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FOREWORD

by Kenneth J. Doka, PhD

WHEN I FIRST BEGAN to offer grief counseling thirty-five years ago, I expected to see widows and bereaved parents. Certainly, I thought, the loss of a lifelong mate or the loss of a child might tax the coping capacities of survivors and lead them to seek support and guidance. I was surprised that a third of my clients turned out to be adult children who had a parent or both parents die.

In retrospect, I should not have been so shocked. The death of a parent, even in adulthood, can be a severe loss. For many adults, it is our first significant loss—the first time we ever experience that roller coaster of grief. If these losses occur in adulthood, they come when we are relating to our parents differently. We begin to see them not as the awesome or awful people of our childhood, but as people like ourselves—struggling, sometimes flawed—and often we have a new appreciation for their role. It can seem unfair to lose them just as we are appreciating them, understanding them, or even caring for them. When the loss occurs when the bereaved is a child, the death can, indeed, define our lives.

The loss of a parent may even sharpen our awareness of our own mortality. There is a great gap between understanding that people die and internalizing the statement “Someday I will die.” As long as our parents are alive, we are buffered from the reality of death.

The death of a parent often creates a developmental push. When a parent dies, we may have to take on new responsibilities for the surviving parent, for other members of the family, or even for ourselves. When my father died, I realized that I would have to do the tedious work of reconciling my checkbook. He was a wizard with numbers, so whenever the checkbook did not balance, I would bring it to him. In both little and big things, we count on our parents. When one dies, we have to learn to count on ourselves.

When the second parent dies, things are even more complicated. Adult orphan seems like an oxymoron. In reality it is not. As long as parents are alive, no matter how old and successful we may be, we always know there is a place for us—with someone who has always cared. When our parents are gone, we are truly alone.

There are often other changes, as well. When both parents die, there is often a range of secondary losses. We may lose the family home. Holidays are different. Parents are often centering forces in the family—bringing the siblings together for birthdays and other occasions; now the axis is gone.

Sibling relationships may change in the wake. Parents may have been the glue that kept siblings together—the lid that kept tensions from spilling over. In some families, issues over inheritances expose  previous rifts, shattering a range of relationships and destroying the tenuous unity of the family.

This is why Allison Gilbert’s book Always Too Soon: Voices of Support for Those Who Have Lost Both Parents is such a gift. There is value in the stories she has so carefully collected. First, they offer validation. Throughout the year, I speak all over North America about grief and loss. Most times I am lecturing to professionals about counseling individuals who are experiencing some aspect of loss. Often I do lectures for the general public. There the predominant question is a version of “Am I going crazy?” These questioners often recount normal experiences that we have as we grieve—perhaps that up-and-down sense as we ricochet from one emotion of grief to another, or maybe the time it is taking to heal. In any case, we often, especially in our first experiences with grief, seem taken aback by the process. Hearing the stories of others reassures us that our feelings are shared. It answers the question “Am I going crazy?” with the quiet reaffirmation “No, you are only grieving.”

Second, these stories offer suggestions for coping. These can include areas such as how to manage family celebrations in the absence of someone we deeply loved, or more specific issues, such as who will sit in the chair that Dad normally sat in every Thanksgiving. As we read the pages ahead, we learn how others solved these same issues—large and small. This gives us ideas and thoughts that we can apply to our own struggles.

We do that, however, through the prism of our own self. Grief is a highly individual process, so the best way to absorb  these stories is to ask ourselves how we can apply the experiences of others to our own life and circumstances. Their choices may help inform our choices.

The strengths of these subjects may also remind us of our strengths. Look at what helped them—faith, friends, family. What will help us as we cope with the deaths of our parents?

Finally, these stories offer us hope. However horrendous the loss, however difficult the journey, the contributors in this book persevered. Their struggles inspire us. More than that, they promise that even in the midst of grievous loss, we can, do, and will survive.

