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Introduction
Questions With No Answers
Why did Philip have to die? How do you satisfactorily reply to such an innocent question your inquisitive 4-year old repeatedly asks about his newly deceased older brother? Do you invent something such as he’s “just sleeping”, giving him unrealistic hope that Philip will suddenly “just wake up” someday? “God needed another angel in heaven and He chose Philip” is another possible response. This could make him angry at God for taking his sibling away from him. In his little, confused mind he could be thinking that Philip did something wrong, thus the results when you misbehave, are death. Or, do you bluntly tell him three little words known as the truth, “I don’t know”, because you don’t understand it yourself?
Is it okay for a parent to respond with “I don’t know”? Parents are supposed to know everything in the eyes of a young child. They have all the right answers to the world’s multiple problems; they are capable of fixing anything broken, creating anything, controlling anything. They never fail. Oh, to be the person my 4-year old thinks I am.
My goal in this book is to explore possible answers to this question as I continue to search yet today. As a surviving mother, this is my emotional journey from the days of numbness, heartache and pain to where I am today, or at least most days, contentment and acceptance. The heartache never goes away completely; it gets pushed back into the depths slowly, a little more each day, yet one little thought or feeling can bring it speeding back full force to the front line. Some days are worse than others. The anniversary date of the accident always makes me melancholy for a day or two, along with his birthday and other holidays.
As I grow older, my greatest fear is that I will forget about Philip, that the memories of him will fade to the point of not being able to recall them any longer. His picture on the wall that hangs amongst the other children’s never changes. Each school year new pictures are taken showing the changes in the children’s faces from the previous year. These are replaced annually until their senior year. Philip’s never changes; he doesn’t have a senior year picture. What should have been some of the happiest, most memorable days of his life came to an abrupt halt one Saturday evening in June.
I trust, as you read this, it will assist you, as another survivor, to recognize these feelings in your own loss, and to know you are not alone. Enduring the passing of a loved one is a continuous battle, but the enemy’s shots become fewer and less intense with each passing day.
As a reader who has not lost anyone close (how fortunate you are!), but knows someone who has, may it help in understanding what your friend is experiencing, or how you can be of assistance to them in their day-by-day trek through life’s mountains and valleys.
To the relative of a terminal person where death is imminent, perhaps this book will aid you in preparing for what is to come. Your defense can never be entirely leak proof, because emotions can sneak through the cracks in your armor, but when the end arrives, I trust you will be better prepared.
Chapter 1 – The Accident
Upon opening your eyes in the morning to be greeted by the bright sun squeezing through the blind slats covering your bedroom window, you have no idea what is going to happen in the next 16 or so hours before returning to the unlimited boundaries of dreamland. One day, one hour, one minute, one second, can dramatically affect the rest of your living days. The decisions you make, even little ones, have a huge impact on what’s going to occur.
How many times have you wished you could turn back the methodic changing of the glow in the dark numbers on the digital alarm clock by your bedside and snatch back the uncouth words uttered in the heated moments of a pointless argument? Would it have altered the final outcome? What if we had the superhuman ability to erase inane words already spoken and actions of anger performed by simply pushing the back space button on our computer keyboard? If you hold any finger on that tiny black button with the white backwards arrow long enough, everything painful could be undone instantly.
Would tragedies still occur? Would you no longer hurt someone’s feelings? Would there be no divorce, no discrimination, no war, or no death? Could we live in a perfect world? Would that be a perfect world? What is a perfect world? Since the definition of such would be as different for each individual as each individual is different, this would be an unlikely occurrence. When horrendous things happen to us, we think the world should stand still; time should halt immediately. No one should be allowed to continue on with their everyday rituals until you are ready to proceed.
It was a beautifully warm summer day in our minute part of the vast world-the particular day that would change the world for me forever. Following this day, events would be mentioned as happening either before or after this point in time. Much of the events of the day leading up to that life-shattering moment remains a blur until late afternoon. Three of my four boys were playing with the neighbor children, who lived across the street. Living just outside the city limits, this street was also a main highway leading into town. It could be busy at certain times of the day.
