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I dedicate this book in loving memory
to my mother,
the one who gave me life,
Alma Jane Petty Ailing,
and
to my son,
the one to whom I gave life,
James William Sanders.

I will always cherish
the precious memories
of our time together.
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Introduction

The death of a child is an impossible grief. In a culture that values youth above all, the death of a child is viewed as the greatest of all tragedies. The impossibility of surviving one’s child is foremost in the thoughts of bereaved parents, and the question of Why? is an obsessive rumination. Families and friends are at a loss as to what to say or how to help. Everyone becomes paralyzed. Would-be supporters find it easier to stay away.

This is the most difficult book I have ever written, yet for me the most important. With this book, I feel that I have come full circle. My experience with grief began when my son, Jim, was killed in a waterskiing accident. After searching the literature for information that could help me deal with this loss, I came up practically empty-handed. At that time, more emphasis was placed on the dying person than the grieving survivor.

It took several years before I could bring myself to begin a research project on grief. Simply surviving was the most I could manage. At that time not only were there few books on grief, but in my area there were no support groups to join—no place to offer answers to the blind questions I flung out.

My struggle eventually led me to design and carry out the Tampa Bereavement Study. The study was a research project implemented to learn more about the effects of grief following the death of a parent, spouse, or child. If I could determine which grief caused the most severe reaction, intervention strategies could be devised to help the bereaved survivors who needed help the most. During the project, I interviewed 120 bereaved people shortly after the death of a significant person. In the majority of cases, I followed each survivor through the first two years of bereavement. The death of a child ranked overwhelmingly as the most significant loss anyone can ever experience. Since that time, this finding has been corroborated in countless studies.

The initial purpose of my study was to learn what caused the awful pain, the physical gut-wrenching pain of grief. I eventually learned that the pain cannot be circumvented. It must be borne in its full vengeance, with awareness. What can help, however, is to understand as much as possible about grief even before it happens. That way, we can, at least, know what to expect.

Helping bereaved parents and family members survive one of the bleakest periods of their lives is the major focus of this book. Understanding the symptoms and the process of grief is important in that it helps reduce the fear of losing control over one’s life forever. But equally important, one needs to have the assurance that life will once again offer some sense of joy and peace, that the agonizing pain will someday diminish.

This book deals with the five phases of bereavement: shock, awareness of loss, conservation/withdrawal, healing, and renewal. It describes the symptoms—physical, emotional, and social—that one can expect to experience. Knowing the normal course of grief can be extremely helpful to the bereaved. Not only can they determine where they are in the grief process, but they can understand the normality of the symptoms they are experiencing.

Studies show that marital discord, separation, and divorce are common after a child’s death. Just at a time when family members most need mutual support and understanding, they feel the greatest degree of familial disharmony. The shock that serves to protect survivors from raw pain in early stages of grief also serves to isolate them from each other’s pain. Besides this, family members do not grieve alike. Mothers see the child differently from fathers. Siblings, grandparents, and extended family members have different perspectives on what they have lost. Each of these losses must be acknowledged and dealt with as seriously and attentively as the next one.

This book also addresses special cases of unacknowledged bereavement: miscarriage, stillbirth, and induced abortion. Too often, society fails to legitimize grief from these losses. As a result, the bereaved parents do not receive critically needed support and patient understanding.

In most cases of bereavement, the shock phase is over in the first few weeks after the loss. Not so in parental grief. The death of a child takes much longer to process, because the factors involved are compounded. Guilt and anger keep grief alive long past the time other forms of bereavement are resolved. The parent-child bond must be relinquished. When the child dies, the parents grieve not only for the deprivation of being without their child, but also for lost aspects of themselves. Identification is experienced so personally that parents often report actually feeling the impact that killed their child or suffering the pain that accompanied the fatal illness. In addition, their child provided a future with hopes, dreams, and aspirations. With their child’s death, their own immortality has been thwarted, their future interrupted or stolen.

Yet it is experiencing grief, not denying or escaping it, that finally heals us. When we actively move through the phases of grief, we are working toward restoration. Understanding these phases, knowing what to expect and—most importantly—learning that there are some things we can do to help ourselves, can give us greater assurance of the normality of our grief. Because parental grief takes so long to resolve, it often feels like a chronic state that will last forever. Reassurances that we are moving through a normal process, not stagnating, can help reduce much of the debilitating stress of bereavement.