 



—KENNETH J. DOKA, PHD

 




Dr. Kenneth J. Doka is a professor of gerontology at the Graduate School of The College of New Rochelle and senior consultant to the Hospice Foundation of America. Dr. Doka’s books include Living with Grief: Ethical Dilemmas at the End of Life; Living with Grief: Who We Are, How We Grieve; and Men Don’t Cry, Women Do: Transcending Gender Stereotypes of Grief, among many others. He has published more than sixty articles and book chapters. Dr. Doka is also editor of the professional grief journal Omega and the monthly newsletter Journeys, published by HFA.


You may visit Dr. Kenneth J. Doka at www.drkendoka.com.






NOTE

a special note from grief counselor Lois F. Akner, CSW

IT WOULD BE SIMPLER if there were one way to experience grief. Then it would follow that there would be one way to get through it, one thing that would help us all. Alas, that is hardly the case. Grief is at once universal and unique. And as is evidenced by the stories in this book, we each experience it through a filter that is made up of our own history, the relationship with the person who died, the circumstances of the death, our resources—both internal and external–our beliefs, and our culture.

For more than two decades I have run a workshop, Losing a Parent Is Hard at Any Age, at the 92nd Street Y, a large cultural institution in New York City that serves the community, from babies to seniors and everyone in between. The workshop began when the Y took notice that there were not many places adult children could go to talk about this particular loss. Because the loss of a parent is virtually inevitable, people wrongly assume that it also means we are always prepared for it.

In the years I have been running these groups, I have learned that some people come through the doors wanting to speak; a few just want to listen. Most people want to hear from others, to feel less alone and to normalize what they are going through. It is through telling our stories that we acknowledge that something important happened and that we want help making sense of it.

In the first session of every workshop, I ask each person to tell his or her story. I bring a box of tissues. People sometimes knowingly laugh when I put them out; I am acknowledging that I am here for them, ready to listen, that it’s okay to cry. It doesn’t matter how many of these opening remarks I have heard; it is always interesting to hear what people emphasize, how they begin, what they include, what they choose to leave out. I’m convinced that the men and women in my groups remember and value these personal stories more than any theoretical concept I could offer.


Always Too Soon unfolds with such understanding and warmth that you can actually imagine sitting across the table from everyone who contributed. People talk about intense, private feelings, things they saved, what made a difference to them, what they learned about themselves as they grieved. It is enormously comforting to be able to nod in recognition of a feeling, reaction, fear, or concern. How helpful it is to someone whose mother died in her eighties to hear that someone else thought the loss was also too soon. We are curious about how others cope.

Take this book and treat it like a friend. Spend time with the people in it; you can read it in private, reread it, cry, remember,  mourn, wrap yourself in your own memories triggered by something someone else has expressed. You will undoubtedly continue to find comfort in the lives, courage, and determination of the people you meet in this book long after you have put it down.

 



—LOIS F. AKNER, CSW

 




Lois F. Akner, CSW, is a psychotherapist specializing in family counseling. Since 1985, she has run a workshop called Losing a Parent Is Hard at Any Age at the 92nd Street Y in New York City. The author of How to Survive the Loss of a Parent: A Guide for Adults, Akner has appeared as a grief expert on numerous radio and television shows, including The Oprah Winfrey Show and Good Morning America. Akner is a member of National Association of Social Workers; the New York State Society for Clinical Social Work, Inc.; and the Academy of Certified Social Workers.







INTRODUCTION

by Allison Gilbert

 



 



 



MY FIRST PARENTLESS Thanksgiving came two months after my father died. My husband, eighteen-month-old son, and I went to my brother’s to spend the weekend with his family. Despite the smile I wore, the celebration was doomed before it started. I was thirty-one, and both my parents were gone. I didn’t feel old enough to be responsible for Thanksgiving. I was no longer somebody’s child going home for the holidays. Overnight, I had become a parentless parent, feeling, as a young mother, solely responsible for my son’s experience of Thanksgiving. I felt overwhelmed, and despite my husband’s and brother’s support, utterly alone.

I was also filled with self-centered anger. I felt a vicious jealousy of friends who talked openly about their plans for going to their parents’ homes for Thanksgiving. I questioned why their parents were alive and mine were dead.

My parents left me while I was in process. I had just begun to evolve from single adult to married woman with children. My parents left me responsible for passing on family stories and traditions.  They left me without a direct link to my childhood. They left me with many questions unanswered.

