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Widowed Fathers




All they want is for you to be


the daughter that you might have been


if this were 1942,


to stay in the black-and-white house


and come softly down the shadowy stairwell


to sit on the couch with them, and watch the silence.





Dad, you say, please,


and you want to give them the world,


show them it’s not so bad, good things to eat


in it, and shared music, maybe some live


entertainment, schmaltzy and outdated.





But they say no, thank you,


no world, and they do


the same thing every day,


go get the newspaper, and feed the cat,


resenting the way it rubs against their ankles


the way it did your mother’s,


the same supper every day with the evening news.





You send them tea from England,


cookies from Norway,


you find these things unopened


when you come for Christmas


on the pantry shelves,


I was saving them, they say


embarrassedly, for you





Then they die, and there you are,


standing empty-handed,


your past snipped clean off,


the cat to feed.


—Janet McCann


College Station, TX

























1
HERE WE GO LOOP-DE-LOOP




The Journey into the Unknown



Twice a year, once in the spring and once in the fall, on the anniversaries of my parents’ deaths, I travel to the cemetery on the other side of town. Once there, I kneel beside the carved stone beneath which lie their remains, and I tend to the few small plants growing there.


The actual gardening requirements of a six-foot-square patch of real estate are modest: a bit of weeding, sweeping away some leaves that blew there from a nearby tree, and crushing a few clods of dirt back into the soil. I work with bare hands, smelling the earth and feeling the moist ground on my fingers and knees. I hear traffic passing on the road beyond the cemetery fence. Out of the corner of my eye, I see hillsides covered with other stone markers.


I don’t go there to garden. I don’t go there to visit my parents, either. There’s nothing of them there. In fact, there’s nothing of them anywhere at all. Maybe that’s why I go to that spot, which, like me, carries their name. It is a place I go to spend time with memories. I’ll sit for a while and wonder about many things, especially about the strange experience of having become an orphan as an adult.


I have only one vivid memory of the day my father died. I hold it in my mind like a black-and-white snapshot in which I am standing beside my car, staring at the green plastic bag containing his things that a nurse had handed me as I was leaving the hospital. I’m not moving in this picture. I am just standing there, staring. No sound. No odors. No sensations. No comprehension.


My father died in 1980, at the age of eighty-two, days after being operated on for a newly discovered malignant intestinal obstruction. There having been only six days between his diagnosis and his death, I struggled to find some meaning in my rapid transformation from a man with a father who was slow moving and alert to a man with a gaunt and disoriented father to a man with a wasted and comatose father to a man with no father at all.


Soon after his body was taken away, as I was standing in his suddenly very empty hospital room, I asked his doctor why an operation had been attempted on someone as old and weak as my father had been. This doctor, who had tended to our family for many years, rested his hand lightly on my arm, looked me directly in the eye, and, with an earnest tone and straight face, said, “We had to operate on him. Don’t you understand? Your father wouldn’t have lived a week if we hadn’t.”


I didn’t know it yet, but this conversation was a harbinger of the surreal time of life I was entering: a time of transition from always having had two parents to, ultimately, forever having none.


On the day we buried my father’s remains, I was uncertain whether my mother understood that he had died. Earlier that year she had abruptly become forgetful and confused, and by the time my father died, she was quite demented. Sitting down with me in her living room after we returned from the cemetery, she smiled sweetly and began looking around, her head slowly bobbing as though keeping time to a song only she could hear. In a tiny voice, she asked no one in particular, “Haven’t they done a lovely job of decorating?”


It was like visiting a strange place with a stranger. Perhaps in an attempt to summon her back, I teased, “Oh come on, Mom. Do you mean to tell me that on top of everything else, you are starting to have problems with your memory?”


Her head became still, and she turned toward me. For the first time in months, and the last time ever, her eyes were focused and clear. In the thick Russian accent I knew so well, she said, “Yes. And I’m so sorry, but I’d like to stay that way.”


She smiled fondly as her eyes began to fill with tears. Her head resumed its bobbing and then slowly began turning from side to side. Gradually her eyes defocused, became dry, and, once again, she was a stranger.