Through my own research, through clinical work with bereaved parents, and through my own personal experience, I have drawn from a wide variety of resources. The names and identities of the persons whose stories are told in this book have been changed to protect their anonymity and the confidentiality of their disclosures. Circumstances have been slightly altered for the same reasons. The bereaved parents who contributed to this work shared their stories in the hope that by doing so they would be able to help other grieving parents. I am eternally grateful for their trust and their thoughtful generosity in sharing their lives.

My ultimate wish in writing this book is to help promote understanding of the process of grief; to offer suggestions for recovery; and to reassure the bereaved that, through all their intense suffering, they will survive and, in time, feel joy and peace once more.
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The Ultimate
Tragedy

I CAN’T remember how it started … it was just a dream, but I was talking to Maggie and she asked me how she died. And I told her what happened … I explained to her just like I always explained a lot of things—all the way from where the sun rises and all of that stuff—I just went ahead and explained it “Well, you fell into the pool and drowned.” And then she said, “Oh, now I understand. Can I come back?” And I said, “Well, no, you can’t.” It was like, “Well, now I understand what happened, then is it okay if I come back.” And I had to say no. When I woke, I felt awful—like I really had rejected her. It really choked me up. It would have been so good if I could have said Yes, you can come back.

—Bereaved father, age 28

Bereavement following the death of a child is more intense than any other form of grief. The pain is like an open sore that fails to heal. Time and time again a temporary scar forms, only to break open again with no warning. The agonizing intensity of the hurt rocks the very depths of our being, and we feel as if we will be permanently damaged and emotionally dislodged by this tragic event. We are afraid we will never fully recover. Yet—we learn to survive. We learn to move on into a strange new life until we can finally come to terms with a different world. Things are never the same. We have come to see that life is temporary and that we have no real control. The dreams of the past have hardened, solidified. We have buried our innocence.

Once upon a time I believed that there was a natural progression in life. I believed that just as in all of nature, we grew to maturity, produced our offspring, and eventually died. Our children’s lives then followed the same progression. The cycle of life was perpetuated and our lineage guaranteed.

Now, I know better. I wonder at my early naïveté. Hadn’t I heard that children could die? Could I have read about it and heard about it but denied the possibility? Or did I believe it could only happen to someone else, not to me? Before my son was killed, the thought that one of my children could die had never seriously entered my mind.

In our culture the death of a young child is actually a rare event. Once a child hits adolescence, however, the chance of death increases considerably, primarily because of accidents. Automobiles account for a large percentage of the deaths of adolescents. Teenagers are adventurous, feel that they are invincible, and simply take a lot of chances.

Whatever the child’s age, if the child dies, the parent suffers. Learning of the death feels like a blow to the stomach. You can’t breathe or move. The unexpectedness is more than anyone can comprehend.

The day of a tragedy usually begins quite normally for most. We get up, brush our teeth, put on some makeup if we’re women, shave if we’re men, decide what to wear. We eat breakfast, or maybe not. In retrospect, the incomprehensible thing about the day is its sameness. But before the day is over, events take place that are irreversible. Everything is changed forever. Someone we love has been taken from us—a child is irretrievably gone.

So many holidays begin and end this way. Memorial Day, the Fourth of July or—as it was for us—Labor Day. In our desire to celebrate the occasion, we become careless. We become momentarily distracted and, when we turn our backs for a moment, it happens.

We took precautions that Labor Day to stay off the highway. We chose to remain at home and enjoy our new waterfront Florida home, where we would be safe. Why leave? We had everything we needed right there to enjoy ourselves: a swimming pool, our own dock, a ski boat.

Jim, our son, especially liked the boat and spent most of his time taking it out, skiing, and visiting new friends who also had waterfront homes. Our dock had become a gathering place for teenagers, and I loved to see Jim enjoying himself with his new friends. He had always been a shy kid, so the move from Massachusetts had been a difficult adjustment. He had only recently met a group of boys that he felt comfortable with.

Jim loved to build model airplanes or reconstruct engines of any kind. He was also an avid reader. He had never been an athlete. His poor eyesight kept him out of most sports. Since we had been in Florida, though, Jim had become an excellent water-skier. For the first time in his life, he felt competent at a sport. He didn’t need perfect eyesight to ski, or so we thought. In the end, however, his blurred vision probably caused his death.

