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Foreword


For most teens, one of the joys of the teenage years is the feeling of being connected to others—not just parents and family, but friends, classmates, schools, clubs, and teams. It’s what makes this time of a person’s life so special and why in later years adults reminisce so much about their own teen years. For many people, life never again provides the richness of friendships and the camaraderie that they enjoyed in those years between thirteen and nineteen.

A death in the family can change all that. The terminal illness of a sister or the divorce of one’s parents can do the same. Suddenly, families have to move or responsibilities are shifted such that there is little time left to spend with friends. One’s inner world can change overnight, dimming the prospect for college, perhaps, and robbing one of the carefree years that one once thought still lay ahead. Of course, the loss of a loved one can make all of this seem selfish and unimportant—but it’s not: these issues need to be brought out into the open.

Also, there is another part of teenage grief that makes it different from that of, say, adults. When tragedy strikes a family, the parents usually get the most attention. Adult friends gather with support for the widow or widower. If a child has died, it is the parents, again, who usually get the most attention from friends and relatives. Teenagers who are themselves approaching adulthood are all too often left to deal with their own grief alone. And the grief that they have to endure may be made worse by the fact that others don’t seem to see it.

In earlier books, Helen Fitzgerald has offered her wise counsel, based on years of individual and group counseling, to the parents of younger children and to adults mourning the loss of loved ones. It is the grieving teen, caught up in life-shattering grief, whom she addresses in this book, one of the first to take a comprehensive look at the special needs of teenagers. The anger, guilt, and regrets that they feel, the loneliness, shock, and disbelief are all here. And throughout, the author offers sound, creative ideas on what a teen can do to work through his or her grief.

I have followed the career of Ms. Fitzgerald for most of the twenty-two years since she pioneered the nation’s first grief program in a community mental-health center. That program continues today as part of the Mental Health Services of Fairfax County, Virginia. As coordinator, Ms. Fitzgerald has counseled hundreds, perhaps thousands, of teenagers, both individually and in groups, and has helped their families, friends, and siblings support them in their grief. She knows just about every personal tragedy that could befall any young person, and she brings to her work a level of understanding and empathy that others only wish that they could emulate.

If you are a teen looking for help with your own grief, feeling resentful, angry, or guilty, wondering if you have a future, this book can help you come to understand your feelings, discharge your anger, and start a new life from the ashes of sorrow and loss.


Earl A.Grollman,

author of Straight Talk About Death for Teenagers

Belmont, Massachusetts

November 1999











Introduction


In an earlier book, I wrote about a fifteen-year-old named Laura, whose unhappy situation as a young person whose needs were ignored continues to haunt me, for stories like hers remain largely unaddressed in the many books that have been written about death and dying. What Laura’s story represents is the young person set somehow adrift by the illness or death of a loved one—not intentionally, of course, but set adrift nonetheless. As Laura cried out in that story, “I’m hurting, too.”

Today, it seems that there are more than a few Lauras out there, shattered and set adrift by the violence that has become almost commonplace in our country. I think of the friends and classmates, sisters and brothers whose lives were changed forever by crazed gun-men at places like Columbine High School in Colorado, Heath High School in Georgia, or Thurston High School in Oregon—places once distant but now strangely united in tragedy. And I think of all those who have lost relatives and friends through accidents, illness, and self-inflicted wounds. It is for you, the Lauras or Bills or Elizabeths—teenagers whose lives have been caught up in personal tragedy, who have been alienated even from grieving loved ones—that I have written this book.

Teenagers—I almost recoil at using the word because it seems to lump everyone between thirteen and nineteen into a single group—often find themselves in the same role as Laura. Somehow, at a time when these emerging adults are just learning who they are, the adults around them might be equally uncertain as to how to deal with them. The result can come across as indifference, and it can be very painful and isolating.

Also, sad to state, genuine conflicts arise in families, pitting siblings against one another, or parents against children. Not every feeling of alienation is based on misunderstanding: sometimes parents really are unfair; sometimes siblings really intend to make your life miserable.

