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When Children Grieve

by John W. James and Russell Friedman
My son’s father died, and I want to know how to help him.
The above sentence may seem puzzling. It is an emotionally powerful statement of fact that raises many questions simultaneously.
And yet, My son’s father died, and I want to know how to help him
was the very real opening comment of a phone call Russell received
at The Grief Recovery Institute. In order to understand the caller’s
specific circumstances, Russell had to ask the same questions that
you might already be asking: Was her son’s father her husband? Were
they living together? Did she love the man? The caller answered yes
to all three questions. As a matter of fact, this women and her husband were very much in love, and she was devastated by his sudden
death. In addition to the nine-year-old son, there were two daughters,
one fourteen years old and the other five years old, about whom she
was concerned.
Her husband had left the house one morning, an apparently healthy
forty-year-old man. He arrived at work and suffered a massive heart
attack. A chilling phone call informed her of his death.
Following his many years of experience, Russell encouraged the
woman to talk about her relationship with her husband. But, with a
singleness of purpose, she kept insisting that she wanted to talk only
about helping her nine-year-old son. So Russell asked her to describe
the problems she perceived her son to be having.
During the conversation that followed, Russell discovered that the
boy was having many of the normal reactions associated with such
a profound loss. But what was troubling the mom most was that her
son would not talk at all about his reactions to his dad’s death. She
explained that when she asked him how he was feeling, he would
say, “I’m fine!” and then clam up. When she asked a second time
or pushed the topic, her son would retreat to his room and close the
door. Russell said that he could imagine that might be pretty upsetting to her. After all, her son, who she loved very much, had to be
crushed by the death of his dad, yet he would not talk about it. This
mom was sure that whatever was going on was not healthy for her
son.
At that point, Russell recalled that earlier conversation she had said
that she loved her husband very much. He said gently, “You told me
that you loved your husband very much, and obviously you have been
devastated by his death.” After a short pause, in a small, choked voice,
she answered, “Yes.” Russell pressed on, asking her another question,
one to which he was sure he already knew the answer. “When you
and your son are together, and you get overwhelmed with emotions
related to the death of your husband, what do you do?” Immediately
she responded, “I have to be strong for him; that’s what everybody
tells me to do. So when I feel the tears coming, I go to my room.”
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A very long silence followed.
Russell did not interrupt. Finally and
probably for the first time, she heard what
she had just said. The light bulb of awareness went
off in her head. She understood. The silence ended with her saying, “Oh
my gosh, he’s doing what I do, isn’t he?”

“So there are no books that will do it for us and
there are no magic ‘right’ words to say. It’s the
trying, the sharing, and the caring--the wanting to
help and the willingness to listen--that says, ‘I care
about you.’ When we know that we do care about
each other, then, together, we can talk about even
the most difficult things and cope with even the
most difficult times.”
--HEDDA BLUESTONE SHARAPAN
from Talking With Young Children About Death:
A Message From Fred Rogers
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Listen to our Stories
by Nita Adams

I was in my middle-adult years when I
found myself reflecting on life and how
lucky I had been not to have experienced
any major catastrophes. I wondered if
it were possible that I could actually go
through life without experiencing some
kind of tragedy? A few months later I had
my answer in no uncertain terms. Two
of my three young-adult sons, Erik and
David, were killed in a freak car accident
on Thanksgiving Day, 1994.
Several years after experiencing this
personal disaster, the entire community
of St. Peter, Minnesota, experienced a
full-blown tornado on March 29, 1998.
When the sirens began wailing, I turned
on the local radio station and heard an
urgent warning: “Anyone who lives in St.
Peter get to your basement, NOW! The
urgency in the broadcaster’s voice was
real; this was not the ordinary run-of-themill storm warning. Our community was
in for the storm of a lifetime. Within two
minutes,atornadowallone-and-one-half
miles wide roared into town at two-hundred miles an hour, disrupting the lives of
more than ten-thousand people.
What I saw when I emerged from the
basement took my breath away. It looked
like a war zone! More than a thousand
homesweredestroyedordamaged,twenty-thousand trees were gone, and nearly
everyone shared loss of power or phone
service for at least three weeks. Disasters
are life-changing experiences for most
people. Most hurricanes, tornadoes or
earthquakes, devastate an entire community or neighborhood. In contrast, the
devastation resulting from individual disasters, such as accidents, diseases or debilitating illnesses, are primarily limited
to the immediate family.
A common need among people experiencing disasters, no matter what kind, is
to tell their stories. Yet prevailing cultural
norms suggest that there is a greater com-

