who might understand my grief. I hoped that they could offer me some insight, some comfort, some practical advice that might help me through those first difficult weeks and months. How had they survived this? There must be some special formula, some secret that I didn't know about. And so I investigated grief support groups; various special lectures for the newly bereaved offered by churches, funeral homes, and therapists; and online forums dealing with grief and loss. But none of these specifically addressed the subject of adult sibling grief. I recall one particularly painful phone call I made to a bereavement group I had read about in our local newspaper. “Is there anyone in the group who has lost a sibling?” I asked the elderly woman who took my phone call. “A sibling?” she asked. “No, dear, this is an adult group.” I hung up the phone, strangely embarrassed and ashamed for acting so “childish.”

			Indeed, the only information concerning sibling loss that I was able to unearth was geared almost exclusively toward young children. Not that those resources aren't necessary and pertinent (losing a sibling at any age is a devastating event), but I recall asking myself, “Are we suddenly expected to stop caring for our siblings once we enter adulthood?” After all, the endless resources available to aid youngsters in dealing with the death of a sibling indicate the importance of the sibling relationship in shaping our lives. And why would this initial relationship lose any significance as it ripened into adulthood? Wouldn't it render itself only more important (and certainly more complex) than it had been to start with?

			The sad fact is this: When an adult loses a brother or a sister, society often fails to recognize the depth of such a loss. Witness what I call dismissive condolences, offered by well-intentioned but sorely misguided friends, acquaintances, family members, and coworkers: “Well, you lived in different states, so you probably weren't very close.” Or “Thank goodness it wasn't your husband or one of your children.” And “Your brother/sister died? How awful! How are your parents? ” Intellectually, we may understand that people mean well; they're attempting to be helpful and to offer comfort to us in our sorrow. Yet dismissive condolences have the opposite effect. They make our loss seem trivial, and they also make the surviving sibling feel as if his or her grief is somehow unwarranted.

			I myself was the recipient of countless dismissive condolences from perfectly caring, well-intentioned folks, and while some acknowledgment was welcomed (at least they made an attempt to recognize my grief), I began to wonder if my grief response was perhaps inappropriate. Was I overreacting? After all, my brother and I did live in different states, I was thankful that my husband and children were alive, and my parents were completely unraveled by their loss. Maybe I wasn't behaving as a grieving person should behave. But I had never lost anyone so close to me before. How long was I supposed to feel sad? Was my behavior abnormal? I had no idea.

			I now realize that the reason I was so frustrated with my inability to “get over it” was due, in part, to my acceptance of the message sent to me by society and the grief experts. This message, conveyed by silence, apathy, or ignorance, was that my grief was somehow less important than others'. I now understand, however, that my feelings were normal, healthy reactions to the death of someone who had been part of my life since the day I was born. And I also know now that even though surviving adult siblings certainly share many of the grief reactions associated with other kinds of loss, there are some significant differences—differences rooted in the distinctive nature of a relationship, which, unlike any other relationship, begins in childhood and continues into old age.

			• • •

			When an adult sibling dies before his or her parents, the remaining siblings must not only deal with their own grief; they must also help their parents cope with losing a child, precisely when they may be least equipped to help anyone. The fact is, surviving brothers and sisters, more often than not, need their parents to help them. This can result in feelings of isolation and disconnectedness just when the opposite is required. Surviving siblings usually end up feeling selfish and guilty for not being better sons or daughters to their grieving parents, repressing their own grief in a halfhearted effort to help their parents.

			The entire family structure is forever altered by the death of one of its members. Roles we've had for a lifetime are suddenly tossed in the air like so many Pick Up sticks, and the subsequent scramble to find a new place within the family is often a difficult adjustment. A middle child may suddenly become the eldest or the youngest in the family, for instance.

			The sibling relationship is more complex than nearly any other, a mixture of affection and ambivalence, camaraderie and competition. Aside from your parents, there is simply no one else on earth who knows you better, because, like your parents, your brothers and sisters have been beside you from the very beginning. Unlike your parents, however, your siblings are people you assume will be part of your life for the rest of your life, too. In terms of the span of time, the intimacy, and the shared experience of childhood, no other relationship rivals the connection we have with our adult brothers or sisters. From schoolyard bullies to teenage broken hearts, from careers to marriage to dreams unfulfilled, our siblings have been there through it all, life partners in our journey through time. They are the keepers of secrets, perennial rivals for our parents' affections, and a secure and familiar constant in an often precarious and uncertain world.