Is this the way you’re feeling? If it is, let me see if I can refine it a bit. Someone you love has died or is dying. It may be your father or mother, brother or sister, grandparent, close friend, boyfriend, or girlfriend. It is someone whose life was a part of your life, whose dreams and aspirations were, to some extent, your dreams and aspirations. And that person’s death or expected death is having a devastating effect on you and your own pursuit of a meaningful life.

Let’s go further. You are finding that your family seems to have no time for you, that your suffering is being ignored, that everything about your life seems bent out of shape, that you have had to abandon things that were important to you, that your very sense of identity has been shaken, and yet nobody—even your best friends—seems to care. Does any of that hit the mark?

Are you feeling ashamed because of your changed circumstance? Stigmatized? Excluded from things that you were once part of? Made to assume a new role or roles that you are not comfortable with?

Growing up is pretty much a full-time job. You start out as a child dependent on parents for everything. You end up as an adult, fully independent, capable of becoming a parent yourself. It’s a big change, and it doesn’t happen overnight. Legally, you may still be classified as a child, but as each day passes, you are that much more of a complete adult. Your thoughts and opinions are important, and so are your feelings. They won’t suddenly become important the day you turn twenty or twenty-one; they’re important now. If someone you love has died, or is dying, your thoughts and feelings are just as legitimate and just as important as those of any of the adults around you.

So what are you thinking at this moment? And how are you feeling?

Much as we would like to believe that the right upbringing, good behavior, diligence, careful planning, and hard work earn a person happiness, it doesn’t work that way. Life can bring rude surprises, shocking and painful losses for which there is no adequate preparation. If this describes what has happened to you, I can only say that it’s OK to be bitter, it’s OK to be angry, and it’s OK to wonder what the heck life is all about. I have been there.

When my first husband died, I had two teenage daughters and two younger children. Looking back, I realize that they felt far more deeply about their father’s illness and death, and about the attention or lack of attention that they were getting, than I perceived in that trying time. I know that my teenage daughters had new roles—especially meal preparation and housecleaning—thrust on them when I entered the workplace for the first time to replace some of my dying husband’s lost income. Even so, I was like a lot of parents today who somehow assume that their children—even the older ones—are incapable of handling bad news, limiting them to shorthand summaries yet expecting them to adjust to painful changes in their lives. And I was like all those parents who are so caught up in their own impossible webs of mounting concerns that they fail to feel or fully understand the terrible pain and confusion being experienced by their children. I wish now that I had had a better understanding of what was happening to my own and that, in addition, they would have had a book like this to turn to. That’s why I have written this book. I would like to help you express your great sadness and loss and in time to find new meaning and direction for your life.

As a mother and grandmother, I don’t pretend to know all there is to know about the life of a teenager today. I certainly don’t know about your specific life. But I have helped many young people in the course of my work in a community grief program, and I vividly remember what it was like to be a teenager. It was a great time in my life, but it was also a time when I was filled with much uncertainty about the future, because my parents saw no need for me to go to college. If my future husband hadn’t shown up at our farm to buy a dog, I might have married and remained in that town for the rest of my life. That would have been all right, but by venturing out into the world, I have had opportunities that I would not have had there, such as the work that I have been doing for the last twenty-two years: helping people like you. Fortunately, no one close to me died while I was growing up. My children were not so lucky. And you may not be so lucky either.

I have learned a lot about teenagers from teenagers. Sharing with me the confusion they are experiencing, the bitterness and resentment they sometimes feel toward their parents, the longing for a return to the way things were before illness or death struck, they have made me aware that losses inflicted on a person at this time of life can be particularly devastating. In spite of this, most of these same young people have been able to rebuild their lives over time, and their stories might help you do the same.

