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			Perhaps starting a new chapter is not so hard, perhaps we are already on our journey.

			—ALEX IAN BACON

			SEPTEMBER 20, 1981–JULY 17, 2004

			The magical child who lives deep inside of me is worthy, honest, and beautiful.

			—RACHEL JOANNE WEINER

			JANUARY 3, 1988–DECEMBER 25, 2008
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			Introduction:
 Dancing in the Dark

			HELLO, DEAR READER.

			We never imagined ourselves writing this book. In a freeze-frame, life-altering moment, we found each other in desolate, uncharted territory, surrounded by chaos and uncertainty. Our two youngest children were dead—Armen’s son, Alex, and Nancy’s daughter, Rachel. One of our children died in the heat of a summer’s day. Another perished on a wintry Christmas night. Without hesitation, relying solely on intuition and an instinct for survival, we locked arms and ventured upon a death-defying excursion, one that would change us forever—from the inside out.

			If you are perusing these pages, you too must be here for a reason. Maybe you are picking up this book because you are looking for comfort, answers, something to stave off the terror of having lost your son or daughter. Maybe you are close to someone who has lost a child or loved one, and not sure what to do or say.

			Like you, we found ourselves knocked to the ground by death, groping in the dark, yearning for some voice that could provide a shred of hope to remind us we would smile again, feel anything besides dismembered and frayed. But in the startle of disbelief, we had to decide how to live life in this new condition, one that now required us to make choices about our own afterlives.

			How true the adage that you get to know someone best when traveling together. As we unraveled our life stories, we discovered an unbreakable bond while traversing the terrain of grief. Armen’s history was easy reading, in nice, neat order, while Nancy’s was riddled with obstacles and extenuating circumstances.

			Armen was born and raised in California. It was her childhood mecca, neighborhoods drenched with cousins, eccentric aunts, uncles, and friends. Her mother adored her three daughters and was the family’s center of gravity. Her father was an ambitious and brilliant man, rarely showing affection but always supporting his children’s hopes and dreams.

			In return the girls succeeded in school, careers, and family life. Her father walked Armen down the aisle, welcomed her new husband, and was present for the birth of his first grandchild, Danielle. Sadly, he died weeks after Alex had been conceived, never living to meet his first grandson.

			Nancy was the child on whose survival all hopes were pinned. Her mother’s first two pregnancies had ended in stillbirths. Later on, her erratic mood swings and rage fits were unnerving, violent, and always directed toward her daughter. Nancy left home abruptly at age seventeen, realizing she was not living in a safe place. The decision was applauded by loving relatives and friends who had nurtured her through childhood in an effort to provide a sense of normalcy.

			Throughout this grief journey, we’ve leaned on each other’s shoulders, borrowed makeup to cover tearstains, and stayed up into the wee hours rehashing our children’s lives. Through this unlikely pact born of tragedy, we have discovered the medicinal power of friendship.

			From afar you will note striking differences between us. Armen’s petite frame and wild brunette mane are surefire signs that she possesses a gypsy spirit, attributing her love for travel to being an identical twin, an embryo split in two, always yearning for the missing part. She travels light, taking bare essentials only (as long as you don’t factor in jewelry and shoes). Her passport is always current, and occasional airplane turbulence doesn’t shake her. In fact, Armen can land in Paris, discover that her luggage was sent to Tunisia, and remain lighthearted.

			Nancy saw right through Armen’s capable “can-do” front from the start, sensing she bore a grave wound, a burden of guilt, something the two women share.

			Although Armen presents herself on these pages with fluency, miles of travel, and a long history of wanderlust, she gradually reveals her sense of entrapment and suffocation within the borders of the inescapable place she calls Griefland. It’s a place where she has resided for years, ever since she lost her son, Alex.

			Before that, life had been so sweet, so uninterrupted by troubles. The children were healthy and vivacious, surrounded by doting grandparents and a circle of community that guarded their well-being. Alex’s birth completed the family dream—one daughter, one son, two parents madly in love.

			But now not even a more-than-thirty-year marriage, budding life in the form of grandchildren, and the tugs from her strong, tightly knit ethnic family can loosen the grip of her grief.

			Nancy is a striking strawberry blonde whose baggage bulges with childhood nightmares and demons. Armen is quick to notice them as they bleed onto the margins of her travel journals. After a turbulent divorce, she retreated from the world in an effort to pick up the shattered pieces of herself.

