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		INTRODUCTION

		There is a tale about a prince fleeing from revolutionaries determined to kill him and take away his throne. The prince, terrified, sought shelter in a peasant’s cottage.

		Although the peasant had no idea the frightened man was a member of the nobility he gave the prince refuge by telling him to hide under the bed. The prince had no sooner done so when his pursuers battered down the door and began to search the cottage.

		The revolutionaries searched everywhere. When they came to the bed they decided to prod it with knives rather than move the cumbersome piece of furniture. At last they left.

		The prince, pale but alive, crawled from under the bed after hearing the pursuers depart. He turned to the peasant then and said, “I think you should understand that you have just saved the life of your prince. Name three favors and I will grant them.”

		The peasant, a simple man, thought for a while and said:

		“My cottage is in great disrepair and I have not had the money to fix it. Can this be done?”

		“Fool!” cried the prince. “Of all things in the world, why did you ask so small a favor? I will honor your wish, but what is your next request?”

		“Sire, my neighbor sells the same wares as me in the market-place. Would it be possible to change his location so both of us could make a better livelihood?”

		“Idiot,” said the prince. “Of course I will do as you wish. What foolishness, when you could have riches, to ask such nonsense! Take care that you do not anger me with another silly request.”

		No longer able to restrain his curiosity, the peasant said, “As my third request I ask only that you tell me how you felt as the knives were being pushed through the bed.”

		The prince, infuriated, shouted, “How dare you offend majesty by asking of my emotions? For this act I will have you beheaded tomorrow!”

		The prince called in a few of his retainers and had the hapless man carried off to the local jail.

		All through the night the man wept for his folly and feared what would happen on the morrow.

		When the sun rose his jailers came to him and led him into a courtyard where an executioner with his black hood stood awaiting the terrified man.

		Forced to kneel on the block he heard a soldier call “One, two …” but before he could say three, another soldier on horseback came tearing into the courtyard calling “Stop! The prince commands it.”

		With those words the executioner, whose blade had been resting on the peasant’s neck, withdrew the sword. The shaking man arose and faced the soldier who had saved his life.

		“His Highness gives you his pardon and orders me to give you this note,” said the soldier.

		The peasant, relieved to the point of tears, began to read the few terse words:

		“As your final favor you wanted to know how I felt under that bed when the revolutionaries came. I have granted your request because now you know!”

		The prince had shown the peasant more graphically than words could possibly have done just what the horrendous ordeal had been like.

		The prince, no fool, had realized that some things are beyond describing. No matter how eloquent the words, their impact can fall flat when not accompanied by a similar experience.

		And so it is with bereaved parents.

		No one has gone through this catastrophe without thinking sometime or other, “You can’t possibly know what it feels like!”

		It is rare not to think this as loving friends and family vainly try to comfort and soothe. All their kindness is almost meaningless in the face of the despair a parent feels when outliving a child.

		As the prince illustrated to the peasant, the emotions one feels are only believable and truly understood by a fellow bereaved parent.

		When our son, aged ten, died in 1968, we were surrounded by well-meaning, well-intentioned people who would try to ease our grief and diminish our pain with assurances that things would be better. They failed. My husband and I would look at them, all of them, and think, “What do they know!” After all, they would leave our house of mourning and go home to their intact families.

		What we needed then was somebody who could say, “I survived the same ordeal you are now enduring. You can do it. I have some suggestions that might help.”

		We would have placed a value beyond price on such assurances. We could have avoided some dreadful pitfalls had we been warned by people who had undergone the same grief we now faced.

		Not long ago, a young man aged eighteen, a casual friend of our surviving son, died. Although we did not know his parents intimately, we knew them well enough to make a condolence call. They had a house full of people. Yet when they saw us they left everyone and asked us to sit with them in another room. The father put his head on my husband’s shoulder and cried. My husband held the newly bereaved man in his arms and patted him and quieted him. The mother grasped my hands and cried.

		We did not possess some secret knowledge that gave us special comforting skills. What we had was something few could give them. We had experience. When they saw us, they saw a mother and father with a dead child who were able to cope.

		We sat with the couple for nearly an hour and assured them they would survive. We cautioned them to avoid a number of mistakes we had made. They listened.

		Nearly a year later, I ran into the mother. She thanked me for making that condolence visit and told me that although others had offered advice that made sense, it went in one ear and out the other. What we told them they remembered and understood because our advice came after undergoing what they had undergone.