Like my other books, this one is organized to help you find the help you need when you need it. The table of contents, index, and cross-reference system will steer you to help on whatever is hurting the most. Later, you can return to the beginning and read it as you would any other book. I have found that this kind of organization has been very helpful to my readers, and I hope that this will be true for you as well.










The Grieving Teen







Chapter 1


WHEN LIFE HANGS IN THE BALANCE



For a young person especially, grief can come as a terrible shock. As you might have learned, it doesn’t wait for formalities. It can hit you—wham!—with the first shocking news of an impending death. If someone you love is critically ill and possibly facing death, and you know it, you are almost certainly grieving right now. Or you might be in a kind of limbo where you aren’t sure how to feel or what to believe. And if those around you seem to be unaware of how you are feeling, your world may be spinning right now.

If any of this is happening to you, it’s an anxious time that you’re going through. I don’t necessarily have all of the answers, but here are some things that you can do to ease your anxiety and make the most of the time that you may have left with your loved one.

1. NOT KNOWING IF YOU WANT TO KNOW

Has someone in your family been ill for a very long time? Have you noticed that hospital visits have become more frequent and last longer? Have you noticed grim facial expressions and hushed telephone conversations and wondered what was going on? If so, join the club. This happens a lot, because people are in shock, uncertain about what to say and when to say it. It’s understandable, but for a young family member left in the dark, it can be both confusing and hurtful.

It will help you to reflect on the dilemma that exists in the minds of parents and grown-up relatives when grim developments are occurring. Often a boy or girl will not want too much information because the implications are too frightening. But if you know only bits and pieces of what is happening, you might worry more than necessary, imagining things to be even worse than they are. For example, even if a loved one is going to die, it can be reassuring to know that the person is not in great pain or to know that you will have a chance to say good-bye. It can also be reassuring to know that you are not in any way responsible for what has happened.

On the other hand, parents sometimes give too much information, going into too much detail. This, too, can be upsetting. I know of a father whose son died many years ago, yet he still doesn’t know how fast his son’s friend was driving when their car went off the road or whether his son was wearing his seat belt; these things are irrelevant to him. What’s relevant is that his son is dead. Drawing the line between too little and too much is never easy for the bearers of such bad news, and this is especially true when they are passing information to someone whose ability to handle it is unclear.

What You Can Do

If you are caught up in such a tug-of-war, here is a thought. First, try to understand the turmoil brewing in the minds of your parent or parents, other family members, or friends who might possess the troubling information that you only suspect. It could be that they feel that you are too young, too fragile, or too frightened to know the truth. Second, demonstrate your own maturity and strength by relieving them of that anxiety, approaching the forbidden subject yourself. Third, give them the reassurance they need to be open with you. If you feel that you can handle the truth, tell them so. If you feel that you can’t handle it, tell them that, too.

2. REACTING TO THE NEWS

No one wants to hear bad news, and yet, sooner or later, we all will. When you are told that a loved one is likely to die, how are you going to react? Gasp? Scream? Throw a tantrum? Go off to your room and cry?

I remember that when I told my children that their father would probably die, one of my teenagers replied, “Can we get a kitten?” Her response surprised me because it seemed so uncaring and unlike this daughter, who ordinarily was so loving and considerate of others. Years later, I found the answer in an essay that she did for a college course: she wrote that she wanted to think of something pleasant rather than concentrate on this grim news and what it would mean for all of us. Since then, working with many young people like her, I have come across many examples of seemingly inappropriate responses like this. I say “seemingly” because, in fact, they may be perfectly normal responses for a person who needs time to adjust mentally and physically to life-shattering news.

What You Can Do

Don’t be embarrassed or ashamed if you react in some such “inappropriate” way when you are told that a loved one might be dying. You might find it necessary to focus on something else for a while, to buy time for accepting what you see as unacceptable. If it is more than you can bear to think about right now, that’s OK. Read a book. Take a walk. Surf the Internet. Play basketball. Go to the movies. Paint a picture. Write a poem. Call a friend. In time, you will be able to deal with the news, but until then, take care of yourself. When you have done that, you may be able to help your parent or parents, brothers, or sisters who will be suffering too. Helping others may give you the greatest relief of all.