I hailed the boys in for a simple Saturday evening supper of hot dogs and potato chips. They ate hurriedly so they could go back outside. My second oldest son finished first and took off back to the neighbor’s house to continue whatever game they had been engaged in previously. As Philip was a little slower at digesting his food, he wasn’t ready to return to playing until a few minutes later. He grabbed one of his favorite red suckers from the glass bowl sitting on the round kitchen table and in his little boy voice full of candy sweetness muttered, “bye Mom”. I mechanically mentioned to be careful crossing the road as I followed him out the screen door to start pulling unwanted weeds out of the circular flower bed located on the west side of our 2-story, red brick farmhouse in full view of the paved road. He took off at a run so he wouldn’t miss out on any of the fun his brother was having.
I watched him lovingly as he ran as fast as his little legs could carry him across the recently mown grass, then a movement amongst the multicolored flowers caught my attention. Quickly I glanced down. In that brief moment I heard the screeching sound of brakes hitting wheels in an unsuccessful attempt to stop a speeding car. A heart-wrenching thud followed. This series of sounds will be permanently etched in the blackboard of my mind forever.
For a brief moment I couldn’t lift my head to envision the cause of the monstrous noise, attempting to convince myself that if I didn’t look, I wouldn’t physically see what I already knew in my heart had happened. If I could just ignore it, it would go away. I could magically turn back the clock; I could abruptly stop it before it tragically occurred. In times of deep shock, our brains speedily attempt to discover a way of acknowledging facts with the least amount of excruciating pain as possible.
Finally, after what seemed like hours of denial, my eyes were magnetically drawn to the source of the chaos. My healthy, rambunctious, little boy who just seconds ago filled his little belly with nourishment and told me goodbye as innocently as any other day was lying in the road several yards in front of the halted car that effortlessly struck him! In automatic response mode, my quivering legs lifted my already numb body and began sprinting towards the mayhem. Philip was unconscious with the freshly unwrapped sucker stuck between his sweet lips that would never again give me a nightly bedtime kiss. His mouth had automatically clamped down around it at the moment of impact. I hurriedly felt for a pulse, found one, but then my brain desisted working. I didn’t know CPR. I had seen it done on television programs and always thought I could figure it out if the occasion ever arose for its need. Thankfully, several people were surrounding me instantly. My oldest son, who usually was the first one finished at meal time and on his way, had amazingly remained in the house and called 911 immediately.
One of the occupants of the several cars that stopped to observe the accident miraculously happened to be an off-duty fireman returning home after a BBQ with friends. He automatically started CPR on Philip and successfully kept him alive until the town ambulance arrived, which seemed like several agonizing hours, but was in actuality only a few minutes. I received word at a later date that this selfless fireman was due to have major heart surgery within a few days, thus putting his own life in jeopardy in order to keep my son breathing long enough for the paramedics to arrive and take over for him. They carefully loaded him inside the mini hospital on wheels and with sirens blaring and lights flashing sped off to the hospital where the arrival of my firstborn one snowy wintry night twelve years earlier had occurred. I wasn’t allowed to travel in the ambulance, so one of our friends who happened to be amongst the group of people passing by at that time offered to drive me in his vehicle. His wife and son thankfully offered to stay with my other boys at our house.
