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Introduction

We tend to believe that our mother and father will never die. Even if a long illness gives us time to prepare ourselves, we can never be fully ready for their death and its aftermath, which means saying goodbye to the people who gave us life, apart from anything else. No matter what our age, the death of a parent is devastating; nothing else leaves us feeling so abandoned. Not only do we lose a much-loved individual, we also face a severe identity crisis because that person was so much part of ourselves and our past. Also, our mother’s or our father’s death is often our first close encounter with death and means coming to terms with our own mortality in a very real sense. Life as we have known it stops and we are left in the deep isolation of grief; we are forced to work through this and there are no short cuts, if we are eventually to recover emotional health. This work of grief, which can take years, covers many aspects of our lives: we have to consider our parent’s life in a totally new light – to accept him or her as vulnerable, to assimilate this loss of a part of ourselves, and to formulate some concept of death.

This need to find meaning in what has happened can transform pain into valuable insights with which to face the rest of our lives. The subject of this book is how to find this meaning; how to see, eventually, your mother’s or father’s death as the beginning of a new strength and maturity.

It’s a book needed all the more because the loss of a mother or father seems to be one of society’s invisible areas – or at least, semi-visible ones. Like disabled people and struggling young mothers, dying parents have always been there; they blend into the background, unless you happen to be one of them or closely connected with one of them. The general attitude (felt if not expressed) seems to be that, although it is a highly upsetting event, the loss of a parent is more or less to be expected. Condolences tend to skim over the profound psychological effects this event can have. After all, you’re an adult, aren’t you? Thus, the isolation which is a normal feature of bereavement is accentuated.

Thanks to media coverage of disasters and post-traumatic stress, there is far more public awareness of the damage that can be caused by unresolved grief, and it seems that more people are going to bereavement support groups. Many of these do come to discuss the death of their mother or father; indeed, very often, people who come to bereavement support groups, ostensibly to discuss the loss of a partner, really need to talk about the unassimilated, earlier loss of a parent. Could it be a comment on our culture, which puts so much emphasis on couples, that so many bereavement studies are done on the widowed? In comparison, the death of a parent and its effects on the adult child is a ‘poor relation’, according to research. Add to this our society’s taboo on death and you realize that a person bereaved of a father or mother may be very lonely indeed.

I hope this book will go some way towards helping if not curing that loneliness: those who read it will know at least that it is a shared loneliness. Having been through the event myself, I appreciate not only this isolation, but the need of a bereaved person to make sense of what has happened. Grieving can be a long process, especially if you need to formulate some personal philosophy of death – incorporating both parents, dead or alive, into the framework of a reasonably contented and mature life.

Generally, the younger you are, the harder you are likely to be hit by the death of a parent. But there are many other factors which affect grieving. If you are heavily involved with other life events, such as getting married or having a baby, mourning may be delayed or complicated. Equally, if you are advanced in life and have been used to having your parents around, perhaps even looking after them, their loss can be a blow which turns your life upside-down. It is by no means uncommon for people of 60 or more to feel that they are orphans, alone in the world. Nevertheless, the death of your mother or father is part of the natural sequence of events: that is, parents do most often die before their children. In some ways, their death also frees their adult children to take on responsibilities and roles they might not otherwise have accepted. The bereaved are now the leading generation; they have inherited mentally, culturally and perhaps in material terms as well. Though frightening, this can form eventually a challenge which many find liberating.

But, while the trend of this book is towards growth and recovery, it is also important to remember that meaning cannot be forced. Death cannot always be mentally ‘tidied up’ by all the coping strategies that come to us from religion and other sources, and letting go of what has happened is a vital part of recovery, with all its pain, its raggedness and its imperfection. The ambulance which didn’t come in time, the doctor who was offhand, the priest who was less than pastoral – these may always hurt, but cannot be clung to if we are to become sound again. It is easier if we can accept that letting go comes with time, and that it may never be total: no one will ever be complacent about the way Dad died, or regard it as neatly fitting in with the universe’s master plan. Pain and grief may have ultimate value; for now it is enough to say that this value, if transcendent, is certainly not tidy! Try to make sense of what has happened, beyond a certain point, and we always risk being confounded.

Finally, the way you go through any bereavement also depends on the quality of your relationship with the person who has died. Few parent–child relationships are likely to have been completely smooth. A certain amount of inter-generation conflict is inevitable, even healthy. But death, which may not have left time to put the relationship on a more settled footing, does not necessarily end this relationship. As the years go by, hopefully there will be time enough to reach a greater understanding of your mother or father, and a more total acceptance of the way they lived as well as the way they died.

How this book is arranged

Everyone’s experience is different, but by including a number of case histories, I hope that the book will touch on as many reactions as possible, and that talking about genuine people will make the book seem more real. The people interviewed were drawn from as wide a range of ages and social backgrounds as possible.

It is all too easy for a writer to hide out in pseudo-technical bereavement language, which doesn’t really help a grieving person and can even add to the feeling of unreality we tend to experience in mourning. For this reason, I have tried deliberately to avoid using psychological terms such as ‘searching’ (a reaction shortly after death which involves going round the house looking for or expecting to see the dead person). As many people’s parents today die of one kind of lingering disease or another, the book opens with what is really the beginning of death: hearing the news, or realizing for yourself that your mother or father is dying. Death itself is considered after this, with a separate section on sudden death, which can cause a different reaction where shock plays a much greater part.

Grief is looked at next in great detail: immediate grief, covering the first two years; and the factors which can complicate or prolong it. It is important to look beyond this, however – the ‘coming through’ grief and life beyond must both be acknowledged. It isn’t just that parental influences have a way of haunting us for life, but that we may miss the person we have lost in far more situations, for far longer than we anticipate. As we progress further towards maturity ourselves, the death of our mother or father continues to need us to come to terms with our grief.

Note: I refer sometimes to ‘father’ and sometimes to ‘mother’, but they are intended to be interchangeable and it is hoped that they will be read as such.
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