3. SHOULD YOU TELL YOUR FRIENDS ?

To tell or not to tell! Knowledge that a loved one is dying is a huge burden to carry by yourself. No matter how you may be feeling, it is not a disgrace to have an ailing parent; it is not a disgrace to have someone in your family die. Friends who know what you are going through will be far better able to give you caring and understanding support. On the other hand, if you don’t tell them, they might be hurt and even angry that you didn’t trust them enough to share this news with them. They might also sense your sadness, but misinterpret it as something else, perhaps as a sign that something is wrong with your relationship.

What You Can Do

While it isn’t necessary to tell the whole world that someone you care about is dying, it is a good idea to share this news with those friends who are closest to you. To be sure, their responses will vary. Some will know instinctively what to do, but others will not know what to do or say. In such a case, you can help them and yourself by suggesting what they might do to help. Also, gently let them know what is not helpful. Remember, your friends wouldn’t be your friends if they didn’t care about you. Give them a chance to prove that they care, even if in this new and strange situation they might say something that comes across as harsh or even inconsiderate.

4. SHOULD YOU TELL YOUR TEACHERS?

Unless they know what is going on, your teachers cannot provide you with the support you need during a time of family crisis. If your grades slip, they may conclude that you have become an indifferent student or otherwise misinterpret what is going on. They won’t know how to help you get through a difficult time in your life.

What You Can Do

Have private conferences with your teachers and counselors to tell them what is happening. Teachers are willing to work with you to help you keep up with schoolwork. It’s important that you not fall seriously behind, and they can help you avoid doing so. Their understanding and support can make a big difference.

5. ARE YOU THE REAL PARENT?

Roles and duties often change when a family member becomes seriously ill. You might feel right now that you are the parent and your parents are your children. You might be the one who is attending to the needs of younger brothers and sisters. This can be confusing, as it was for my fourteen-year-old daughter when her father got sick. When I was away at work, I needed her to keep an eye on her younger brother and sister. But when I was home and she attempted to do the same thing, I would take over. All of this was frustrating to her and confusing to her younger siblings.

If there is someone in your family who is terminally ill, you might be expected to take on more jobs around the house than you had before—mowing the lawn, doing the laundry, or even taking over the grocery shopping. This could affect your studies or your after-school activities or deprive you of time to be with your friends. You may well resent the changes that are taking place in your life.

What You Can Do

You might have a talk with your parent or parents to discuss how best to prioritize the jobs needing attention and how to accomplish them with the least disruption to each person’s normal activities. Or suggest a family meeting. If there is agreement on this, come prepared with a list of things that need to be done and ideas on how all of you, working together, can manage the tasks at hand. Family meetings can serve a valuable role, too, in sharing information and offering praise and encouragement for deserving efforts. You can help the cause by steering the meeting away from the sniping and complaining that often take place among siblings. For example, you can agree on some ground rules at the outset: only constructive things to be said about one another and no personal attacks.

If you now have the job of planning and cooking the meals, get familiar with the grocery store and check out the convenience foods that can be cooked quickly in the microwave (if you have one). With the approval of your parent or parents, even laundry can be done by younger children once they have been taught a routine. It would be worth the effort to do so, and, at the same time, performing this important function will give them a feeling of being part of the total family effort. This kind of planning takes time, of course, but it will save even more of your and others’ time later.

6. YOUR SOCIAL LIFE

When someone is seriously ill or dying at your house, you may no longer have the freedom to invite your friends to visit. In fact, you might never be sure from day to day how your ill family member will be feeling or acting. It is frustrating to have to make so many changes. My late husband suffered from a brain tumor that affected his personality, making his temperament unpredictable. We never knew from minute to minute whether he was going to be in a good or bad mood. In a situation such as this, friends may prefer not to be around—and you might not want them to be.

