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This book was fifteen years in the making, although in the end it took several months of intense writing and editing and reliving the past to make it happen. Everything in this book is true to my life, although my opinions and reactions to events are probably (hopefully?) not universal.
This book is about dealing with the death of a parent when you are somewhere in your 20s. However, since I use the term "young adults" a lot, I need to clarify what I mean by that as most people usually think that phrase implies teenagers (as in, "YA literature", etc.). I specifically mean an age group ranging from late teens to about 30 years old. I know some people in that age group might bristle at being called a young adult, but in modern society someone who is under 30 is still, in many ways, considered young and "just starting out."
I also tend to use the terms "our culture" and "our society" quite a bit but that is limited to American, Westernized society. That is the only culture I can speak for comfortably and on the whole I am assuming I am addressing fellow members of that society through this book. It is more a matter of familiarity than any purposeful exclusion of any other world views, so I welcome hearing from people in other cultures/parts of the world in regards to this subject.
I need to give special thanks to Debbie Wiles, LCSW, of Lee's Place Grief and Loss Counseling Center in Tallahassee, FL. She helped me pick myself up from where I had plastered myself to the ground, dusted me off, and gave me a strong push on the road to salvaging what is left of my life. She is intelligent, witty, insightful, and straightforward, and just the person I desperately needed when we met. Without her, this book would never have been written, either. Hopefully she will accept the blame gracefully.
I have started this book many times over. I never know where to begin, even though the most basic advice given to any writer is "begin at the beginning." When you are talking about the death of your parents, though, where is the beginning? When you were born? When you first remember them in your childhood? When you realized they were mortal, or dying, or already dead? Where is the beginning of the end to your whole life?
Yet, I always come back to trying to start this book, because back in 1996 I really needed it but it did not exist. I was 26 and had lost everything, which is not quite hyperbole: at the end of the most trying three years of my life, I had lost my mother, my father, one of my cats, my home and nearly everything in it, and both of my dogs. It was more than a little traumatic, the description of which words utterly fail to convey.
Using my usual method of dealing with anything I do not understand, I read about it. I read a lot of books on grief, and I cannot say that was wasted effort. Books such as C.S. Lewis' A Grief Observed and Stephanie Ericsson's A Companion through the Darkness were important to me, and remain so after all these years. But I was 26 and I had not lost my spouse or my child or a friend, but my parents. There is no way to claim that one type of death is more catastrophic than another (although I will always suspect losing a child to be the worst), but they each have different dynamics. As most grief survivors know, there is nothing more affirming than meeting someone who has been through what you went through and recognizing the shared experiences of it.
I am not a mental health professional, though, and this book is specifically about my own experiences, but I hope that by writing it others who are going through the loss of their parents might find some common ground. What I needed back then was not just the usual bywords given to mourners ("it takes time," "take care of yourself", "don't judge your grief process", etc.) but also the particular observations of a young adult facing the rest of her life with her safety harness, her life raft, and her foundations ripped away. Everyone says "you can't go home again" and they usually mean some deep, metaphorical statement by it, but for me it was literally true: home was dead and gone.
I have found books over the years about losing parents aimed towards young children and alternately towards "mature" adults over 50. Honestly, I could never even read the ones aimed at the mature adults, because I would become livid with jealousy: how unfair that they were only dealing with this after having their parents around their whole lives! It was, admittedly, uncharitable and unfair of me. I know that. Still, it was my gut reaction whenever I picked up one of those books in an effort to look for companionship. The books for young children were at least acceptable to my sensibilities, but on the other hand made me depressed and guilty, because at least my parents got to see me graduate from college, and know me as an adult. I was lucky, comparatively.
Caught between the two extremes, I felt very alone.
Of course I was not completely alone. I had friends and a couple of family members who tried to stay in touch, both before and after my parents' deaths. In retrospect I realize that they were all desperately trying to help me, but they were unsure of how and I was always damned and determined to be "doing just fine" whenever they asked how I was dealing. When I wrote to them about the events in my life I always tried to project some overall sense of wholeness; that although I was in despair and thunderstruck by events, I still was still functioning. But it did not feel that way. I felt sectioned. A piece of me was here, another there. I lived the role of daughter, caretaker, maid, and free spirit but these roles did not mix well, especially after the reasons for several of those roles my parents were dead. It felt impossible to explain myself to anyone without coming off as overly dramatic or depressed, and indeed I am sure it was impossible. The facts are that the events I lived through were incredibly traumatic, and I had good reason to be depressed, but all the messages I got from society at large were geared towards "recovery": You're young, it should be easy to move on! You still have your whole life ahead of you! Your parents would not want you to waste your life grieving for them!
It was a message of encouragement, of optimism, and more importantly of denial. I bought it and then turned around and sold it to everyone who asked me how I was doing, because despite the many books about the grieving process I devoured nothing penetrated the false promise of "youthful resilience." I wanted it to be true. I wanted to prove to the people who were worried about me that it was true. I also grew tired of trying to explain myself to those who were in no way able to truly relate to my experiences. It was a double edge sword of false promise + feeling isolated and it = ten years of emotional misdirection.
Which is another reason I kept stalling on continuing this project. I knew it was important and that it was something I wanted to finish, but given how messed up I felt and how poorly I handled, well, everything, I did not believe that anything I had to say was important, much less helpful. It seemed inappropriate to engage in an act that might be construed as celebrating my fucked-upedness.