Always a woman of her word, she did stay that way, although probably not so much because of any decision she had made, until she began to get worse. Over the next four years, she grew increasingly frail and senile. By the end of her life, in 1984, she was one of those crazy old ladies about whom she had always said with a shudder, “I hope I never become like that.”


On the day I buried her, the by-now-familiar cemetery hillside of flowers, stone, and grass was once again blemished by a deep rectangular hole. It was as though this very spot, just like my life, was ruptured again, the once-familiar and continuous now open and raw.


Beside the hole was a pile of dirt covered with a green cloth. Some folding wooden chairs had been set up nearby by someone who knew that mourners need a place to sit. In them were my parents’ friends, old people whose heads all turned toward me as I approached. I was, after all, the male child, expected to say the memorial prayers when a parent dies in traditional Jewish society.


My family, however, had never observed the religion of our ancestors, so I knew no prayers. And there were no parents there to take charge, so I just stood there, awkwardly staring back, my eyes burning from held-back tears, as my parents’ friends sat staring at me. I closed my eyes.


I felt six years old. I remembered being six. A supermarket had just opened in our neighborhood. Until then, we had had to go many blocks to a farmer’s market for our meat and produce. Shopping was a daily activity. But now, my parents had said, we could get fresh food right in the neighborhood.


I remember two important events from my young life involving that store. The first was my introduction to the automatically opening grocery store door that opened as you passed through a beam of light. It was like magic. “Swish” it opened. “Swish” it closed. Nothing to do but keep walking. I remember standing there, in astonishment, as my normally dignified and shy father circled in and out of the store, his long wool coat flapping behind his slightly stooped back. In the “in” door and out the “out” door, he strode, the swishing and clattering doors punctuating his breathless demonstration of this latest development by “dece ah-mace-ink Ah-mer-ee-kance.” I had never witnessed such animation from my father. That day we walked home holding hands.


The other event, the one I was probably reminded of in the cemetery, was when, wandering among the aisles and studying the colorful merchandise on the shelves and the debris on the floor with equal interest, I suddenly realized that my mother and I were no longer together. My body went cold, my breathing stopped, and my eyes burned. I remembered that panic so clearly, when I ran up and down the aisles screaming, “Mommy. Mommy. Mommy.” I remembered seeing a pair of lady’s legs and a skirt. Sobbing, I ran right into them and dove for safety.


Wrong lady. Struggling to keep her balance, she asked, “What’s the matter, honey, have you lost your mommy?”


Just then, my worried-looking mother came around the end of the aisle and reclaimed me, roughly pulling me back to our grocery cart.


It did not matter that I felt six years old in the cemetery. I knew there would be no tearful reunion this time. No scolding, huge-hugging, treat-buying, hand-holding conclusion to the adventure. No return to the familiar. No smiling materialization. No embrace. No funny story at dinner.


And there sat those old people beside my parents’ grave. If any of them had asked me that same question, “What’s the matter, honey, have you lost your mommy?” I could have begun sobbing then, too.


There is no experience quite as stunning as when there is nothing where something has always been. To try and imagine the absence of something is to imagine the thing itself, not the hole left behind. Especially when that thing has the first face you probably ever saw, spoke the first words you ever heard, and whose touch has comforted and guided and corrected and made you safe since the beginning of time.


Parents just are. They are a constant in the lives of their children. From an infant’s first gasping breaths, parents, or some other adult parental figures with whom the infant can bond, must consistently and effectively provide or the infant does not survive. Oxygen, liquids, food, rest, protection from predators and extremes of temperature—these are the basics without which children will not long exist. They are a continuous necessity; monitoring them requires constant vigilance. The image of the timeless parent is inseparable from the essentials that they furnish.


I began investigating the subject of adult parental bereavement. I read most of what’s been written on the subject in the popular, medical, and psychological literature surprisingly quickly—a comment on the dearth of material rather than on my reading speed.