			Nancy had emerged from a marital war zone only barely intact emotionally, but she was lucky enough to find love again and remarry eleven years later. Finally serene and engaging with life again, she was devastated when she, too, lost her child, a daughter. Although her life began to unravel once more, she has demonstrated an indomitable spirit and a passion for discovering this new language she calls grief talk.

			If you have embarked upon a similar journey, we encourage you to power down, log off, remember to breathe, and allow yourself to lean on others for as long as you need to. Both your internal and external worlds have endured an enormous blow. From the seasons of the year and relationships with loved ones, to physical side effects and reactions, the impact of this emotional collision is unlike anything else you have experienced. Resist the temptation to hasten your reentry.

			One of Armen’s friends reminded us that, “As soon as you throw in the first load of laundry, the world will think you are healed.”

			Like us, you will discover your own survival strategies, and as you do, we hope you will share them with us. Should you have anything you would like to see added, or any other questions or comments about the book, please contact us. Most important, we hope this book gives you the courage you need to embrace life again.

			Know that each time you turn a page, we are standing beside you, giving you permission to grieve in any way you need; after all, any way you get through this is heroic. Healing is not a destination, but a lifelong quest. Allow it to beckon you, as it did us. We wish you safe travels. One day, one step at a time.

			—Armen and Nancy

		

	
		
			Armen Remembers Alex

			As I sip my first coffee of the day, I catch a glimpse of the sea of papers scattered across the dining room table. This has become home, a resting place now, to the hundreds of journal entries and unfinished sentences describing my recent travels. Off to one corner are hundreds, maybe thousands of e-mails collected and printed as mementos, all neatly arranged and paper-clipped together in some sacred order, it seems. My first passport, now a treasured keepsake, lies on top, holding the stories together, firmly, with an almost parental watch, as if awaiting my safe return.

			Bruised and battered, this pair of invisible wings has transported me long distances—to exotic destinations, third-world countries, and places whose names I could barely pronounce. Today it sits on the mountaintop of yet another journey, guarding notes jotted in limbo, between the borders of my former self and a new life. Nowhere in sight is there evidence of luggage.

			Alex, my son, inherited his love of travel, and especially flying, from me. His dazzling collection of capes filled a child’s make-believe costume trunk, conveniently transformed from a mother’s hope chest. His favorite, a rainbow of remnant scraps sewn by his grandmother, draped his shoulders every day as an appendage. Mesmerized classmates delighted in watching him twirl until vertigo set in, and he dropped to the ground in hysterics and laughter. His teacher Blanche marveled at the makeshift wings and named Alex the boy who wanted to fly.

			He also loved flying insects, bugs, spiders—brown, black, hairy, long-legged. While neighborhood children stood three feet back from the creatures or attempted to squish them with their shoes, Alex leaned in carefully, extending his index finger, ever so gently making contact. Once, when he was quite young, my husband and I discovered a scorpion crawling above his bed. There we stood, paralyzed, only to watch Alex’s eyes dance with pure desire to befriend and investigate the deadly creature.

			A year or two later, we rescued a litter of kittens—five slimy felines born in a stack of spider-infested logs stowed on the side of our house. It happened on a night when the rain pounded so hard that I secretly feared the sky was falling.

			Alex had been the first to hear the kittens’ high-pitched whimpers through the sound effects of the storm. We pulled them to safety, cut their umbilical cords, wrapped them in blankets, and then drove to the nearest drugstore for eye drops and infant formula. He named the runt of the litter Punjetta, concocted from Punjab—his favorite character in the musical Annie. The name signified a protector, a magical genie, someone who could charm snakes and be a trusted confidant. Then Alex lined a shoe box with his favorite washcloth and proudly announced to us that he had a roommate. All but one of the kittens survived, even though their mother had abandoned them. Where was she? I often wondered. How could a mother abandon her babies? Had she been frightened by the darkness of the night sky, the thunderous rainstorm, or was she simply fearful of this new litter of responsibility left to her care? Several years later I was lying awake at night, asking the same questions about myself.

			On July 17, 2004, we received the phone call every parent dreads most. Alex had died of a drug overdose. With no itinerary of where the aftermath might take me, I began navigating a very different kind of journey, this one more foreign than any I’d taken before. Feeling stranded, hijacked, and suddenly all alone in the world, I wondered how this could be happening to us. While everyone seemed to be at a loss for words, words were the only thing that kept me alive. I began writing like a madwoman, publishing articles and opinion editorials that openly talked about death, grief, loss. In the summer of 2008, a column titled “The Fog Lifts,” published in the Fresno Bee, described the twisted path of grief, and led to many invitations to share my story out loud. The most frequent question asked was when I would be writing a book about this unthinkable journey. It was a question I could not answer. Something was holding me back.