I am not shy about admitting to going into therapy, and so I am not ashamed to say that it took a two years and a damn good counselor for me to realize that the whole point of Grieving Futures is not to show how well I dealt with everything or to give directions on how others can "succeed at grief." No, the purpose is the act of sharing what I went through. As in the Buddhist tradition, the goal is the process itself, and anyway there is no "there" to get to in mourning. It happens every day, and we carry our grief for the rest of our lives, so what is important is not "doing it right" (as I spent years worrying about) but in understanding that however you manage to survive, the important thing is to stay present. Sometimes that means crying your eyes out, sometimes that means doing the laundry, and sometimes that might even involve ignoring the whole damn mess until you are emotionally stable enough to face it. The people you loved and relied most on are dead, so now your job is to take care of yourself.
I forgot that, if I ever knew it at all. I do not consider this a cautionary tale, but I do hope that sharing my experiences might give people tools for dealing with their own grief, or at the very least allow them to understand that they are not alone. My issues are not your issues, and my experiences are in some ways extreme and in other ways not so much, but they are all I have. I just hope it helps.
I often relive moments of destruction. I cannot call them moments of fear or sadness or even grief, which as words fail to convey the feeling of being emotionally shattered. Destruction, on the other hand, is perfect. It beats you down for no reason and makes your heart thump wildly and painfully while you try to breathe.
The first moment I replay is the phone call from my father that I got in early 1993. I graduated college less than a year before, and for all intents and purposes I was taking a "gap year" before going to graduate school. I had my GREs under my belt and my letters of recommendations lined up, and a few nebulous ideas about what I wanted to do for a career. I was not really committed, it was pretty obvious even to me, so I was living in Sarasota, FL, working shitty secretarial jobs while hoping that inspiration would strike.
What struck, instead, was colon-rectal cancer. My mother had been very sick for months, and uncharacteristically did not tell me about it. On the other hand, she very characteristically decided not to see a doctor until it was too the point of my father driving her to the emergency room while she was bleeding out and delirious in pain. I knew nothing of this until I got the call from my father, a message he left on my answering machine that afternoon. I remember this moment of destruction clearly because it was like watching a car plow into a crowd of pedestrians: you know it is going to be horrible, and that there is absolutely nothing you can do to stop it.
My father was a retired military officer and so made it a point not to use the phone after 30+ years of constantly being "on call." He hated phones, and while he would agree talk to me on the phone, he never, ever initiated a call for any reason. I think that call might have been the first and last time my father ever dialed me directly. It was Mother's job to call, and the fact that it was Poppa's voice on the phone was a dead give away that something was wrong, terribly awfully tragically wrong and I knew it the moment I heard him on the answering machine.
He did not really say much other than, "Hey honey, hope you are doing okay. Things got interesting here, call home." I remember it almost verbatim, 16 years later.
I called, of course, and neither of us bothered with pleasantries. We both knew the universe had tipped sideways. Poppa filled me in quickly that Mother was at the hospital, that she had been in pain for a while, and that the doctors were holding her for tests. (To this day I do not know what tests were run, or how they stopped the immediate problem of bleeding; I still have the hospital paperwork, so I could find out any time I want, but I prefer to hold those dark days in a blur of indistinct memories as much as I can). I told him I was on the way and hung up. I am sure I asked friends to watch my cats and called my job supervisor at her home about being MIA for the rest of the week (I did not know I was already on the list to be fired within a month, but it was just as well, as I knew I was going to have to move home to take care of Mother. There was no question in my mind about it). What I do not remember clearly is the time between hanging up on Poppa and walking into Mother's hospital room the following day.
As moments of destruction go, that one was pretty complete. I knew instinctively everything had changed, and I suspect everyone comes up against that terrible awareness at the point when they least expect it. The insight did not hit when mother died, or father died, or when I gave up the house; it hit years before, during that one incredibly short and unforeseen phone call.
The resulting three years was, in many ways, more about caretaking, which is a different story altogether. I do not want to delve too deeply into it because this story is about grief, and while taking care of people you love who are dying is to live in "suspended mourning" for long and exhausting periods of time, it is not the same experience as surviving the death of a loved one. Honestly they were about equally traumatic in my case, but still, they were and are different experiences.
The death of my mother was slow and protracted and agonizing, literally. She was in pain all the time and I was helpless in the face of her pain and her death. I did everything I could, despite her basic refusal to consciously accept the fact she was dying while at the same time crumbling under the weight of the knowledge. For her, the future simply stopped existing, good or bad. For us as a family it was a blood bath of medicine, surgery, and treatments, and in the end just getting her off life support was a goddamn fight in the hospital hallways, which as a metaphor stands pretty well for the whole experience start to finish. She had her own triumph in the fact that they gave her three months to live and she survived for 13, but nonetheless she died on September 15, 1994, one month after her 52nd birthday.
I was one month into being 24 years old.
My father had suffered a major stroke that same year on Father's Day, whenever it was in June. So while my mother entered her declining final four months, my father's health nosedived with a significant impact on his quality of life. I remember sitting in the living room with my parents, my mother sickly and bloated and drugged to the gills and my father stroking out, begging them to let me call for paramedics for him. I should have done it anyway, something I'll never forgive myself for, but I think it shows how muddled my own brain was by exhaustion and stress that it did not occur to me at all. I went back to my bedroom and cried for hours, refusing to come out quite the rebellion, in my household, although it had little impact. From that point on, Poppa was crippled by the effects of the stroke and somewhat (in his words) "addlebrained" about things like leaving the stove on, or doors open. I was on constant watch.
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