		Recently, two women who had known each other from high school days met and stopped to chat briefly in my presence. When one of them departed, the other turned to me and said, “There goes the kindest and best person I have ever known.

		“I had not seen her for ten years when my daughter died. Yet she called me when she read about it in the newspaper. She said she hoped she wasn’t intruding but her own boy had died a year previously. All she really wanted to say besides being sorry was that we would survive. We would make it.”

		The woman wiped tears from her eyes and added, “I know many people came to us when it happened, but of everyone, I remember what that lady did. She offered me reassurance when I had none.”

		If I can do that for you, if I can indeed convince you that your life can still have meaning, then forcing painful recollections to the surface in order to write this book was well worth the effort.

		I recently spoke to a group of bereaved parents. As happens with all guest speakers, some of my listeners came up afterward to thank me. One man shook my hand and said my vitality was encouraging. Another parent, the mother of a murdered boy, said that, despite attending monthly meetings at which professional counseling people talked about different aspects of grieving, this was the first time she ever left a session where someone had extended hope.

		I am certain that, somewhere along the line, these advisers had told them that eventually they would begin to live again, but somehow the message did not register. Obviously mine did, because what I had to say came not from schooling but from suffering.

		Certainly, in the early days after our son died, no one could have patted us on our heads and convinced us everything would be all right. Nor will this book do that for you. It will, with the help of parents who have successfully coped and professional people who work with bereavement, offer guidelines and practical step-by-step suggestions to aid you.

		We bereaved parents come in all ages. We are not limited to any specific color or faith. Parents with dead babies, parents whose sons died in war, parents who are elderly and lived to bury their middle-aged children, all have a great need to know that others have experienced the emotions they are feeling and that these others are dealing effectively with both their bereavement and life.

		But just as important as knowing you are not alone is knowing you can and must learn to carry on despite this most unnatural of disasters.

		The death of a child is frequently called the ultimate tragedy. I believe this is true. But it is a tragedy that must not be compounded by allowing everything around you to die also. There are other children, mates, sisters, brothers, friends, who need and deserve to see you functioning well.

		This book is intended to help you regain that level.

	
		
			You can’t prevent birds of sorrow flying over your head—but you can prevent them from building nests in your hair.

			—CHINESE PROVERB

		

		BEREAVEMENT

		The man, seeing his son near death, changed from his rich robes to sackcloth and from his diet of plenty to fasting, hoping his sacrifices would help the boy he dearly loved. When, seven days later, the youngster died despite the finest medical attention of his day, the man once again put on his luxurious garments and sat down to an abundant feast. When friends asked him how he could eat with his child newly dead, he replied he had done all that was humanly possible while the boy was alive and now that he was gone, it was time to pick up the pieces of living and go on with life.

		The man was King David.

		The wise king had come to a truth that countless parents in their pain have also found.

		The living must go on with life.

		Unless we are suicidal, we have no alternative.

		But how we continue our lives and how we come to terms with this, the ultimate tragedy, is crucial.

		Whether a son or daughter died in a muddy rice paddy in Southeast Asia or in an antiseptic hospital ward, in a sudden accident or after prolonged illness, the result is the same.

		You, the child’s mother or father, seem to have violated a natural law. You have outlived your child. Tragically, at the same time, a period when you are most confused, you have to make a fundamental determination.

		From here on, will you have a life or an existence?

		When I was faced with the decision, I opted for life.

		Although there were many months when I didn’t really care, when I was actually frightened by the idea of living forty or fifty years after my young son had died, I know my decision was right.

		It is painful, even now, years later, to recall him lying in the intensive care unit at the University of Alabama hospital, wired to electronic gadgets like some Rube Goldberg infernal machine, desperately fighting to survive his open heart surgery.

		It is horrendous to think of the moment when a doctor asked my husband to come into a little conference room inside the unit.

		We knew by the feverish activity surrounding our son’s bed that something had gone terribly wrong. Although he had survived the massive surgery for twenty-four hours, suddenly he appeared to be in a crisis. Doctors, including one who became a dear friend, were running and somehow had difficulty looking us in the eye.

		All that time, and it seemed like hours, we stood there helpless; unable to do what parents instinctively seek to do—succor their child and protect it and keep it from harm. We were not even allowed in the room. We were not even allowed to touch him or speak to him.