What You Can Do


	Life can really be a merry-go-round in times like this. If you find it uncomfortable or even impossible to invite friends into your home, it might be possible for you to spend more time at their homes instead. Discuss this with your parent or parents, and work out a plan, as this will allow you to see your friends and save you from feeling guilty for not being home more.

	Spending time with your friends on the phone is another way to deal with this problem. Work out a plan with your parent or parents to make sure that the phone is available to them when they need it for important calls. If you don’t have call waiting, your parents might want to consider adding that service for a while. It served my family well when my husband was dying; I didn’t have to worry about missing a call from the doctor when someone else was on the line.

	Spending time with your friends is important. You may find yourself feeling guilty for being away, yet wanting to be with your friends. Carrie worked out this compromise when a family dinner with her dying mother conflicted with a party that she wanted to attend: she went to the dinner and enjoyed time with her family and relatives, but then excused herself so that she could catch up with her friends at the party, which she could now enjoy free of guilt.



7. WHO ELSE CAN YOU TALK TO?

As psychologists have been telling us for years, it helps to talk things out. Talking doesn’t change the facts, but sharing problems with someone makes your load seem more manageable. What you don’t want to do is hold your worries and concerns within yourself, sharing them with no one. Doing so will only make your ordeal worse.

What You Can Do

There are many resources available to you to help lighten the heavy emotional load that you may be carrying. School counselors are hired by the school system to be available to their students. What you share with them is confidential. They can even help if you find it difficult to talk to your parent or parents. Your priest, minister, or rabbi could be another resource. So could a trusted relative or family friend. Also, many mental-health centers have teen walk-in times. Find out the hours and go there. Take a friend with you if it is too scary to go alone (See topic 65; “What Happens When You See a Counselor?”)

8. SUPPORT GROUPS

One of the significant developments that we have seen in recent years is the rise of support groups that provide emotional help to and from others in similar circumstances. They can be helpful in many ways. Those who attend find out that there are others who are struggling with like situations. It can be helpful to talk with people who truly understand what you are going through and who know how to cope with particular situations. Support groups can be like extended family. In fact, sometimes it is easier to talk there than at home. Support groups offer a safe place where one can say whatever is on his or her mind and know that no one will think it silly or ridicule it.

What You Can Do

Call your local hospice or mental-health center and ask whether they know of a group for teenagers. Check with your school counselor. If there isn’t such a group yet, ask your school counselor or another adult to help you start one.

9. THE HOSPICE MOVEMENT

Another innovation of recent years is the hospice, which is an organization devoted to helping terminally ill persons endure pain and prepare themselves for death. The focus is on quality of life rather than quantity of life. Hospices help patients’ families, too, as they can relieve them of the stress of being solely responsible for the care of a sick family member. Hospices also offer counseling to those who seek it, both before and after a death. Many support groups are sponsored by hospices.

What You Can Do

If your family has chosen to use the resources of a hospice to help your ailing loved one, you might initially feel some resentment because its services are such a strong reminder that your loved one is dying. You might feel that this amounts to giving up. But try to move beyond this. Make an effort to get to know the hospice worker that comes to your house. Look upon this person as someone you can talk to.

If the subject of hospice care hasn’t come up, you might want to research the services available locally and provide this information to your parent or parents, who undoubtedly need all the help they can get during this difficult time.

10. FEELING SCARED

Are you feeling scared? If a loved one is dying, you have good reason to feel scared. Showing a brave front may be the macho thing to do, but we all know how many outward shows of bravado conceal genuine doubts and fears, like whistling when walking past the cemetery. The prospect of someone’s death is very frightening to everyone. You’re bound to be uncertain what your future will be like. What will graduation, weddings, and births be like without that person? Are there financial worries relating to this person’s death? Will your family have to change its lifestyle? My children wondered if I would make enough money to support us. They had to abandon certain of their short-term aspirations. It was very scary for all of us.