Since our move from Massachusetts to Florida, Jim had been having a tough time in school. He failed algebra in his first term there. His failure was hard to understand because he had placed in the 99th percentile in mathematics in the National Merit exams the year before. He seemed to be having trouble adjusting to what was for him a new type of school environment. In Massachusetts, he had been attending a small private school where he felt comfortable and at home. Now he was going to the large public high school in St. Petersburg. Besides, we had moved in the middle of the year—a hard situation for most kids in any case.

Just to motivate him, I decided to take some courses at the local junior college. Maybe if he saw me working hard, he would be encouraged. My classes had started only the week before.

That day, when Jim came down to breakfast mid-morning, I was studying my French. I remember he made some very funny comments about my courses, and we laughed at my rudimentary French pronunciations.

It was a leisurely day for us all. Catherine, our youngest daughter, had a friend over and was playing in the pool. Hersh, my husband, was relaxing with a book. Routine. Nothing much happening.

A little after noon, Jim said he was going water skiing with his friends. I asked him to be home by 3:30 because we wanted to have the boat for a while later in the day.

Watching him walk down to the dock, I thought how well he was filling out. He was tall, his shoulders broadening. And a really nice guy. I remember thinking how proud of him I was.

Jim left our dock, the boat making a wide sweep across the green bay. Then he was out of sight. That was the last time I saw him alive.

A little after 3:00, I was lying by the pool when I saw a powerboat speeding toward the dock. It wasn’t our boat. Jim’s best friend, Ken, was standing in the bow. As soon as he saw me, he screamed, “Get an ambulance—Jim’s been hurt!” Hersh tore down to the dock. I ran to the phone to call the rescue squad. I gave the squad directions, and I ran back toward the boat. But Hersh yelled for me to get help from the neighbors a block down the street. I still hadn’t seen Jim. I didn’t know that Hersh had sent me away just so I wouldn’t see how badly our son was hurt.

Who knows how long it took the ambulance to arrive. I don’t think it was long, but I could never tell now. It seemed forever. In the confusion, my jumbled, racing mind was like a fast-changing kaleidoscope, one perception flashing on the next before I even knew what to make of the last one. The terror I felt clawed at my heart. I could hardly breathe.

The rescue squad worked on Jim for an hour and finally got him breathing. (I didn’t know he hadn’t been.) His color was coming back. We gave a long sigh of relief. He wasn’t conscious, but he would be all right now, we felt sure. How our denial systems work at these times. We didn’t know that the breathing was only artificially induced and that the return of color was from the oxygen he was receiving. We didn’t know that Jim had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and a broken neck when he had been hit by an oncoming boat.

Jim was put into the ambulance. Hersh and I followed in our car, but we lost the squad on the way. We arrived at the hospital a few minutes after the ambulance. Dashing in, we rushed to the emergency-room desk and asked to see our son. The nurse asked us to wait in a small examining room down the hall. On the way, I caught sight of the rescue squad members who had been at our house. They were somber, not making eye contact. My heart froze again.

I don’t know how long we waited before the doctor came in. I jumped up, asking how Jim was. Without a moment’s hesitation or preparation, the doctor said, “Your son is dead!”

The world stopped. All I can remember of that moment is turning inward—closing the world out. I sat frozen. There was no show of emotion. I simply couldn’t make my outside world match my inner one.

The doctor left. A nurse came in and asked, “Why don’t you cry?” I was still motionless. Too numb to answer. Too numb to care to answer. A life was over, but I couldn’t understand even what that meant. It would take years for me to understand that I could never understand.

We pieced the accident together later. It was one of those freak situations where a second either way could have saved him. Jim was skiing behind our boat while a boatful of friends was coming in the opposite direction. Jim swung out wide but apparently didn’t calculate his distance correctly, not realizing that the boat was as close as it was. When he got near enough to see, it was too late. Dropping the rope, he sank into the water. The other boat apparently didn’t have time to turn and barreled into him. The impact was so hard that it knocked the driver out of the other boat.

We left the hospital that day, a pitiful couple with a small bundle of clothing in a paper bag. Our son, gone.