			While all families are unique and different (we all have our secrets, crazy relatives, embarrassing stories, and wonderful, magical moments), only your brothers and sisters know firsthand what it was like to grow up in your particular family. Only they are able to view family life through such a similar lens. Sure, my siblings may have different reactions to and interpretations of the same event, but the fact remains, they were there. Although each child is an individual member of a family, he or she is also part of a larger circle—a circle that helps to define who we are and provides a link to our shared past. Losing a sibling, then, can also mean losing a part of yourself, part of that special connection to the past. How do we learn to live with the broken circle that is now our family?

			• • •

			Although for years I'd been teaching a course that deals with the complex issues of death, dying, and the grief process, I felt ill prepared to cope with losing my only brother. I quickly learned that understanding the process of grief, in the intellectual sense, doesn't matter very much when you are knee deep in tears. And I knew that in order to heal and to learn to live within that broken circle, I needed to stop concealing my grief and begin reaching out to others.

			As I began to speak more openly about this topic, I found that there were countless cases of unresolved grief among other surviving siblings, and I soon reached the conclusion that adult sibling bereavement is what psychologists call a disenfranchised loss, which in simple terms means that society fails to classify our mourning as a legitimate loss. After all, when an adult sibling dies, he or she often leaves behind parents, a spouse, and even children—all of whom suffer a more socially recognized loss. As one bereaved sibling put it, “How could I go into mourning when I had my brother's wife and children to take care of, not to mention my parents? I can't recall anyone ever asking me how I felt during that time.” The purpose of this book, therefore, is to lend comfort and support to surviving adult siblings. Those who have contributed to this book did so with the sole desire to help others tread the muddy waters of sibling loss—waters through which they themselves have already passed. This is not a psychoanalytic book. Nor is it intended to replace any form of grief therapy or psychological counseling, though it may serve to complement either.

			Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross was among the first to describe the process of dying in terms of stages. These stages also correspond to the grief process: stage one—shock, denial, and isolation; stage two—anger; stage three—bargaining; stage four—depression; and stage five—acceptance. But while Kübler-Ross maintained that it seems there are discernible stages through which a dying/grieving person passes, she also recognized that these stages are by no means fixed or universal. In other words, one may pass quickly or slowly through a particular stage; pass through stages “out of order” or not at all; pass through one stage only to slip back into that stage at a later date; and so forth.

			Since Kübler-Ross's initial work, many others have put forth their own models in an effort to describe the complex process of grieving. According to grief and bereavement author Earl Grollman, each person's grief journey is as unique as a fingerprint or a snowflake. This begs the question: If the process of grief is so individual and complex, why do we need a model at all? The truth is, many modern psychological theorists reject the use of stages or models in describing this highly individual process. I've found, however, that even those theorists who jettison the use of models in describing grief usually end up stringing together many of the universal reactions to loss into essentially nonstructured models. While I wholeheartedly concur with the notion of grief as an individual process and understand it to be a normal, healthy response to the death of a loved one (and, in most cases, not pathological), I have come to believe that models, to a very limited degree, can be helpful.

			Models, at the very least, provide a framework that enables us to understand grief as a process. In fact, when I initially began to gather information from surviving siblings, I used a twelvepage questionnaire framed around Kübler-Ross's well-delineated model. Why? The answer is more practical than theoretical. In my many conversations with grieving siblings, Kübler-Ross's work was the only work ever referenced. The average person may not be aware of recent shifts in grief therapy or arguments about the pros and cons of models, but most have some knowledge of Kübler-Ross. And this book is for the average person, rather than for the clinician.

			Further, because Kübler-Ross's model lends itself naturally to an easy-to-read, understandable framework that proceeds in a clear, logical fashion, I decided to use it as a starting point. Her descriptions of certain grief reactions—particularly shock, denial, anger, depression, and acceptance—have become chapters in this book because they accurately describe my own grief journey, and the journey of many others as well.

			I've tried to be mindful of the fact that most grieving persons lack the energy or interest to sift through lengthy essays or psychological analyses, preferring a simple, straightforward approach—one right from the horse's mouth, so to speak. Although this book is best read from cover to cover, I've arranged the chapters so that the reader is able to glance at the table of contents and locate quickly the chapter or chapters most pertinent to his or her particular place in the grief process. The smaller, prescriptive sections that conclude each chapter (“What Helps”) reinforce the core of the chapters and offer the reader practical and proactive self-help suggestions.

			In addition to this book, I would suggest that readers visit our website: www.adultsiblinggrief.com. This site features general information, a message board, chat rooms, and other helpful features tailored specifically for surviving adult siblings.