What You Can Do

Talking things out is the best answer for all of these concerns. You are bound to be uncertain about some things, but there are others that are baseless and thus need not haunt you. Ask questions and get ideas about options by talking with adults in your family, friends, and possibly a teenage self-help group.

11. HOSPITAL VISITS

To anyone who has never visited one before, a hospital can be a strange, forbidding place. Add to this the prospect of seeing someone you love lying pale and vulnerable, perhaps in pain, possibly unconscious, and you have the ingredients for fear and apprehension. Yet, visits can be very comforting to all concerned. My dying husband didn’t encourage our children to visit him at the hospital because it was so painful for him to be seen in such a helpless condition. I don’t know that this was the best decision, but what he and they agreed upon was to visit with him on the telephone.

What You Can Do


	If you are planning your first visit to see a dying relative or friend, prepare for your visit by gaining some particulars on what you might see. How sick is the person? What hospital equipment will be in the room? What will it smell like? Will you see other sick people too? What does the person look like? Will the person recognize you? With information like this ahead of time, some of your anxiety should subside. Also, keep in mind that as the patient might tire easily, frequent short visits are often better than long ones.

	Keeping your loved one part of your life through hospital visits will help that person maintain his or her role in the family and continue to feel important. Just being there is reassuring, whether or not you talk a lot. Also, it’s OK to take along some homework to do, or just to hang out. It might even be possible that your loved one could help you a bit, something that would make both of you feel good.

	There might be other things you could do, such as watching a ball game on TV, reading aloud a book or article of interest, or even a passage out of the Bible or Koran. Puzzles, cards, and other games provide more ways to spend time together. If the hospital allows it, decorating a nearby wall with a calendar, clock, colorful pictures, and cards will make the hospital room a more cheery place. Be creative. I know of two young people who taped pictures and clippings to the ceiling so the patient, lying flat on his back, could enjoy them better. (Better ask the nurses if this is OK.) These ideas work at home as well as in the hospital.



12. THE $64,000 QUESTION: AM I GOING TO DIE?

Something that might worry you in advance of that first hospital visit is the possibility that your loved one will ask you if you think he or she is going to die. This could be rather frightening, especially if you are not ready to deal with the subject yourself. First of all, you might not know the answer. Second, you might have great uneasiness about telling that to your loved one, assuming that you did know the answer. Would you really want to be the bearer of such news, particularly when you can’t know what the patient’s response will be? And how sure could you be that it was correct information, anyway?

What You Can Do

I have found that when someone says something really heavy to me and I don’t know how to respond, I make a question out of their statement and ask it back. For example, a man asked me if he was going to die, so I in turn asked him, “What makes you think you are dying?” He went on to explain how he felt and what the doctors had told him. I never had to answer the question myself. You could use the same response if your loved one asked this $64,000 question of you. If pressed further, you could urge that he or she ask the doctor directly. After all, the doctor is the only person qualified to answer such questions.

13. HELPING YOUR SIBLINGS

If your family is struggling with a terminal illness, your parent or parents may be too preoccupied by ongoing events to pay much attention to the younger children. You yourself may wonder how much they know or should know. Thus, it might be up to you to give them the attention they need and to clue them in on the facts of the situation.

What You Can Do

Check with your parent or parents on what has been said and whether it would be OK for you to talk to them. Ask questions to get information on what they know. Try to answer questions as best you can, keeping in mind their age and maturity level. Simple, honest facts are best. If you don’t know the answer to a particular question, say so and volunteer to consult with an adult.

14. FEELING ANGRY

Life isn’t always fair. It’s hard to understand why things happen as they do, and there are lots of things to be angry about. With many changes going on, you may feel that your life is out of control. You may be angry at the doctors who, you feel, are messing up, or you might be angry at your loved one for not taking better care of him- or herself.