We arrived quickly as the hospital was only on the other side of our small town. Philip had already been unloaded and transferred to the emergency room of the hospital as they continued applying CPR. I was informed that a call had been made to a hospital about 45 miles away and Philip would be transported via helicopter as soon as possible. This hospital was better equipped to handle emergency situations such as ours. The helicopter landed, loaded Philip on board and took off within a matter of minutes. If only Philip was conscious and enjoying this trip. He would think it was cool to be flying way up in the sky amongst the clouds and being able to gaze down at the buildings and cars and people below. He had been in a plane twice in his seven years of life, once when he was a small baby traveling back to see Grandpa and Grandma for the first time, and again at the age of four for my brother’s wedding. How he would have enjoyed the excitement of the ride! If only he knew! Every time after that day, when I would hear the helicopter landing at the hospital only to take off after a few brief moments, I would say a prayer for whoever was on that flight and their family, because I could feel their pain and understood the agonizing days that would be forthcoming.
Calls were made to locate my parents and my brothers. The police were out on the bay trying to track down my husband who was on a fishing trip with my cousin for the day. What do you tell these family members? How do you put into words what you don’t want to say; what you don’t even want to think about? There is no such thing as “breaking the news gently.” They arrived, one by one, along with my uncle, some friends and the pastor of the church we attended at the time. Many of the details are unclear and buried in the depths of my mind. I have several times looked back and thought about what was said at a certain point in time, or how did we even get to this spot? I just don’t remember. Your body switches into auto-pilot. All your senses are dulled and words aren’t sinking in. If you keep flood waters just outside of the dam you’ve built around yourself, it can’t seep through and drown you. Words ricochet off the invisible shield so easily installed. The only words I wanted to hear was that it was only a nightmare; I was just dreaming; I’m awake now and Philip is alive and well. People try to quietly say consoling words, but what can be said that will change the circumstances? I distinctly remember my brother uttering words that totally summed up how I was feeling and made the most sense at that point of uncertainty. He hugged me protectively and with teary eyes said, “I’m scared, too.”
Chapter 2 – “It’s A Boy”… Again!
Philip Robert Adams was born April 23, 1986 at 3:18 pm at Humana Hospital in Brandon, Florida. He weighed in at 7 lbs, 9 1/2 oz and was 20” long. Plenty of thick, dark hair covered his small head. His features resembled those of his older two brothers at their births. I had gone into labor the day before while at work. Having been through this procedure twice previously I felt like a professional knowing what to expect. I wasn’t one of the lucky ones to have a couple small pains and in a few minutes effortlessly deliver a baby. I had plenty of time to get to the hospital. We arrived in the early morning hours to be prepped and ready to see the new addition to our family make its arrival. After being at the hospital for a couple of hours, the contractions stopped. By this time they decided to keep me at the hospital to see if the contractions would start again. Since I was already a couple of days overdue, the baby was ready to be born.
After a few hours, nothing had changed, so I was induced. The pains began again with fervor. Since my water hadn’t broke yet, the doctor decided to go through with this procedure to hurry things along. When this occurred, though, a problem presented itself. Philip had had a bowel movement inside the birth canal, which wasn’t good. If he swallowed any of this, he would more than likely die. He also had the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck. They would have to work quickly.
Shortly I reached the level of delivery and with a couple of strong pushes, Philip was born – silently! The doctors had prepared to have extra staff in the delivery room to grab him instantly and start work to save his life. He was removed from the doctor’s hands by a nurse and taken over to the side of the room where they suctioned his mouth and worked on his little body. I kept asking if he was okay and nobody would answer me. Finally, I heard the most precious sound – that of a baby’s cry (I wouldn’t agree at 2:00 am for the next couple of months). He was going to be okay.
Philip was born on my second son’s third birthday; they would share their birthdays for the next 7 years. Nursing Philip until he was about 7 months old was a most memorable time. I thoroughly enjoyed the closeness, the not having to fix a bottle, and always having it with me. The fact that I couldn’t be too far away for
these first few months was sometimes a bother, but mostly, it was a privilege. He was the only one of my four sons I was fortunate enough to have this opportunity.
Taking his first steps around 9 months old was typical for all of my boys. Philip was a good baby and got along well with his big brothers. His first plane trip was at 2 ½ months old. He and I flew back to Michigan to visit my parents for a few days. He had the usual childhood maladies like the chickenpox at 9 months old.