I found the material quite interesting, but what was even more interesting was how little material there was. This was a surprise because, after all, parental death is the single most common cause of bereavement in this country. Nearly 12 million adults, or 5 percent of the population, lose a parent each year. Numerically, parental death has the highest incidence in the “death of a family member” category. Parental loss is not the province of an unfortunate few. It is the ultimate equal-opportunity experience, requiring nothing other than children not predeceasing their parents.


Nonetheless, the term “death of a family member,” at least as it is used in the psychological and medical literature, is most likely to refer to the death of a spouse. It is next most likely to refer to the death of a child. It is significantly less likely to refer to death of a parent, and it virtually never refers to death of a sibling.


When someone writes about the effects of parental death on adults, they typically focus on the ramifications of the loss of parent(s) during childhood. There are studies, reports, and essays on the dreams of the dying, the mental status of those who provide care to the dying, the various ways people die, the various choices people can and should be able to make regarding their own dying, and even bereavement following the loss of a pet (people in this last category have their own group support network).


These subjects, like all other aspects of the human condition, are interesting, important, and worthy of investigation. But I do keep wondering why becoming an orphan as an adult receives so little attention.


As a psychologist, I have witnessed many people becoming orphans as adults, and they always describe significant life change associated with that loss. The accompanying feelings most often are described as being “surprisingly intense,” a phrase that implies, “I know this isn’t a big deal for most people, but it sure is a big deal to me.”


Parental loss is inevitable, and everyone seems to agree that it is a crisis. So why is it not talked about much, not written about much, not studied much?


“There appears to be impatience with the grief of a bereaved adult child,” writes Catherine Sanders in Grief: The Mourning After, a 1989 examination of types of loss. “People rarely inquire into the personal feelings of these bereaved or acknowledge their grief after a week or two, as though it does not require much attention or long-term reaction. Adult orphaned children must keep their feelings to themselves and mourn in secret.”


Sanders further suggests that little attention is devoted to the study of the effect of the death of parents on surviving adult children because this is regarded as part of the “natural order of universal dynamics.” Why, however, this would be considered more a part of the natural order than any other more widely researched or discussed subject of less frequency, like the loss of a spouse or a child, is a mystery to me.


Can it be, wonder Miriam and Sidney Moss, among the very few researchers with more than one publication on this topic, that we value youth so much that the lives and deaths of older people decrease in social value? If so, perhaps the expression of grief at the loss of a very old person is considered less socially meaningful, with the expectation being that the mourner needs less comfort.


Or might it be, I sometimes wonder, that the growing value our society puts on the rights and privileges of individuals has progressed to such an extent that we have become preoccupied with ourselves, our own rights, and our own comforts at the expense of any compassionate involvement with one another? Such intense focus on ourselves leaves little room in our hearts for experience other than our own, let alone the disruptive and confusing emotions of others. The suffering of others—to which we cannot relate and from which we therefore believe we will be spared—begins to bear no relevance for us. We are unmoved by it. It is an annoyance and a bother. We just want the sufferer to “get over it.”


We in Western culture currently consider death formidable and avoidable. We avoid thinking about it. We avoid preparing for it. We almost never talk about it, and when we do, we avoid saying its name.


A few years ago, I asked one of my daughter’s friends from childhood if she wanted to go with us to the funeral of someone we all knew. She replied, “No, that’s all right. Thanks anyway, but I don’t do that death thing.”


It sounded funny. So charmingly naive. But the more I think about it, the more I think that most of us don’t do “that death thing.”


People have told me that they even consider death an insult, the ultimate humiliation, a contradiction to life. Physicians, who on a daily basis deal with issues of life and death, have told me that they don’t like to admit that the best they can do is relieve discomfort and postpone death. Rather, they prefer to call what they do “saving lives.”


We avoid looking at death directly, as if trying to avoid eye contact with the playground bully, in the belief that if he doesn’t notice us, he’ll leave us alone. And yet the more we try to avoid facing the bully, the more menacing he becomes.


I believe our attitude toward death is a fairly recent development in the history of Western culture. As recently as the beginning of this century, death was considered a feature of ordinary life. Families were large, usually tightly knit. Everyone lived close by. Someone was always being born, and someone was always dying. Both happened at home. There was hardly a year during which some close relative did not succumb. Corpses of the young and the old alike were prepared for burial by the family, laid out in the parlor, and collectively mourned.