What You Can Do

It’s OK to be angry—but it isn’t always OK to do what you do when you are angry. If anger is part of your grief, learn healthy, nonharmful ways of expressing it. (See topic 54, “Anger: Life Stinks; It’s Not Fair.”)

15. SAYING GOOD-BYE

Saying good-bye is a way we put an end to something and prepare to move on. It is a ritual we use constantly every day: we say good-bye whenever we leave the house to go to work or to school, for example. In a way, we are even saying good-bye when we tell our family good night as we get ready to go to sleep—ending one day, getting ready for the next. “See you in the morning,” we add, subconsciously trying to assure ourselves that no calamity will occur while our loved ones sleep. When we tell our parents at the end of a telephone call, “I love you,” we are really saying good-bye. These good-byes are relatively easy, because we see them as temporary.

Good-byes are more difficult when there is some degree of finality to them. When a friend moves to a different state or when a relationship breaks up, it’s quite different from parting for a few hours or days. It is a sad and emotional time. You may recall such farewells, and remember the tears and sadness. What is true of other more-or-less final separations holds even truer when someone is dying. Just knowing that we can never see that person again makes parting doubly painful.

I don’t like to tell people what to do. People are in charge of their own lives and must make their own decisions. But on this subject, I am going to come as close as I ever will to telling you what to do. And that is: If you have a chance, say good-bye!

What You Can Do

You might wonder how you can bring yourself to do this, for you might not even want to think about it because it makes the illness and prospect of death too real and too painful. But saying good-bye doesn’t mean that you must be at the bedside when the person dies. You can say good-bye at any time during a person’s illness and in many different ways. Start with thinking about things you want the ill person to know, things you have thought about but haven’t told him or her. Think about what might be “unfinished” between the two of you. Organize your thoughts and then look for the opportunity or the time that feels right to talk about these things. If talking directly is too painful, write a letter, or make a cassette tape that you can give to your loved one.

It is common for people to give a gift to someone who is leaving, and dying is a final leave-taking. You might think of a gift that would have a special meaning between you and the person who is ill and may be dying. It need not be an expensive gift, but rather something you have made or written yourself—a part of you.

Saying good-bye can be as simple as saying “I love you” one more time. It might be an apology that needs to be expressed, or it might be a recalling of fond memories (as I did with my dad when he was dying), looking at pictures, discussing things you have learned from your loved one, or perhaps talking about your future plans. Special moments like these can help you feel more at peace when he or she dies. In a later chapter I will talk about how to say good-bye if death is sudden and there is no opportunity to say good-bye in the conventional way. (See topic 23, “When Death is Sudden,” and topic 26, “No Time to Say Good-bye.”)

16. SHOWING THAT YOU CARE

As you read these words, let us hope that your loved one will come through the crisis that brought you to this book. But if this is not to be, think about how you will feel when that person has died and you reflect on what you did or did not do during this time. How will you feel then? Will you regret not using the time that was left to show how much you cared? Or will you be able to say to yourself, “Thank goodness we were able to resolve those fights over early curfews and some of my friends. Thank goodness I was able to show Dad that I really loved him.”

It may be hard to accept, but knowing in advance that a person is going to die presents loved ones with an opportunity that never comes in the case of sudden death. It is an opportunity to show that you care, possibly to remedy old differences, and to say good-bye. If you have that opportunity, you surely will want to take advantage of it—not just to show your loved one that you care, but also to prepare yourself for the day when that opportunity has passed.

What You Can Do

Your options will depend, of course, on your loved one’s condition, but try to work out a schedule to be with him or her at least a few minutes every day to talk. This could even be in the morning before you go to school, if there won’t be time later. Keep him or her informed on what is going on in your life. If talking is uncomfortable or difficult, you could work on a puzzle together, brush his hair, do her nails, or read aloud from a book or newspaper. Watch a TV show or listen to music together. Look for other activities and topics that you both can enjoy. And remind yourself how lucky you are to have the opportunity to do these things now.
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