Why hadn’t he died at birth? His life was spared at that point in time. Another incident 5 years later could have ended in tragedy also. We were moving from Florida back to my home state of Michigan to be closer to family. I wanted my sons to grow up in the small community I had and to have a closer relationship with their grandparents, uncles and great-grandparents. We had stopped in Georgia to camp out overnight in a popular camping ground. The boys took off to explore the playground while we were setting up the campsite. There was a pool close to the playground and somehow Philip had wandered over and fell in the pool. Luckily, an adult was in the pool and witnessed his fall. He quickly pulled him out and saved his life. Why hadn’t he died at that point? He still had two more years to make an impact on the people surrounding him.
How many times has any one of us experienced a near death experience, sometimes without knowing it? Have you ever been driving down a road and come across an automobile accident? If you had left your home 5 or 10 minutes earlier, if you hadn’t errantly forgotten your car keys having to run back into the house to retrieve them, the body being covered by a sheet and on the way to the morgue could have been you. It just wasn’t his time yet. He had to make a lasting impression on his little corner of the world.
Chapter 3 – Hurry Up and Wait
Soon after, my parents, my brothers and I were on our way to the hospital that was to fix my wounded son so I could bring him back home to grow up as every little boy should. My Mom tried to make small talk during the journey, but everything seemed so insignificant compared to what was occurring. Ordinary things we would normally discuss just didn’t even matter and were pointless to even bring up. Everyone was zombie-like and we eventually became silent, off into our own worlds of thought and bewilderment.
We were gently informed Philip was already in surgery upon our arrival and were escorted to a waiting room. We hung on agonizing minute after agonizing minute for any word on his condition. Finally, I turned at the scraping sound of the door being gently opened. Entering the stuffy room was the person who was going to tell me my son was going to survive, that he could fix Philip and make him new. Unfortunately, those weren’t the words he said. Philip had multiple broken bones as well as the extreme trauma to his head, and upon opening him up, internal bleeding was found. There was nothing they could do. He still had minimal brain activity and would be monitored for any changes. I wonder what he was thinking or if he was even capable of such an activity. I can only hope he was remembering how he was loved. The doctor convinced me Philip was in no pain and hadn’t been since the moment of impact. Sometimes I wonder if the doctors tell this to loved ones for the purpose of somewhat easing their pain.
Time was all we had now. “Let’s see what happens in the next few hours” were the doctors’ words. He was being kept alive by a ventilator. The breathing that comes so naturally to all of us was being done for him.
After bringing Philip out of surgery and placing him in another room, we were allowed to see him. His perfectly still head was wrapped in white, cloth bandages making his head look twice its normal size. He appeared to be prepared to go trick or treating at any moment disguised as a mummy. His pale face sticking out under the wraps had some purplish bruising. Replacing the sucker in his mouth at the time of the accident now was the clear tube of the oxygen-producing ventilator. If it was possible to ignore the outer apparatus, he appeared to be an average little tyke sleeping soundly after a normal day of vigorous play. Oh, how I wish that were true! How can a mother be made to feel so helpless? This is my son. I fix his problems. I erase his monster tears. I wipe away the oozing blood from the scraped knee that doesn’t hurt until you look at it. I return the arm of the Ninja Turtle back into its socket after it has been ripped off during battle. Why can’t I fix this? Why can’t I just read him a few pages out of his favorite storybook or offer to play the memory game for the hundredth time?
I lovingly rubbed his ball pitching arm and caressed the hand that had made me Mother’s Day cards and many sunny finger-painted pictures, but they felt so cold to the touch. I complained to the nurse about it and she brought another blanket to wrap around him. I didn’t want him to be cold; my baby needs warmth to heal. . I watched helplessly as his little chest rose and fell in a sing song manner along with the machine. I believe at that time I knew he wasn’t going to make it, possibly even shortly after the moment of impact, but you try to shoo those thoughts away, because thinking them could make them possible.