But we in contemporary Western culture try to have as little to do with death as we can. We exclude the dying from family life; they are dispatched to the hospital. We no longer wash and dress the dead, nor do we surrender our homes to their remains; all that is handled now by the funeral industry. We no longer even suspend our routines to grieve—a few days off and then it’s back to work. Death has been sanitized and institutionalized.


Our economic and political philosophies stress the individual. We cherish ourselves and each other. We celebrate living. We treasure opportunities. We hold that people have rights, paramount among which are the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, unfettered by distinctions of class, race, gender, religion, or national origin as in the past. We reject such limits. We reject all limits.


We celebrate life, and we leave death out of the party.


We grow up being told, “You can become anything you want to be.” We are never told, “Actually, there is an end to your pursuit, no matter how accomplished or grand or fulfilled you become. Its name is death.” Our image of life, and of ourselves, does not embrace this, the ultimate in equal opportunity.


Traditional limits just no longer apply. The food we all eat is now produced by a tiny fraction of our population. Ordinary people own and control huge tracts of land, factories, or other means of production. Actual work is done by machines. Modern methods of storing and transporting have made accumulation possible—the more, the better. All of this was inconceivable a century ago. Virtually boundless wealth can be amassed. What once would have been called greed is now considered a sign of success.


We grow up being told, “The sky’s the limit.” We are never told, “Actually, there is an outer boundary to your attainment, no matter how much you manage to accumulate, and its name is death.”


No longer are we at the mercy of people in specialized positions of authority with esoteric access to secret knowledge. Someone with nominal research skills can now learn as much as a doctor knows about a particular medical condition, including alternative treatment methods and the side effects of specific medications.


Illumination is available to everyone, but we have little curiosity about the contents of life’s shadows. We grow up being told, “Your knowledge is limited only by your imagination.” We are never told, “Actually, there is an outer boundary to what can be known, a dimension of the truth that shall forever evade understanding, and its name is death.”


Travel used to be limited to the physical endurance of a person or the animal on which the person rode. Now, any of us could replicate Marco Polo’s journey and be home in time for supper on the supersonic overnight flight. What was formerly unthinkable has become routine, and the formerly amazing has become ordinary.


Time and space are now malleable ideas rather than absolute limits of reality. If we miss seeing the big play of the game, it’ll be shown on the instant replay. If we wish we’d seen it from another angle, they’ll show that, too. If we’re too busy to go see a movie, it’ll be on television. If we’re too busy to watch the broadcast, we can just program the VCR. Death. Finality. Such unfashionable notions are just too confining for us and our advanced ways.


But inevitably, death comes and takes a loved one. Shocking! A blow to our understanding of our big and powerful masters-of-the-universe selves. And when death first comes, typically, it takes one of our parents.


It is a cultural fiction that parental death is an incidental experience of adult life. If one of the purposes of culture is to provide us with a map—navigational assistance as we move into each stage of life—then this particular bit of misinformation beguiles us. Imagine a map that failed to correctly show a huge turn in the road, beyond which lay a dramatically different terrain in which many road signs change meaning. Perhaps this cultural falsehood supports and promotes certain social and material values, but it does not serve us well since it so poorly equips us for the actual experience when it occurs.


The maps of antiquity were drawn with borders of dragons and serpents to differentiate the known terrain, with its explored forests and rivers, from the vast and yet unexplored territories beyond, filled with the fearsome dangers that always seem to lurk in the unknown. Our culture does not supply a map with a border of dragons to warn us that things will be different beyond a certain point. As a result, each of us is caught by surprise when we move beyond the limit of our parents’ lives.


My daughter’s college boyfriend told me that as a child, he had assumed most grown-ups got over the death of their parents within two weeks. He had concluded this, reasonably enough, from his observations in high school that teachers whose parents died generally took a leave of absence for about two weeks and then returned to work appearing none the worse for wear. He had always worried, he said, because he believed it was going to be a bigger deal for him than that.