			Finally, I did not write this book alone. The stories of other surviving siblings, who so selflessly shared their experiences in order to help others, proved to be a great source of comfort to me on the days when writing was most difficult, and for this I am most humbly grateful. It is my sincere hope that our collective effort will bring this most important and neglected type of grief out of the shadows and into the light of healing and hope.

			On behalf of all those who have contributed to this effort, and in loving memory of all of the siblings whose lives are herein memorialized, I wish you peace.
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			SHOCK

			
			Dealing with the News

			
				We brothers and sisters were so happy at home…. Who could have then believed that life would ever become so torn asunder—

				—DAG HAMMARSKJÖLD

			

		


		THE OLD beige afghan rests silently on the top shelf, carefully buried beneath all the other blankets. Each time I open the large closet in the hallway outside my bedroom, I know it's there, patiently waiting. Over the years, I've learned to open and close the closet door quickly, replacing and fetching towels or blankets with practiced precision. My eyes know better than to sneak a glance upward; it's dangerous, that afghan. There have been times, however, when that old shawl, lonely and tired of being ignored, exerts its power over me. I feel its pull, like a seductive whisper; I reach up and touch the fringes that dangle like fingers over the edge of the shelf, and I remember. The tears come then—the great rolling tears of grief, and the afghan is appeased, at least for a time.

		Thinking back to that terrible January day is still difficult for me. What I remember most is the cold. I see myself sitting on the couch and shivering as the icy New England wind slices through the seams of our drafty old house. Unable to keep warm, I wrap myself in the shabby comfort of the old afghan my grandmother gave me on my wedding day. I gaze at the blackened fireplace, too weary to start a fire, too miserable to be cheered by it. I am waiting for a phone call. All around me, there's an unnatural silence, the kind of silence that rings. Except for the dogs, Katie and India, who sleep curled up next to each other on the doggy bed in the kitchen, I am alone. In a house that boasts three children, two dogs, and a husband who speaks to everyone as if they are hard of hearing, there is now quiet.

		My family waited with me earlier in the morning, speaking in hushed, overly articulated voices, closing doors deliberately, and padding about the house in socks. Even my husband whispered as he ushered the dogs in and out of the back door. After several hours, however, their voices began to grow louder and I became agitated. Inquiring heads poked into the living room and I shot back quick, dismissive frowns. Thankfully, my husband suddenly decided a trip to the drugstore was in order. I knew my family was eager to get away from the drama unfolding around us, and I couldn't blame them; I wanted to escape, too. As they bundled into coats and mittens, I was both glad and terrified at the prospect of being left alone. They bolted from the back door like prisoners on a furlough, and quickly climbed into the bitter comfort of the car. I watched from the window as they drove off, returning the wave of my youngest child, Jack, who flapped both red mittens at me through the frosty rear window.

		Slowly, I return to my station on the couch and gaze outside at the trees bending stiffly to the wind. I decide that the cold is somehow appropriate. This day should be cold. I sit for a long time, unmoving, and my back begins to ache. I stretch and then look over at the cordless phone on the coffee table, instinctively knowing it's about to ring. Seconds later, it does. The ring, like a scream, still manages to startle me and a rush of adrenaline sends pinpricks down my arms. A small voice inside me warns, “Don't answer,” but I ignore the voice. I press the blue button on the receiver and say, “Hello?” My older sister Robin is on the other end. “It's me,” she says, by way of a greeting. Then, quietly and evenly, she tells me, “It's over. He's gone.” I look at my watch. It's 11 20 A.M. Thoughts race through my head. I open my mouth to say something, and then close it. A wave of nausea passes over me and I put a hand on my stomach—and then to my mouth. I notice that my hand is shaking and realize that my knees are trembling, too.

		I look about the room, as if someone will appear to help me. I swallow and then whisper, “Oh my God, Robin, what are we going to do?” She makes no response, and I can tell she's crying.

		I want to tell my sister not to cry, that everything will be all right, but I know, in those first few moments following my brother's death, that nothing will ever be all right again. My sister continues to cry softly, and I'm unable to move. I now understand the meaning of the phrase “paralyzed with grief.” Abruptly, I cough and gulp air; without realizing it, I've been holding my breath. “Are you okay?” my sister asks, concerned. “Yes. I'm fine,” I say. “I just stopped breathing for a minute.” I don't mean for my reply to be funny, but under the circumstances, in some macabre way, it is. We don't exactly laugh, though—just groan simultaneously. For a moment, I feel comforted in the familiarity of this. Then another silence. Time passes. It seems like several minutes, though it's probably no more than a few seconds. I know that we should hang up the phone and do something (but what?), yet neither of us seems able to end the connection. Finally, I say, “I'd better go now.” My sister sniffs miserably and says, “Me, too. I'll call you tomorrow.” Then she is gone.