They left me before I was old enough to be left.
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My mom died from ovarian cancer when I was twenty-five. She knew and loved my then-fiancé, but died just before we were married. My sadness was so painful that I actually banned all mothers from my bridal changing room on my wedding day. Prohibiting my aunt and mother-in-law from entering was my way to keep from feeling the sting of my mother’s absence. It was self-defense.

The final months of my mother’s life, when she was the sickest and most frail, are now among my most treasured memories. I left my job as a writer and producer for a New York television station and moved home to live with her and my stepfather. There was no place now for the usual mother-daughter squabbles. My mother and I talked a lot. We remembered. I eagerly took on the responsibility of bathing her, ensuring that her IV flowed properly, and making sure the hospice nurse got a full report each morning. I played relaxing music, rubbed my mother’s feet and hands with lavender oil, and made sure she felt adored. I wanted her to know how much I loved her.

Growing up, my mother and I did not have an easy relationship. My parents divorced when I was six, and when I was a teenager I was angry that the new man in her life, my stepfather, invaded our  space and diverted her attention from me. Our fights left both my mother and me raw. Ultimately I accepted our new family dynamic, and my mother and I did more than just repair our damaged relationship: We became friends.

Ten years later, despite her weakening condition, our connection was even stronger. Now, as we were living under the same roof once again, the bond between us grew. She recited the recipes for my favorite childhood dishes, and I eagerly wrote them down. She shared a story about a necklace she had always worn when I was growing up; I never knew it was given to her by an old boyfriend. We sat on the couch, watched a “Best of Johnny Carson” video (her favorite comedian when I was a kid), and laughed out loud. We even went on a road trip to Brooklyn and found her childhood home. I didn’t know she was raised on Exeter Street in Manhattan Beach. Just eight weeks before she died, my mother threw me a wedding-size engagement party with a heated tent and elegant hors d’oeuvres. She encouraged me to invite anyone I pleased, and her guest list was equally extensive. My mother, who throughout my childhood had thrown much-anticipated holiday parties, held court. I didn’t want to recognize then that she was essentially throwing herself a goodbye party.


Overnight, I had become a parentless parent.



My mom wanted to make sure she got to choose who received certain scarves and pieces of her jewelry after she died. No one was forgotten. My aunt, stepfather, brother, and I had an oddly fun time  helping her; we laid everything out on her pool table, and the display spilled onto nearby tables and chairs. Each jewelry-and-scarf combination got a manila envelope, and we wrote the appropriate name of each recipient on the pouch. “My daughter-in-law, Randi,” “My old college friend, Henri,” “That nurse I liked so much.” They were to be given out during shivah (the Jewish period of mourning immediately following death) and afterward. A little present, my mom had joked, for coming.
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My love for my father was magnified after my mother died. I held on tight to my final parent. It was always clear I was my father’s daughter; we were both quick-tempered, stubborn redheads who possessed an inability to walk away from escalating conflicts. We had epic fights. Our most memorable fight happened in Moscow during the height of the Cold War—when our argument in the middle of Red Square attracted the attention of the police. They firmly escorted us back to our hotel. My father and I loved each other just as zealously; he was my unflinching champion, and I looked up to him more than anyone.

In June of 2001, my father and I went out to dinner to celebrate his sixty-third birthday. We ate Italian. I remember it clearly because it turned out to be our last wonderful meal together. He cleared his throat a lot during dinner, but it seemed like nothing to worry about. Then, in July, he and my stepmother came to visit  me, my husband, and son at a house we rented on Fire Island, New York. He had trouble with the ten-minute walk from the dock to our home. He was short of breath. In September, just three days after September 11, my father died of lung cancer. He had not smoked in twenty years.

My brother and I didn’t have as much time to prepare for his death as we did for our mother’s. No one realized it was going to be so fast. I felt like I had whiplash. My father was treated, by coincidence, in the same hospital as my mother. It was a horrendous case of déjà vu. Out of all the hospitals in New York. The sense of familiarity with the corridors and cafeteria was not comforting, it was sickening.