Within months of my mother’s death, it appeared I had gotten my life pretty much back “on course.” The financial matters had been turned over to lawyers, my parents’ distant friends had been notified, the “stuff” had been distributed, and both my sister and I were doing fine. About eight months later, however, my mood suddenly began to deteriorate. Ordinarily optimistic and cheerful, I became sullen and withdrawn. I lost weight, developed difficulty concentrating, and became easily confused. Strange and somewhat troubling, this gradual unraveling was best defined by its vagueness. It didn’t appear to be “about” anything. Although I could characterize the mood with words like “vexed,” “woeful,” “melancholy,” and “despondent,” I could neither attribute it to a cause nor organize it around any issues.


I made an appointment with my doctor when this odd feeling persisted into its fourth week. I was concerned that having such a strange and unfocused feeling descend on me for no apparent reason and with no particular form might indicate a disease. Might I have a brain tumor? Was I developing diabetes? Was I going crazy?


As I stood downstairs in the medical office building waiting for an elevator, I stared out through the glass doors into the street. It was a bright and sunny day and the colorfully dressed pedestrians provided a diversion as they passed by the huge glass doors that lined the front of the building. The “ding” of the arriving elevator to my left only slightly drew my attention to the periphery of my visual field as I heard the elevator door open. I gasped before even registering what I saw.


I recognized the feeling, immediately. I remembered it from when I was a child, from the time when I couldn’t find my mother in the new neighborhood grocery store with the automatic doors. I remembered it from when I carried her cremated remains to the grave on the day of her burial.


As I watched the three very tiny old ladies shuffle out of the elevator, pass me in the lobby, and go out into the sunshine, I had tears in my eyes for the first time since my mother died.


In the doctor’s office, I began describing the strange mood shifts and other changes of the past months, while in the back of my mind I pondered what had just happened. The doctor asked, “What do you suppose has been going on?”


I unhesitatingly answered, “Nothing. Nothing is going on. Particularly the ‘Nothing’ that remains now that both of my parents are dead. And this ‘nothing’ keeps on going on.”


Only then was I able to begin facing and actively grieving over the losses of my parents and all the precious protective illusions that had died with them.


In these past years, I have been asking and learning quite a lot about what happens when adults become orphans. For the most part, I have learned that the relationship between children and their parents, regardless of its quality or content, is unbreakable by death. Parents play an entirely unique role: Whatever else can be said about them, they are the first and the most prominent continuous certainty in our lives. We are aware of them before we become aware of anything else. We have gotten used to them before we even learn of life’s other constants like the sun, the moon, or the ground.


Whatever our relationship with them and however well or poorly we get along, parents project an illusion of permanence, a constancy that suggests life to be a knowable, reliable, trustworthy, and, therefore, feasible endeavor.


It’s not that we see parents as impregnable. Throughout our lives, we see them beset by all kinds of life hazards. We watch them get sick—a cold in summer, the flu in winter, headache, sore throat, infection. They may get injured. They feel lousy. For a while. And then we watch them get better. They may not always get completely better. They might limp or have a scar, but for the most part, we see them go beyond injury and persevere, and our belief in parental durability is buttressed every time.


Their infirmities may be disruptive to regular family life; they may be inconvenient; they may even be frightening. But, throughout our lives, we see parental sickness as transient. Parents, on the other hand, are enduring.


But ultimately, the phone rings or a letter arrives or we visit the hospital, and we are told that our parents, sick or injured, won’t bounce back. We may watch them linger, impaired for a while, before they start to decline, or they may go quickly, even unexpectedly. How ever it happens, without exception, parents die.


And as we watch them vanish, slipping beyond our grasp, we feel a part of that innocent sense of safety and security, unwittingly based on a lifetime’s exposure to the appearance of parental permanence, vanishing as well.


The playground bully finally gets us.


And then a lot may begin to change. At a minimum, parental death in midlife elicits lingering feelings of loneliness, memories of former losses, unresolved conflicts, and doubts concerning life’s purpose.