		I sit for a long time, staring at the cordless phone in my hand. I shake my head slowly in disbelief and then curl up into a tiny ball on the couch and cover my body, including my head, with the old afghan. I decide to remain there for the rest of my life.

		Soon, my husband and children return from the drugstore, their voices gathering on the front steps and becoming a burst of noise and frenzy as they tumble through the door into the kitchen. The dogs are roused and they dance a greeting, their nails clicking on the slippery pine floor. Boots are kicked off, a bag rustles, dogs are spoken to in baby talk. Under the afghan, I bristle at the invasion. Abruptly, there is silence; the dogs return to their bed without command. Something about the house has changed, and my family senses it. They walk quietly into the living room and stand in front of the heap on the couch. No one says a word. It's 11.30 A.M. Ten minutes have passed since the phone call, but it is as if the world itself has passed away while my family shopped for razor blades and a newspaper.

		Of course, I eventually crawl out from under the afghan, but the rest of that day is just a blur. I carry the afghan around with me for weeks, a child and her blankie; I sleep under it and seek it out after work like a consoling friend. It becomes my mantle in grief, and no one else dares touch it.

		The initial shock and numbness I feel quickly gives way to an overwhelming sense of disbelief and the creepy, eerie sensation that I am no longer confined to my body. It's as if I'm watching everything happen to someone who looks like me but who cannot possibly be me. Later, as I wander from room to room in my house whispering “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God” I'm certain I must be losing my mind.

		Today, however, looking back, I understand that I was in shock and that feeling numb or paralyzed is a perfectly normal grief reaction. Other surviving siblings, like Carl, have felt similarly.

		
			I was driving my car and my brother, Greg [age 29], was a passenger. I fell asleep at the wheel and hit a telephone pole. Neither of us was wearing a seat belt and though I escaped with minor injuries, Greg was killed instantly. I was in a state of shock for several hours. I understood what had happened, but my emotions were on hold. I was in the hospital with a broken arm. It was only when I saw a priest (some four hours after the accident) talking with my doctor did I suspect that Greg had died. Still, no emotions came to me until my mother came to see me and we all cried together. Another wave hit me when I saw Greg's body at the funeral home. It was cold and lifeless and pale, and this made the loss feel more real.

			—CARL, 29

		

		Although Carl and I share comparable initial reactions upon hearing the news of our brothers' deaths, these reactions are by no means universal. I suppose, on an intuitive level, I understood that right from the start. After all, my sister Robin had a quite different reaction when she called to deliver the news of my brother's death. She cried as she told me about my brother, even as I found myself unable to. Each of us will react differently to the news of a brother's or a sister's death, and there's hardly a standard of behavior to which we must all subscribe.

		How we react to the news is largely determined by the differences in our particular personalities, of course, but there are other contributing factors to consider as well. For example, were you alone, as I was, when you received the news? How was the news delivered to you (and by whom)? Where exactly were you when you heard the news? At home? At work? How much support did you receive in the hours following the news? Was your sibling's death anticipated or sudden? What was the nature of your relationship with your sibling before his or her death? These and other factors influence the impact of shock. Janet, who was at work when she received the news of her brother's death, offers a detailed description of her reaction and captures many of the feelings often associated with shock.

		
			The offcece manager and one of my coworkers told me together that someone had called from a hospital in California to notify me that my brother, Jim [age 54], had been critically injured in a car accident. It was apparent that both of them were standing by to support me. My own reaction was disbelief. My brother doesn't have serious accidents, I reminded myself. He isn't a reckless risk-taker. This is not possible. Maybe this was a case of mistaken identity? I called the number the o ffi ce manager had given me and reached a nurse in the trauma unit. After I had identified myself, she proceeded to describe all of my brother's injuries. It took her a very long time, and I was somewhere between stunned and unbelieving. The o ffi ce manager took over, perceiving that I was essentially nonfunctional, and made airline reservations for me (she later picked me up and drove me to the airport). I was unable to focus and my mind was spinning crazily.

			—JANET, 57

		

		Other reactions to the shocking news of a sister's or a brother's death include feelings of confusion or disorientation. Many surviving siblings report that they were unable to think clearly, yet they had the presence of mind to focus sharply on a particular task at hand, like packing a suitcase or making plane reservations. A strange sense that time seems to stand still is also fairly common, as well as a pervasive feeling of not knowing what to do. I felt this way myself soon after receiving the news of my brother's death; there was a nagging sense that I needed to do something, but I was unable to quiet my mind long enough to figure out just what it was.