Philip was my only child that sucked his thumb. From the day he was born, his thumb was his best companion. We had been trying to break him of this habit before he went to school. Recently, you would only find it in his mouth when he was tired. Right now I would let him suck his thumb until he was 95 if he so desired. How your priorities change in a life or death situation. What seemed so important is trivial. As I watched him lying there, I begged God to intervene. “I know You have the power; please show it to me through my son.”
I trusted the doctors could fix his broken bones although it perhaps would be a long recovery with much physical therapy, but what they couldn’t mend was the “brain activity”. From what I had heard about other people with extreme head trauma, once the brain activity slowed, the chances it would regain its normal function were pretty slim.
After a few hours, we decided to return home for a shower and possibly a couple hours of sleep. If for no other reason, it gave us something physical to do. Just walking into the house for the first time since the accident was extremely difficult. The last time I was in this house, Philip was alive and well having finished his supper and on his merry way to play. It was only a few hours ago! Why can’t I just walk over to the clock, turn the hands counterclockwise until they reach suppertime, and save my little boy such pain?
We lay down in our bed, but sleep was not an option. How can I sleep when my baby isn’t here? He should be upstairs in his own bed, sucking his thumb contentedly, dreaming of trucks, and cars, and what he was going to play with tomorrow. After a few hours of tossing and turning in make-believe slumber, the phone rang. It was the hospital calling with an update. Nothing had changed.
After robotically taking a shower and dressing, we headed back to the hospital with my parents again. The day was spent taking turns going into Philip’s room and sitting with him, talking to him, rubbing his arms and holding his hands. At least, he felt warmer to me today. My cousin arrived sometime in the afternoon insisting on seeing Philip. She and I went into the now familiar room and she burst into tears. I tried to console her as best I could, to let her know he wasn’t in pain and it was going to be all right. What was I saying? Why did I think I knew what the outcome was going to be? Why was I consoling someone else? I thought about this much later and I think I just felt it was my job to keep everyone else afloat. It gave me something to do. I didn’t want sadness. I’m sure it was still the wall I had built around me to protect my heart. Ten years later, though, this same cousin lost her own son to crib death. What was the connection there or was there even one? Death reaches out its grimy hands and touches us all.
Late afternoon we determined to go home again. There wasn’t anything more we could do at the hospital and we hadn’t seen the other boys since the night of the accident. Merely seeing the trio’s lively, healthy faces gave me some much needed optimism. We watched them play as if they didn’t understand the seriousness of the situation. That was okay; there would be plenty of time for that later. While there, we received word that the hospital was trying to locate us, and needed us to return as soon as possible. Philip’s brain activity had been reduced dramatically and decisions were going to have to be made. Eventually, the activity ceased to exist.
This time we rode with my uncle and aunt who volunteered to take us. My Dad was physically and emotionally exhausted, so my uncle stepped in, of which I was truly grateful. At an earlier time in our lives, while living in Florida, my oldest son fell out of a tree and cracked his head open. This same uncle and aunt along with another uncle and aunt had been visiting us for the afternoon. My husband was at work at the time, so my two uncles toted us to the closest hospital, where he preceded to get stitches. The doctors were astounded that he had survived the fall. Living with active boys is a daily adventure!
As soon as we rushed into the now familiar hospital, the doctor came into the room and spoke about how Philip was going to die real soon; how he was only being kept alive by the respirator now. He wanted us to talk with someone about our options .This was when we were approached by hospital personnel about donating his organs.
Chapter 4 – Donation: A Continuation of Life
At that time organ donation wasn’t as well known as it is today. Now you can fill out information over the internet or sign up at the local Department of Motor Vehicles while getting your driver’s license. If involved in a tragic accident, the decision has already been made, taking the burden off of the family.