WE HAVE A SPECIAL BOND WITH OUR CHILDREN

Our connection to our children is a unique relationship. We are tied to our children by a strong bond that is more than one of blood. There are connections that represent not only our own need to belong as a part of a family unit, but also a need to have a part of ourselves passed along to future generations.

Our children become a part of us not only because they are our flesh and blood, but for many other reasons. Our emotional ties are strong. We see ourselves in them. We search their features, body types, and even behavior to catch a small likeness of ourselves. When we find similarities, we feel a sense of connectedness and pride.

Our children are love objects for us. In addition, our love for our mate is heightened by the common concern parents have for their children. We feel more connected as mates because our love as a couple is shared with them. Then to complete the circle, that love is returned to us in full measure by our children.

When we have children, we have passed a societal landmark. Parenthood is a coming of age. If we were treated as young and inexperienced before, now others may view us as adults with adult responsibilities. We receive more authority and power, rights, and privileges. People take us more seriously.

Joe and Sarah were only nineteen when they married and had their first child. Joe hadn’t attended college but had jumped directly from high school into the world of men and work. Life was okay. Then their little girl drowned one Fourth of July. In an unsupervised moment the 2½-year-old had wandered into the lake. Although she was rescued quickly, the rescue wasn’t fast enough to save her life. Later, Joe talked with me about all the things his daughter had meant to him.


Besides being such a joyful little person, really lighting up our lives, she gave me something else. You see, before she was born, I had always felt so young around the guys at work … you know … real inexperienced about life and all that. Well, when Cindy was born, they suddenly started treating me different … more like one of them. I thought maybe just being a father made me look more grown up. It must have been that, else they wouldn’t have treated me any different from what they did before.



Part of the unique bond Joe had with his daughter was due to the privilege fatherhood provided him in his work world. When the bond was broken, it was as if that privilege were taken back again.

WE IDENTIFY WITH OUR CHILDREN

Our identification with our children is not only because they look or act like us, but that in raising them we share such a large part of life with them. We habituate to our children. We see their foibles, their vulnerable side, their idiosyncrasies. We nurse them through their sicknesses. We comfort them when they are afraid. As our children develop and grow, so does our personal involvement.

Through our close ties, our children become a part of us and we see our own child selves in them. Their childhood years become a reliving of our own childhoods. As this happens, we see ourselves in them even more. When they die, we lose an enormous chunk of ourselves.

When Jimmy died, I believe my own child self died as well, for I could feel that playful part of me closing off. For twenty-eight years I involved myself in very grownup pursuits and seemingly forgot my child self. First, I worked toward and received my Ph.D.—a real grown-up thing to do. After that, I focused on research and study. I stopped reading fiction; instead, I became interested only in pragmatic writings. Self-help books became an addiction. There was no longer any fantasy in my life. An essential part of me had died.

Since then, I have talked with any number of bereaved parents who describe a similar process taking place in themselves. That precious place they shared with their child is like a ghost town—empty and closed down.

Yet, when we are able, at the right time, there can be a resurrection experience. First, however, we must open ourselves to the possibility.

Immortality

Our children are our tommorow. From the moment of conception—even before—we fantasize about their futures, what they will become, what they will be like, who they will marry, how many children they will have. We see ourselves in the role of grandparents. And why not? This is what we have learned to expect. This is the correct order of the universe. We count on it.

It is no wonder, then, that when our children die and the chain of order is broken, we can’t comprehend it. Our future has been blunted, perhaps even stolen, buried with our dead child.

It takes an amazing amount of regenerative energy to begin to reinvest in faith, a new tomorrow, a different future. For a long time I was scared even to try.

Children Connect Us to the World

In many ways our children connect us to the outside world. They are like personal emissaries. For example, my husband was a Coast Guard aviator, so every two to three years we moved. Not long after arriving in a new place, each of the children was bringing home a new friend from the neighborhood. Then, not much later, we would have occasion to meet their parents. By then, we already had much in common with these new friends. Having children made our moves a lot easier.

What is more, children provide energy for the household. Their constant enthusiasm and curiosity keep us stimulated. When we lose that energy source, it seems as if much of the world dies too. We have lost a vital source of our regenerative capacity.