		Much of early grief is fundamentally a visceral reaction. This means that in addition to the obvious emotional reactions associated with shock, you may also experience a variety of physical symptoms. These symptoms range from the relatively mild, such as the shakiness I felt, to the more severe, such as feeling as if you are going to faint, like Nadine did.

		
			My mother left to pick up my brother at his new apartment for a prearranged dinner date. She had been somewhat anxious because she had been unable to reach him by phone all day. An hour later, I answered the incessant pounding at the front door to find two policemen who were practically carrying my mother. They informed me that my brother was “deceased.” My mother cried out that James [age 29] had killed himself. I felt as if every drop of blood had drained from my body. I thought I was going to pass out.

			—NADINE, 41

		

		Other physical reactions of shock include stomach disorders, ranging from the kind of nausea that assailed me to a more severe clutching sensation in the stomach. Some surviving siblings experience shortness of breath, dizziness, general weakness, and even an inability to speak. Others may complain of chest pain, and a few may fear they're going to have a heart attack and die themselves. In fact, it's quite common for surviving siblings to develop physical symptoms that may at least seem life threatening. Before experiencing the death of a brother or a sister, we might have dismissed such symptoms as psychosomatic, but now anything seems possible. As one surviving sibling put it, “The veil of safety has been lifted with the death of a sibling. If your sibling can die suddenly, then so can you.”

		
			I was always startled by late-night phone calls because I feared hearing that my alcoholic younger brother had been in an accident. The call came in the middle of the day as I was teaching high school. My mother barely spoke; she mostly groaned and gasped. I asked if Andy [age 22] was hurt. She said, “Yes.” I remember the brashness I felt as I asked if he was dead. It almost felt like a profanity passing over my lips. Instantly, I felt the cold brick wall slam into my back. My pregnant stomach began a series of violent spasms, which I feared was killing my baby. I will never forget how cold that wall felt or how much I feared that my grief would harm my unborn baby.

			—LISA-MARIE, 34

		

		While it's true that we all react to tragic news in our own way, the cause of death often determines much of our shock reaction. In my case, I knew ahead of time that my brother was dying. He had been critically ill for a little over a week, and I had spent much of that time with him. He was living in Florida, so I left my husband and children at home in Providence and flew to Orlando, along with my sisters and my mother. Although I had not known that he would die from his illness before I left Providence, after a day and a half, there was little doubt that his con- dition was indeed terminal. I remained in Florida until he slipped into an irreversible coma, and then, unable emotionally to endure the circumstances any longer, I left. This decision to leave him has haunted me for years, and I suspect that it always will; but at the time, it seemed like the only way to hold on to my sanity.

		When I got on the plane to fly home, I knew that my brother was going to die. His death, then, can be classified as an anticipated death. Naturally, the shock response associated with an anticipated death, as in the case of my brother's death or any other type of terminal illness, is likely to differ from the shock response resulting from a sudden, unanticipated death, as in the cases previously mentioned.

		This is not to say that one death is any more tragic than another, only that the shock reaction of surviving siblings is probably going to be different based on the manner in which their sibling died. If you know that your brother or sister is dying, you will likely begin to grieve for your sibling in anticipation of his or her death. You may even have the opportunity to resolve differences, ask for or offer forgiveness, or tell your sibling how much you love him or her. Clearly, having the chance to express your feelings while your brother or sister is dying can be beneficial, both to your dying sibling and, most of all, to you.

		In many cases, the illness allows you to gradually prepare for the inevitable. Learning that your sibling is suffering from a terminal condition, however, brings a unique type of shock—in effect, something of a double whammy. In other words, you may end up grieving for your brother or sister twice: first when the reality of the prognosis has been accepted, and then again following your sibling's death, as in Laura's case.

		
			I passed through the first stage [shock, denial, isolation] when I found out about Sarah's [age 36] illness. She was diagnosed with lung cancer and died just eight weeks later. During that eightweek period, I went through all of the stages, and started a second round after Sarah died. The shock did not return, though, when Sarah died. I had prepared myself for her death.

			—LAURA, 39

		

		For Laura, the shock was not as acute following Sarah's death as it was when she found out that her sister was dying. But many surviving siblings report the reverse. Even when we try to convince ourselves that we're somehow prepared for the eventual death of our critically ill sibling, the reality is often the opposite. For example, I had a little over a week to prepare myself for my brother's death, and in many ways I thought that I was prepared. My response to his death, however, indicates that this was not the case
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