Organ and Tissue donation began in 1869 by a Swiss surgeon named Jacques Louis Reverdin who transplanted one person’s tissue to another human being.
The first corneal transplant was performed in 1906 by Dr. Edward Zirm followed by the first living-related kidney transplant not until almost 50 years later, in 1954. This procedure was carried out by Drs. Joseph Murray and John Harrison at Peter Bent Brigham Hospital where both the donor and recipient were identical twins. Lung, liver, heart, and pancreas transplants followed over the next 30 years with the small intestine being the latest organ to be transplanted in 1991.
In 1984 the National Organ Transplant Act (NOTA) was established to ban the selling of organs and tissues. At the same time the Organ Procurement and Transplantation Network (OPTN) was formed. Their mission is to ensure the U.S. organ transplant system is run efficiently and successfully.
According to the OPTN, there are 107,099 registrations for organs in United States with numbers rising daily; kidneys being in the most demand. Almost fourteen thousand have been waiting 5 or more years and 3,846 are in the less than 30 days category. The highest age bracket of people is between 50 and 64 in the amount of 47,530 compared with only 169 in the lowest bracket of under 1 year old. These people, children and adults, may not survive another month, week, or day without a successful transplant. Each and every one is depending on the tragedy of someone else for the purpose of lengthening their own days.
We immediately responded favorably to the request. To me, it seemed the only logical thing to do. We signed the correct papers and the transplanting procedures were thoroughly explained to us. We went into Philip’s room for the final time to say our last farewells. I said good-bye without truly realizing how final of a step this was. My husband and I clung sorrowfully to each other, eventually tearing ourselves away so they could take Philip to surgery to remove the organs that could still be functional in another body. Philip’s little body had too many broken pieces that couldn’t be repaired by human hands. He would have been happy to share with someone else what he could no longer utilize.
The one thing I regret is not being able to hold my son as he took his last breath. Because they had to rush him into surgery to remove his usable organs, this wasn’t possible. I didn’t realize until much later how strong that desire had been. We said our farewells, but it wasn’t the same as if I could have cuddled with him on my lap just for a few final moments. Philip was pronounced dead at 7:40pm on June 27, 1993.
Some time ago, our cat, Sylvester, had to be euthanized. Even though some people would say that he’s just an animal and can’t compare to that of a human, he was a part of our family. A lot of the same feelings I’d had with Philip returned as we drove back to the veterinarian hospital knowing what was going to happen once we arrived. This time I insisted on holding him for a few minutes. He surprisingly put his paws slightly around my neck in a hug as if he could sense what would occur next, as if he knew what I needed. We were allowed to continue to touch his black and white furry body as he quietly ceased breathing and his eyes glossed over. It was a heartbreaking ride home and the next few weeks were difficult. For some reason, the act of holding Sylvester slightly eased the regret of not being able to embrace my son.
The Gift of Life Michigan is the organization we allowed to find new housing for Philip’s organs. The organization began in 1971 and has helped so many people to find new hope for living a normal life.
All correspondence is done unanimously putting no pressure on either the donor family or the recipient. If an organ recipient wants to contact the donor family, a note is sent to the Gift of Life, who in turn, transfers it to the donor’s family. I received one such letter within a couple of months from a person who received one of Philip’s kidneys. He was extremely thankful for his second chance at life.
Just recently I contacted the Gift of Life Michigan to find any further information on Philip’s organs. After 15 years I was curious to know how the recipients were doing. Within 24 hours I had an answer. The person who I had received a note from had passed away in 1996 with no cause of death given. They impressed how fortunate that person was to have had at least 3 more years of life due to Philip’s death.
The other kidney recipient is a female who is doing well, but has had a second kidney transplant. They don’t know how long she used Philip’s kidney before her body rejected it and needed a replacement. Both of his kidneys improved the lives of two other people even if only for a short time. The corneas of his eyes were transplanted also, but I have no further records of who received them.
This was all made possible because of the tragedy of Philip’s death. Could this be why he had to die?