		

	
		
			Nancy Remembers Rachel

			Another night where I can’t stop thinking. I move to the library and peruse the shelves for a book, just something to help focus my mind, get it off the thing it always gravitates to. That’s when the title catches my eye, and my lips and fingers go numb. It was her book. I need air. Grabbing the spine, clutching the book to my chest, I stumble outside. The moon is brighter than usual, a white sliver in the blackness. I bend over the thin, square shape pressed against me.

			In second grade Rachel’s teacher had assigned a book presentation to be given in front of the class, a terrifying experience for a seven-year-old. Rachel had raced up the driveway as soon as the bus dropped her at the corner, flung open the back door, and asked, “What is the oldest book in the whole world?”

			I said, “The Epic of Gilgamesh, I think. Why?”

			She said, “I want to do my book report on it.”

			She was scheduled to give the report at the end of the week and I had a copy in our library, so we read it together as she conjured up mental images of Enkidu and King Gilgamesh. She began her report by informing the class that she had read a more-than-three-thousand-year-old book and in the enthusiastic process, captivated everyone—in particular her teacher, who gave her an A. Never had I seen anyone’s face shine as much as hers the day she ran into the house, waving that report in the air like a beacon. I ran to meet her and scooped her up, swung her around. She wanted to read it to me again, leaning over the kitchen table. I gave her cookies and rapt attention. 

			It is a few months after I get the news that Rachel has overdosed. She is dead. I have wandered from room to room and landed in the dark of her closet. I am looking at her tennis shoes, the ones that are wide at the toe—to accommodate her bunions—and narrow at the heel. I can’t throw them out. I put my nose into them and inhale, deeply, just barely catching a scent of something mildly sweaty, skin-like, musty. I see her pushing her feet into them, walking through each step of the nightmare that was each day for her. Getting lost, getting found, running away, running for her life, running to me. In another box I have saved her eyeglasses. They are thick, like mine. I hold them up and look through them. What did she see? How did she see? Were the demons so clear to her?

			Maybe women are hardwired. From the day our children are born, we are solely responsible for their welfare, their happiness, their futures, their lives. After all, we are their mothers. In the past, when I heard of a young person dying of a drug overdose, I would think the parents were to blame. Then in a moment no human being can prepare for, Rachel died of a drug overdose. Surely I must have caused this. Surely I could have prevented it.

			I run movies in my mind of our lives up to that precise moment in time, like a witness sitting in a jury box. I am the judge and jury at my own prosecution. I shout questions at myself: Why didn’t you intervene sooner? Why didn’t you fight harder for her? Take her to some secluded island? Kidnap her and run away to Mexico? Why couldn’t you have been a more loving mother? Where were you when she injected heroin into her veins the first time? Where were you? And then, breaking out in a sweat, hands shaking, head spinning, I remember it’s too late. My daughter is dead.

			And the biggest fear of all is letting go of this guilt. If I let go, will she cease to exist in my mind? In my heart? The deep sense of absence is beginning to feel almost comfortable, as though it’s always been there, as though it’s some kind of familiar companion. Has it become a placeholder for Rachel? Or do I realize that it will never be that, that she is never coming back, and that I will never feel anything in life again except a sadness that runs so deep, all the way to the bone, that it can’t be expressed except in long waves of silence—and questions.

			We want certainty. The idea that there are no answers to the questions that haunt us, plague us, torture our every waking moment, is intolerable at times. One of the hardest things to accept about death is that there are unanswered questions we must live with forever. We think the knowing will save us, will help ease the intensity of grief, so we keep hoping and looking for it—but even if we had the answer, it wouldn’t save us after all. Questions such as: What was her last coherent thought? Did she overdose deliberately? How will I keep going without her? Would I take her back if I could? Is her name Rachel? Or was her name Rachel? Can these scars ever heal? Did she know she was dying?

			When a child dies, it feels like all eyes are on Mother. What did she do wrong? Where was she? Sometimes it’s all too much to bear alone. Even if at the core of me, I could know I was not to blame, I can’t escape that need to be the sacrificial lamb, to take on the sins of my past, of our family, to try to cleanse all our wrongs through some kind of redemption.