The night before my father died in the hospital, a lung X-ray he was expecting was delayed and he was upset. He was tired and wanted to go to sleep, and he did not want to be disturbed by a technician. I was protective of my dad and made it my business to get that technician to my dad’s room immediately. I hounded the nurses’ desk, called Radiology myself, and had the department staff paged. I was ferocious in trying to make my dad comfortable. Ultimately, my tenacity paid off; my father was taken care of, I said goodnight and told him I loved him, and went home.

Before I went to sleep, the phone rang. My brother told me to come back to the hospital. My dad’s breathing was getting more labored, and his doctors were considering putting him on a respirator. He had been tethered to oxygen tanks for weeks—with tubes up his nose and a mask worn over his nose and mouth. When I came into  the room, my brother and stepmother were there, and my father was sleeping. It seemed that the urgency to put him on a respirator had passed, and the doctors were going to hold off doing anything. My brother left, and my stepmother and I went to sleep in chairs by my dad’s bed. Hours later, I woke up and my dad was still sleeping. I began massaging his feet and hands because they felt cold.

Nurses came in and out—no one wanted to wake him up. Let him sleep, they said. The sun had come up. Doctors were beginning their rounds. He was still sleeping. Panic began to set in. We yelled to the nurses’ station that he was not waking up. They told us he was dying. We called my brother back and summoned my uncle and my grandmother, my father’s mother: “Come to the hospital, Grandma. Dad’s dying.”

Our family came and rallied around his bed. My father’s oxygen mask was still on, and he was lying there peacefully, barely breathing. The nurse came in. I wailed, “Should the mask stay on or should we take it off?” I was thinking, Would my dad want this oxygen mask on his face when he dies? If I take it off, will I deprive him of oxygen and make him die sooner? Would I be killing him? The nurse assured me that at this point, the oxygen mask was doing nothing for him. As I slowly removed it, my hands were shaking. When I took the mask away, I could see that the elastic bands that wrapped around his ears to keep it in place had made deep indentations into his cheeks. His face looked so worn. He made quiet, breathy gasps for air. I got scared and tried to put the mask back over his mouth. Then I took it away again. I didn’t know  what to do. I was so upset that I left the room. My father died seconds later. At that instant, in that stark hospital corridor, the world was swirling uncontrollably around me—and I felt like I was about to be swallowed.

I knew that not even my brother, who had, of course, just lost his final parent too, could help me feel better. I’m emotional; he’s cerebral. I need to talk about my feelings; he’s fine keeping them to himself. I now acknowledge my parents’ birthdays and the anniversaries of their deaths by lighting memorial candles; he doesn’t pay attention to the calendar. While I have learned that reaching out to him on these special dates is usually unsatisfying, I feel compelled to call him anyway. I am always hoping I will get the connection I am seeking. Inevitably, I am disappointed. It’s not that my brother didn’t love my parents. It’s not that we don’t get along. It’s just that he doesn’t share what he’s feeling—at least not with me. Nevertheless, he’s my brother and I love him. I fiercely hold on to what remains of my immediate family. His very presence in my life brings me comfort.


The world was swirling uncontrollably around me—and I felt like I was about to be swallowed.



Because my parents died of cancer at the relatively young ages of fifty-seven and sixty-three, they left me with the unnerving expectation that I will die young, too. I fear my children will lose their mother. I sometimes imagine my husband telling them that I died, and I imagine what life would be like for them without me. These  thoughts have launched me into my own private war on cancer—a cancer I don’t even have. I am by far the youngest woman at the radiology office when I get my annual mammogram and breast MRI. I am certain that when I go to the lab for the CA-125 cancer-marker blood test, I am the only thirty-six-year-old there who does not have a disease already. I have also sought genetic counseling to understand my risk. I decided that since developing cancer appears inevitable, I want to catch it early. I want to live.

Having lost both of my parents, I’ve become an expert on which belongings of your parents’ to keep and which to discard. When my mother died, I kept everything. I wore her clothes for years in order to feel closer to her. I was twenty-five years old wearing the clothes of a fifty-seven-year-old woman. It must have looked bizarre. Later I was able to accept that these blouses, skirts, and jackets were never going to bring her back. I slowly allowed myself to give them away.