Chapter 5 – A Caring Community
There was nothing more for us to do at the hospital. It was the end, and yet the beginning, of learning how to survive each day. Breathing, blinking, scratching an itch, sneezing, just putting one foot in front of the other, all became normal body functions that no longer felt normal. Everything was either a numb automatic movement or an exuberant amount of energy extended for no purpose. All the way home, we cried in the back seat of my relative’s car, speaking very little.
Upon returning home, the news had already spread in the small town in which we lived. Our community consisted of mostly locally owned and operated businesses where on any morning the local bakery would find the regulars sipping coffee and discussing the latest news. Only in recent years had a couple of fast food restaurants been added. One stoplight in the middle of town controlled the daily flow of citizens going to work, parents taking their children to school, or occasionally a tractor or combine on its way to the local grain elevator or nearby field. A horse-pulled Amish buggy could be seen traveling through town on its way to the grocery store. Young drivers who had received their much anticipated driver’s license on the day they turned 16 used Main Street as a nightly cruise or sometimes drag strip.
Part of living in a small town is everyone knows everyone else’s business. That fact can be good; it shows the connectivity of a caring community. But at other times it can be an annoyance, depending on the amount of privacy you desire. As my sons quickly grew, became teenagers and began driving, I consistently reminded them of this wee bit of information warning them, “There’s no use in getting into any trouble and thinking you’re going to get away with it, because I’m going to know about it in 24 hours or less. So don’t do anything you can’t tell me about.”
We started receiving food the next morning-enough food for the whole street. Plates of cookies, pans of cake and brownies, casseroles, donuts, lunchmeat and cheese trays, pizza, and fruit baskets crowded into our home where no one felt the urge to eat. Why do people bring food when someone succumbs? Will filling your stomach take away the ache in your heart? If you put the attention on another part of your body, will it lessen the feeling that is getting the most concentration at the moment?
We were grateful for all the food. There were always people around, and they seemed to be able to eat. I picked only enough to keep me from fainting. Other acts of kindness were shown, too. Our huge lawn was kept neatly mowed for the next couple of weeks. The grass kept on growing, the flowers needed to be watered, the garden needed to be weeded and the vegetables picked. All these things kept on growing even though my baby no longer would. How can this be?
Funeral arrangements had to be made. A casket needed to be picked out. This would be the housing for my son’s physical body from now on. Does it really matter what it looks like? It will be preventing me from being able to cast my eyes on my little one anymore. Whether it’s made of the finest materials is insignificant. Funeral homes are like a one-stop shopping experience. You can choose everything required for a standard funeral including a suit or dress if you’re from out of town and didn’t pack the correct clothing. When my grandfather died, our local funeral parlor gave the option of purchasing a teddy bear lovingly sewn from the deceased person’s favorite article of clothing by a local seamstress.
Details had to be attended to. A dentist appointment had to be terminated. The other boys still had activities that we had to cancel, postpone or go through with. The weekend after the funeral was the big Fourth of July celebration in town and one of my sons was supposed to play in a baseball tournament. He had been looking forward to it for days. The coach of his team wanted to replace him out of respect, but after speaking with him convinced him to allow my son to play. I didn’t want to take something away from him that he so desired to do. Bodily activity helps to take your mind off of things and makes you physically tired instead of just mentally and emotionally exhausted. Trying to keep some normalcy in the boys’ lives was my goal. We attended the game as a family, even though one of us was missing.
Family and friends were constantly surrounding us. They offered their ears, their shoulders, their voices, their memories; whatever they could give. We were encircled by love and concern that continued long after the funeral. For brief moments I would forget why we were together. Whose birthday or anniversary are we celebrating? Is it Christmas or Easter? Those are occasions when my family was always gathered, but in happy spirits, not sadness.