		I remember my heart hammering and thinking it would actually explode as I stood there holding my husband’s hand, looking for someone to say it would be all right even though I knew it wouldn’t be.

		When the doctor asked my husband to come into the small conference room at the side of the unit, I asked if I couldn’t accompany them. He looked at me solemnly and said I certainly could.

		We followed him, and on that bright sunny March morning we were told Robby had died.

		I screamed. A nurse, tears suddenly coming to her eyes, offered me a tranquilizer and I thought, how inane. Robby was dead and I was being given a pill to make it go away. Impossible.

		But from that distant time—with memories I can never hope to erase and, indeed, some that I would not wish to eradicate—I have learned that life does go on and that is only as it should be. The problem we bereaved parents face is that life is going on around us while we frequently think we have become incapable of going on with life.

		More important, I have learned through trying—sometimes failing, sometimes succeeding—that there are certain steps a bereaved parent can and must take in order to retain any meaning to that life. Any quality.

		At the outset, it will not be easy. All too often, it is a matter of fighting the natural tide of your grief as well as your very natural desire to give in to that grief. Time must be allowed for both. It is just as unnatural to walk around with a frozen grin after such a tragedy as it is never to stop weeping. It is a matter of highly personalized balance.

		Unfortunately, this is not the sort of balance that can be weighed or measured or seen. There is no formula for what is enough of either. It is, instead, something that is felt. Like a blind person confronted suddenly with new surroundings, your balance of laughing and crying is something you and you alone must grope toward.

		For some, that balance of laughing and crying could be the easing of grief for an hour a day while for others it could be allowing a fit of weeping for that period.

		What is important is that there be both.

		Bereaved parents come in all ages. It does not appear to make a difference whether one’s child is three, thirteen, or thirty if he dies. The emotion in each of us is the same.

		How could it be that a parent outlives a child?

		One woman in her eighties still deeply grieves over the loss of her forty-five-year-old daughter. Although she is a great-grandmother and had nearly half a century of love from her daughter, she says nothing can ever be right for her again.

		“Joanie called me every day. I never interfered with her life and she never interfered in mine. But she was such a big part of my world, and now she is gone.”

		The woman frequently bemoans being left alive to cope with all that grief.

		Equally sad are the young parents of babies who have suffered crib death. They are the ones who kiss their apparently healthy children good night, put them to bed, and find them the next morning, dead with no warning.

		Death is no respecter of wealth or color.

		It does not matter whether the child comes of a monied family or a poor one. Certainly no expense was spared in our efforts to save Robby and it ended just as if we were destitute. He was dead.

		A black mother, subsisting on meager finances, who cared for and fed her child just as I did mine, felt the same sense of loss I did when her twenty-two-year-old son was shot by an unknown assailant. He was dead and she was alive.

		A medical secretary whose only child was killed during the Vietnam conflict felt the same emotion. She had cared. She had loved. Her son was dead.

		The backgrounds vary, but the emotion is universal. Children have died. What an unutterable waste!

		Although I still feel a sense of loss—and frustration at the unused years my ten-year-old son should have had—I have learned to survive despite a stunting heartache. Most of all, I have learned to enjoy life despite feeling a lament behind my laughter.

		When a child dies, it is inevitable that there is not a clean break. Along with the funeral and horror, there is a great deal of emotional wreckage left as a residue of the tragedy.

		Cruelly enough, in the vast majority of cases, not only do we parents have to endure the grief of having a dead child, more often than not we also undergo severe family crises. Drunkenness, separation, divorce, alienation, are frequently the aftermath of losing a daughter or son.

		In addition, a bereaved couple all too often is jolted by a further loss—the loss of illusion about each other.

		Shortly after Robby died, an older couple came to offer condolences. Although they were grandparents, they obviously found it difficult to utter the right words of comfort despite every best intention.

		Finally, after an awkward half hour the wife said, “At least you have each other for comfort.”

		It would seem on the surface that this would be true. After all, both my husband and I had been in the same hospital room, had suffered the same loss, and together had seen our precious child buried.

		Certainly having each other for comfort would be the logical solution. Unfortunately, as a number of parents whose child died have discovered, it is impossible to give comfort when you feel an equal grief.

		Parents in all walks of life, many now divorced, agreed on the major problem. Too much was expected of the mate and too little was received.

		The depth of this phase of the tragedy did not become apparent in the early

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To the memory of our own little boy blue,
Robby
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