fort level in listening to stories about a
disaster that affects the community than
there is for a personal tragedy. The posttornado victims were asked over and over
again, “Where were you during the tornado? How much damage did you have?
What did the tornado look like?...sound
like? . . feel like?

to close rather quickly. In a communitywide tragedy, it usually remains open for
a great deal longer. In a few short days,
weeks or months after a personal loss, a
loved one’s name may be dropped from
conversations. Yet the need of the loved
ones left behind to tell their story is ongoing.

These questions were conversation
ice breakers! Instant connections were
made. The questions invited everyone
to tell their stories over and over again.
Kiwanis, one of the community service
clubs, invited people to submit their stories for publication in a “Tornado Book.”
Everyone, kids and adults alike, were
given the opportunity to tell his or her
story so that years from now others would
have a sense of what really happened on
that March tornado day.

The bereaved may try to slip their loved
one’s name into a conversation, only to
have the subject changed abruptly. Because they are sensitive to social cues,
the bereaved “button up.” Any further
sharing of personal thoughts and feelings
about loss, and life after loss, tends to become dependent on an invitation.

A friend observed, “Anytime, someone
brings up the tornado experience in a
conversation, even fifty years from now,
they will be able to tell their ‘tornado
story.’”
The destruction from the tornado is
mind boggling, but as a bereaved mom,
the devastation that occurred from my
personal tornado is even greater. A living
nightmare follows the death of a child.
The debris from a loss of that magnitude
defies description. On the horrific day
when my two sons were killed, I began
a grief journey the likes of which I could
have never imagined.
Experiencing both kinds of disasters has
helped me become aware of how they
differ. While a community disaster affects a large number of people, an individual death is felt only by immediate
loved ones. When the impact of a loss is
limited, it becomes more difficult or uncomfortable for grievers to find others to
whom they can tell their stories of loss,
grief and pain.
Sharing an individual loss with others is
more likely to be a conversation stopper.
Because of personal discomfort in confronting an individual’s grief, the window
for sharing stories about a loved one tends

One of my son’s good friends was a reporter for the local newspaper, and during the
first year following my sons’deaths, his assignments would routinely bring him to
my work site. He made it a point to check
in with me each time. The conversations
would invariably come around to talking
about our mutual loss. His statement, “I
think about it all the time, but I can’t say
anything,” was revealing. So, we conveniently give each other a safe place to talk
about “it.”
Compassionate and caring people often
fall silent because they don’t know how
to respond appropriately to grievers, especially when it involves the death of a
young person. Feeling obligated to abide
by this unspoken request for silence, often the bereaved become silent as well.
What accounts for the difference in the
level of ongoing interest in a community
disaster versus a personal tragedy? What
makes it more difficult to hear grief stories that relate to the death of an individual loved one?
Might it be more comfortable to talk
about things that can be replaced, homes
that can be rebuilt, or trees that can be replanted than it is to talk about people who
can never be replaced? Is it too difficult to
hear how family members or friends are
struggling to manage their grief? Or is it
too hard to understand how a griever’s
entire view of the world, and his place in
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it, may have taken a 180 degree turn?
Does seeing obituaries day after day, or hearing stories about death in all media forms,
desensitize us to death, grief and pain? When
death is seen “from a distance,” it just doesn’t
seem like that big a deal. However, when a
personal disaster strikes, loss is personalized
into every fiber of one’s being for all time.
Is there a lack of awareness that acute grief
tends to transition into chronic grief and
may even be life-long? In those situations,
when grief may have no ending point, finding
meaning and purpose in one’s changed life
becomes the ongoing story.
Or is it because of “all the above” that caring
others do not know what to say or how to say
it that keeps personal grief out of conversations? Is there a fear that bringing the name
of a loved one into a conversation will resurrect painful memories and make the griever
“sad”? Talking about our loved ones will not
increase the level of sadness, instead, bringing
the name of a loved one into a conversation is
a treasured gift regardless of the length of time
since the loss.
One bereaved parent captured the sentiment
well, “I need to hear my daughter’s name
brought up in conversations. I need to talk
about her. I need to know she has not been
forgotten.” Many bereaved parents will speak
of the fear that their child (or children) will
be forgotten. And, if they never hear anyone
speak their child’s name, it’s easy to assume
that they have been forgotten.
How does one invite grievers to tell their stories? They can continue to share their personal
memories and what that person taught them
about life. Besides affirming that the spirit of
their loved one continues to live on in others,
it also invites grievers to share their own reflections. Others also can get a sense of the
loss experience from the griever’s perspective
by asking a “how” or “what” question. Those
openings have the advantage of encouraging
the bereaved to describe their grief journeys.
Questions such as, “It’s been a year...How are
your days going?” Or, “What have you found
most helpful in getting through the days? Or,
“What kind of support have you found to be