My father had been an ambulance driver in his earlier years, before you had to be an EMT. He would receive calls sometimes in the middle of the night to the scene of an accident or to a person’s home. Living in our small town where everyone knew everyone else made this hard for Dad sometimes, especially at tragic car accidents. He talks about the worst being an accident where the car burned. He says he will never forget the smell of burning flesh.
Later, he started driving the hearse to pick up retired bodies and bring them back to the funeral home. He has many stories to tell about his escapades, especially when my mother or brother rode along. He insisted on picking up Philip’s body from the hospital the day after he died and bringing him back to our home town. This was difficult for him, but it was something he wanted to do. Physically performing a deed helps us to survive mentally. He wanted Philip to be handled by loving and knowing hands.
Chapter 6 –Visitation: Words and More Words
The first visitation was for family only. My first impression when I looked at Philip was that he looked so natural, as if he was only sleeping and any minute would open his eyes, smile, and ask for something to eat. He looked so peaceful and innocent, as if he had never picked on his brothers or started an argument. The suit we had chosen to put him in was a little snug. He had apparently grown since he’d last worn it. He was at that age where a couple of months can make a big difference in growth. My little man looked as if he was ready for a business interview, something he would never have the opportunity of participating in. We spent a few minutes with him before people started arriving. The beautiful bouquets of flowers surrounding the white with gold trim casket we had chosen signified the many thoughtful friends in this close-knit community we resided.
One of the arrangements was encased in a child’s metal pickup truck. He would have enjoyed that one, filling up the bed with blocks, little people, or whatever would fit, pushing his load of merchandise across the carpeted room to the destination of his choice, drop the load and return for more. All of this would be accompanied by the lifelike motor sounds of a real truck. If he was outside, a lot of dirt, pine needles and pebbles could be transported from one area to another or he could just shove it around the dusty circle driveway leaving impressive tire tracks behind.
A miniature bat and baseball were inserted in another array of blossoms symbolizing his involvement in T-ball. His team members had individually signed a baseball with that crooked, simple printing of innocent 7-year olds. This, along with his navy blue baseball cap, was lovingly placed by his side. He didn’t like his cap to fall off, so when he was wearing it, he would pull it as far down on his head as he could. This would make his little ears protrude out the sides. We would try to get him to lift it up a little to free his bent-over ears, but he insisted this was the best way to wear a baseball cap. When the wind picked up during an eventful game, he didn’t want to have to chase it around the field. No sir, it was staying put!
Watching a T-ball game is an adventure in humor. These little people have the attention span of an ant, multiplied by the energy of a power plant, so if they are not batting, there must be something more exciting to do than standing somewhere in the outfield waiting for a ball to head in their direction. Throwing stones, picking grass, digging holes, tossing gloves in the air, and chasing each other, are amongst the activities you may witness at such an event. Then there’s the child who when the ball does finally come to him, decides chasing that speeding sphere that has whizzed on by, reaching over, picking it up, and throwing it to someone else is extremely too much effort. He’s already put in an eight hour day of vigorous play and has suddenly become exhausted beyond belief. Plopping down right where he is with a dramatic thud and waiting for his playmate to do the retrieving is a much better idea.
I had always taught my boys to swing at a ball that I was pitching to them, so when they began T-ball, it was a different ball game. My whole family is sports-minded and naturally talented, but only as a way of having fun. I remember as a child, my mom and dad and brothers and anyone in the neighborhood getting together for a pick-up game of baseball, softball or kickball. So many good times were spent on the grassy lawn where bases and the pitcher’s mound were patches of dirt where grass used to survive.
My brothers both played minor league and little league baseball, and as I got older I joined a church league softball team. We were never seriously competitive, so if we won, “great”, if we didn’t, “oh well.” It was only natural for me to teach my sons how to participate in the same activities that brought me so much joy. I spent many hours with each of them pitching hard plastic balls (they hurt less when they hit you!) or just playing catch. In their minds, there were never enough hours in a day to spend playing ball.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/424 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!