What I kept were her jewelry and her scarves. My mom wore vibrant silk scarves with nearly every one of her business suits. Because they were always worn around her neck, they absorbed her scent like a sponge. I remember inhaling them. Before I got married, I picked out more than a dozen I had kept and stitched them together into a large square. We attached the large swatch of fabric to four bamboo poles—and my husband and I got married under it. It was our chuppah (the Jewish wedding canopy).

When my father died, I did something similar with his ties. He had the best ties. I gave my favorite ones—the ones that reminded  me the most of him and the places we had been together—to a quilter. The ties were cut into small pieces and used as fabric in a wall hanging. Still, I did not feel the same need to hang on to so many things after my dad passed away. His clothes were easy for me to donate; obviously, I was not going to wear them. (Although I would smile when my husband would wear one of my dad’s dress shirts.) But more so because in the five years since my mom had died, I learned an invaluable lesson: Clothes just take up space, and I don’t need physical objects to feel close to my parents. My parents exist in my heart, and I often hear their voices when I think. I learned that parting with their things was not a sign of disrespect, but of moving on. I feel liberated by not having the need to keep so much.

I still feel though, albeit less than before, that I lug around the shackles of grief. No matter how strong I feel, how accomplished I become, I want to share the milestones of my life with my parents. I still want their advice. Trying to put their absence out of my mind is nearly impossible. When I hear my husband talking on the phone with his parents—chatting about even the most ordinary events—I get resentful. A twinge of pain surfaces when I see grandparents pick up their grandchildren at my son’s bus stop after school. So, I purposefully try not to forget my parents. Instead, I now incorporate them into my life.

For example, my mother loved nuts. She was a nutaholic. When my children dig into a can of walnuts in our house, I always say, “Grandma Lynn loved nuts.” Or, when my kids play with their building blocks, I tell stories about how Grandpa Sidney was an architect  and designed buildings too. It’s a little something that I hope makes my parents more real. Sometimes when we celebrate their birthdays or a special holiday, I show my kids pictures of their grandparents at similar occasions and, in the case of my son’s birthday, my father at my son’s birth. I am convinced that showing them pictures this way means more to them than having the photos tucked away neatly in an album or in a frame on the wall.
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It has taken considerable time and effort for me to put the loss of my parents into perspective. A few months after my father died, when I was hurting the most, I went to the bookstore to find a book that would help me process what I was feeling. I found nothing to which I could relate. There were books about losing your mom or losing your dad, but most books about losing both parents, it seemed, were written by clinicians. I wanted to read about how real people coped with this pain. I wanted a book to reassure me that I wasn’t the only person so profoundly unsettled by the deaths of my parents.

So I set out to fill the void. As a journalist, I decided that the best way to plug this “book gap” was to find a diverse collection of people who have lost both parents and interview them. I started speaking with men, women, and children from all over the country who had lost their parents as children or as adults. I quickly discovered that I wasn’t alone.
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Finding the right people to interview was my biggest challenge. There’s not exactly a list of people whose parents have both died. In my search, I wanted to ensure that each person had a distinctive story to tell—and that when read in the context of a larger collection of stories, each narrative would follow a common thread, but not be redundant.

Not everyone wanted to speak with me—after all, this is a very personal topic. One internationally renowned author wrote me a lovely, personal note in response to my interview request. It read, in part: “Your project is a moving one—so moving that I find it impossible to contribute to it. The subject is always with me, and it is too deep for tears, and too private. I hope you’ll understand.”

Of those who did talk with me, some were young when their parents died; others were older. They are male and female, ethnically, socially, and geographically varied. Some have had experiences that you will relate to, while others’ accounts are more unusual. The stories are heartfelt, candid, and deeply touching; they contain moments of insight, wisdom, irreverence, and in some cases, humor. And because all the interviews presented here are intimate, and address similar moments in dealing with this specific loss, I am hoping that this book will serve as a literary support group, providing guidance to anyone who reaches this milestone. As in any support group, some people have more to say than others. But each person presents a unique perspective. Taken 
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