			I don’t know what Rachel’s last coherent thought was, or whether she overdosed deliberately or by accident, but what I’m coming to know is that her death is re-creating me.

		

	
		
			First Contact

			January 13, 2009

			Nancy, my name is Armen. We have a friend, Anne, in common. She e-mailed me about the death of your daughter Rachel. I’m wondering if we might meet somewhere. Even though I don’t know you, I feel an urge to wrap my arms around you. We can talk about anything you want or sit in silence. I promise we will just be two women coming together in this moment of darkness, a place I’ve come to call Griefland. I’ve been living here for four years, so I’ll show you around; we can take a quiet walk. Just the two of us . . .

			Armen

			 

			 “What’s the use of wond’rin’ if the ending will be sad?” These were the lyrics from Carousel that played as I drove north from my downtown office, a thunderous rain pounding across my windshield, Mother Nature appearing scorned and the early-morning gridlock bringing traffic to a screeching halt.

			I had written Nancy without hesitation, an obscure e-mail sent in the dark of night, knowingly intruding on her need to be still with the white noise of fresh grief. Mine, in its more advanced stage, had taken up residence beneath flesh and bones, the tremors hidden from plain sight. Admittedly, I was waging a private war from within, the mini-explosions constantly threatening to bleed out.

			We had agreed to meet, and from that very first e-mail exchange I found myself wanting to embrace her pain, a pain I secretly hoped I could take in and absorb, shake hands with, make peace with once and for all. Mine had somehow been buried with Alex. Locked away in seclusion. I wanted to relive that first year over again. Grieve out loud. I needed breathing space, time to stare at the walls, curl up in a ball, and lie at the foot of his bed without time constraints or interruption.

			Life had bombarded my sorrow, stepping over and through it, forcing me to return to a new normal with few if any adjustments to my everyday life. I resumed my role as a professional woman, wife, designated daughter, now also caring for my mother who had fallen gravely ill. A few short months later, my husband’s mother died. We planned another funeral and never looked back. This morning I wanted to convince Nancy to take better care of herself, grant her license to be selfish. The laundry and relatives could wait.

			I suggested a place near the college, Uncle Harry’s, a popular bagelry, warm and inviting, even for the dreaded conversation I knew ours would be. Nancy taught English at the university and, like me, loved to write. I sensed, even in our first communiqué, that she possessed a kind of warrior spirit we would later attribute to our shared bloodlines and deep cultural roots. One gypsy, one warrior. Something felt right from the moment we met. Was it possible that our Middle Eastern ancestors had prepared us for this precise moment in time, their spiritual energy and presence circling the universe and pulling us together?

			Gripping the steering wheel, I headed toward the cafe, suddenly overwhelmed by the all-too-familiar sense of loss and emptiness. In a series of uninvited moments, the instant replay of my own child’s death stretched out in front of me. Traveling backward in time, I watched his stiffened body being lowered into the ground while our glazed eyes stared off into space, fixated on some faceless horizon. Silenced and standing by my side was my husband, Dan, now forced to make good on his nuptial vows to love me “for better or worse.” Even his thriving law practice could not salvage this moment of heartbreak. The verdict, a pair of life sentences, had been delivered.

			What must have been going on in our daughter Danielle’s mind as we lowered her brother into the ground? Profound sorrow? Anger? Survivor’s guilt? She stood next to her new husband, Grant, two newlyweds just beginning their lives together. I wanted to grab both of them, sparing us all from the moment, and flee the tragic scene, but stood frozen in solitude instead. Everyone suddenly disappeared, evaporated. In an indescribable moment, something in me perished.

			Alex had been the child with a mind all his own. His creative spirit, an unworldly sensitivity to things around him, and an urge to explore life outside the margins had been his trademarks. By contrast, Danielle had excelled in school, was an accomplished pianist, and was everyone’s best friend. By anyone’s standards, we were a perfect foursome. Summers at the beach, holidays surrounded by much-loved relatives, and the rich aromas of deep roots and family traditions. Destiny had graced us to live happily ever after.

			I had enjoyed my share of thrill rides and adventure. I left home in 1972 to study abroad, making the journey solo, settling in the south of France, a pilgrimage to sort out identity, test personal limits, and escape the parental and cultural boundaries I feared might be stifling me. Six thousand miles from home, I made my first journal entry, noting that nothing could be more life-changing, more infinite with possibilities. This, I believed, would be the journey of a lifetime.
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