most (or least) helpful?” Also, “In the time
since (name) died, I’m wondering what experiences you have had, if any, that have implied
that you should be “over” your grief?”
I posed the last questions to a middle-aged
widow, whom I had never met before, and
her stories poured out. Even though I was a
stranger to her, somehow she sensed she was
safe with me, and she wasted no time in accepting my invitation to tell her story.
Thankfully, there are earthly angels: friends,
family members, co-workers, and strangers,
who continue to share memories and reflections about our loved ones, listen when we
tell our stories, invite us to share our grief
journeys with them, and support us in our efforts in learning how to live with and manage
our grief. They are our lifelines to the future,
but more are needed. There can never be too
many earthly angels!

In Memorium
Pamela Oehlert..................... 04/05/2021
Susie M. Young...................... 04/07/2021
Daniel H. Okeson.................. 04/20/2021
Janice K. Kirk.......................... 04/20/2021
Darlene A. Wighs................. 04/23/2021
Serena K. Gagliardi..............04/24/2021
Shawn R. Pigorsch...............04/26/2021
Carol E. Searle.......................04/30/2021

Reprinted with permission from
Bereavement Publishing, Inc. (888-604-4673).

Come Join Our Hospice of Salina Volunteer Team!
Volunteering for Hospice of Salina helps make a difference in the
life of a patient and/or their family. A little of your time can be a
significant, positive change to our patients. We have many volunteer opportunities available to fit your talents.

* Patient /Caregiver Assistance
* Bereavement
* Administrative
* Fundraising
For more information, contact Julia D’Albini, Volunteer Coordinator
at 785-825-1717.
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Resources
Websites
Adult Books
Author......................................................................................................................................... Title
Granger Westburg...................................................................................................... Good Grief
Ed Ames.......................................................................................... A Handbook for Widowers
Linus Mundy..............................................................................Grieving the Loss of a Parent
Pat Schweibert & Chuck DeKlyen.................................................Tear Soup: A Recipe for
Healing After Loss

Children/Teen/Parent Books
Laurie & March Brown........................................................................... When Dinosaurs Die
B. Mellonie & R. Ingpen............................ Lifetimes: A Beautiful Way to Explain Death
John Hodge............................................................................. Finding Grandpa Everywhere
June Cezra Kilf............................................................................. Teenagers Talk About Grief
Leo Buscaglia............................................................................... The Fall of Freddie the Leaf

www.salpublib.org
www.americanhospice.org
www.childgrief.org
www.aarp.org/griefandloss
www.centering.org
www.griefnet.org
www.centerforloss.com
www.compassionatefriends.org
www.willowgreen.com
www.compassionbooks.com
www.insightbooks.com
www.hopethroughhealing.com
www.livingontheedge.org
www.highmarkcaringplace.com
www.journeyofhearts.org
NOTICE OF NON-DISCRIMINATION: Hospice of
Salina provides services without regard to race, color,
national origin, disability, age, sexual orientation, any
other protected status, or inability to pay.