Interpersonal relationships may be affected. There is frequently upheaval in a love relationship within months of one of the partners’ losing a parent. Family roles among siblings may be reassigned as patterns of intimacy, caring, commitment, family identity, and support are reorganized. Old friendships sometimes wither. New friendships may form.


How we think and spend time may change. For instance, by 1900, Mary Kingsley had explored and chronicled hundreds of miles of the wild Ogowe and Rembwe Rivers in West Africa, places no European had ever been. She began this unusual occupation shortly after both her parents died. Likewise, Sigmund Freud announced the “discovery” of the Oedipus complex, a theory about the male child’s struggle with the image of his father, one year after the death of his own father.


There is a sudden awareness of no longer being someone’s child, which carries with it a loss of childhood altogether. Feeling “adult,” a member of the eldest generation, brings the chilling knowledge that there is now no one between us and death. Without exception, those with whom I have spoken soon after the death of their second parent have said to me, “I just realized that I am the next in line to die.”


There may even be changes in health and mental health associated with parental loss. There is research that suggests that the death of a parent is a significant precursor to mental disorder for both men and women. There is, in fact, a significant increase in suicide rates within a month of the anniversary of parental death. Mortality rates, in general, among recently bereaved relatives is seven times greater than normal within six months of the death.


Mourning is not just the process of getting over a loss and getting on with one’s life. It is a transition. And change is the hallmark of transition.


Although the process of mourning may gradually approach resolution, the grief is never over. Memories and feelings associated with parents occur many times throughout the years following their deaths. For some, these may be welcome visits from the beloved departed. For others, or at other times, they may, instead, seem like painful and frightening hauntings.


Sometimes memories occur when the survivor least expects them. While walking to my office recently, I overtook a sixtyish woman who works in the same building as I do. We know each other only casually from seeing one another and exchanging pleasantries in the elevators and coffee shop through the years. I know her name. She knows mine.


It was a pleasant spring day and we walked together, making small talk. Invariably cheerful and outgoing, she innocently inquired about the large package I was carrying. Since it contained materials for this book, I answered by mentioning the subject of losing parents as adults. I heard her sucking in breath. She grew quiet and slowed her stride. Finally, clearing her throat and wiping her eyes, she began to speak about the loss of her father, twenty years previously, and the enormous impact his, and her mother’s, death had had on her. I responded with a brief description of my own losses and their effects on me. We walked those last few blocks more slowly, each holding on to and comforted by the unanticipated discovery of our shared experience.


Since that day, I am aware that those I pass while walking to my office may also have already crossed the threshold of parental loss. How helpful it would be, I think, if we knew about each other and the common features of our experiences. How might it be for the others, those still inside the margins of the conventional map, if they knew what awaits them and what constitutes the boundary.


What would it be helpful for them to know? Can they be informed that becoming an orphan is part of being an adult, that it is likely to happen to all of us, that many others have gone there, and that the journey into this alien experience is already somewhat charted? Might those of us already traversing the dragon-filled territory beyond the border of life’s map reassure those still in the familiar terrain of living parents that pathways through the unexplored abound and that the land of serpents is not dangerous, however frightful it may appear?


So, twice a year, once in the spring and once in the fall, after I travel to a cemetery on the other side of town, I sit against a warm headstone and, looking out where so many others have buried their parents, wonder about many things, especially about how strange an experience it is to have become an orphan as an adult.







Remembering My Father




We’re sitting on the porch swing



and it’s way after dark,



the summer night is a soft blanket, so



tell me again about going on the train.




Let’s pretend



Mama hasn’t died yet



I never grew up and went away



(making you laugh and cry

packing jeans for my honeymoon)



and never bore a baby boy



or offered to carry your visiting suitcase



at the station.



You said Wait till I’m eighty,



then you can.




O Daddy, you never got to eighty,



never did let your youngest



carry the suitcase



when you went on the train.




Tell me again in the quiet now



(the only sounds are the swing chains creaking

and June bugs pinging on the screen)



how to say moon in Spanish




and please once more

 about going on the train.


—Roberta Goodwin

Los Angeles, CA
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