PROBLEMS IN MARRIAGE

From 75 to 90 percent of all married couples have serious problems after their child dies. Just at a time when they need each other the most, partners seem to back away from each other, withdrawing their support. Unfortunately, my marriage was among those that didn’t make it. The alienation between my husband and me didn’t happen quickly; it was more like a slow erosion, an eating away at the side of a granite cliff until there was no solid ground left to cling to.

Of course, whether or not there will be problems in the marriage depends largely on the strength of the marriage before the death. Did the couple ever share feelings? Or did each partner keep things inside to prevent hurting the other? Were they supportive of each other or often critical? Was there ambivalence between them before the death? All these factors will either complicate or abate the grief process.

Understanding the feelings of a partner is never an easy task. After the death of a child, the job is even harder because we hardly understand ourselves. Nothing makes sense—not our feelings, not our perceptions, not even our thoughts. I’m convinced that we all go a little crazy in grief.

We all grieve differently. But even beyond that, a man’s grief is different than a woman’s because men and women have been socialized to fill different roles. A man is socialized to be unemotional, self-sufficient, and in control. He is the provider and protector of the family and is expected to act strong.

A woman, on the other hand, is socialized to be nurturing and empathic—the family communicator. She keeps the family circle intact. Under normal circumstances, these roles can work well because they meet the expectations of society. Yet, when partners are faced with the shattering tragedy of their child’s death, the typical structure becomes difficult, if not impossible, to maintain.

In the first place, for a man to show perfect control, he must not cry. What a terrible responsibility to place on anyone, especially when his heart is breaking. Men are socialized to be more aggressive than women, so one of the first reactions for a man is anger rather than tears.

A woman’s reaction is generally more passive; however, she is given full social approval to express her anguish in tears and laments. Yet she is not given approval for anger. My first reaction was to withdraw from everyone and do my crying in private. The family saw and heard me, but no one else did. I spent many hours shut in my bedroom, sobbing my heart out. This was my private grief. I wrongly reasoned that no one else could possibly hurt as much as I did because no one loved Jim as much.

We do such awful things to ourselves in grief. We are so vulnerable, so frightened, so insecure. Just when I most needed to be close to others, I shut out closeness. My protective walls went up instead, and I sequestered myself in my own private hell.

I have since learned how dysfunctional my behavior was. When we lose a child, when we lose anyone close to us, we need to share our feelings. We need to talk about the beloved person. There is no way to avoid the suffering of grief. But it is a hundred times harder if we keep it to ourselves. I urge everyone to find a support group such as The Compassionate Friends. (Chapter 14 presents a list of support groups.) Find a counselor who understands the grieving process. Find a friend who won’t turn away from the pain. Remembering and sharing your grief with others is what will finally, eventually, ease the heartache and enable you to let go of your grief.

DOES THE CHILD’S AGE MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

The age of a child at the time of death doesn’t seem to matter; the searing pain and inconsolable agony seem to be the same. However, complications in bereavement can occur as the result of developmental issues relevant at the time of death. What was the level of growth? Was he an infant, a preadolescent, or a mature man?

Tom and Louise’s daughter was only nine months old when she died of spina bifida. The couple had nursed her through those first months with devoted care requiring twenty-four-hour vigilance. The child had become the center of their life, an important love object upon whom they doted night and day. As Louise said:


Melinda had just started to smile back at me. To see her precious little face light up when I came into the room or watch her search my face for a smile while I rocked her to sleep was a joy I had never experienced before. Losing her is a terrible failure for us. She depended on us, and somehow we let her down.



For Tom and Louise, Melinda will always be nine months old. She died at an age when she was totally dependent on her parents. They didn’t have to contend with adolescent personality conflicts but only sweet smiles or desperate physical needs. What complicated their grief was the deep shame they experienced at not being able to save their daughter. “Parents are supposed to protect their children and keep them from harm,” Louise said. They both felt that they had failed Melinda and now were suffering a horrible punishment.

Roger was eighteen when he died in a car accident. He was a passenger in the back seat when the car took a curve too fast, rolled over, and broke into flames. The driver and his date were thrown out, suffered multiple injuries, but lived. Both Roger and his girlfriend were trapped in the burning car. Neither escaped.

Roger had been going through a rebellious period since he was fifteen. The number two boy in the family, he had
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