Simple acts ease great pain

By Joel D. Feldman

y lovely 21-year-old daughter, Casey, died

\/I about eight months ago on a beautiful

summer day in Ocean City, N.]J. She was

struck by a car in a crosswalk while on her way to

a boardwalk restaurant where she worked. How

she died and, more important, lived her short life
was reported in various newspapers.

Casey’s death is the most difficult thing I have
faced, and going on without her is the most dif-
ficult thing I will face.

But in the immediate aftermath, I would not
have expected to be doing as well as I am now. My
progress has been possible because of supportive
family, friends, acquaintances, and even strang-
ers.

But I have found that many people, however
well-intentioned, simply don’t know what to say or
do to comfort the grieving. Awkwardness, anxiety,
and ignorance surround death and mourning. So
although grief is different for everyone, I offer
my thoughts on what has and hasn’t helped me.

“How are you doing?” So many people asked
me this question and then quickly tried to retract
it, saying something like, “How stupid of me to
ask! I know you must be suffering terribly.”

Even before Casey’s death, I was ambivalent
about this expression, which often doesn’t indicate
real interest in another’s condition. It’s better to
ask someone who is grieving, “How are you do-
ing today?” That communicates a genuine desire
to know how someone is doing at the moment. A
person can answer as fully or briefly as he wants,
comforted by the knowledge that someone is will-
ing to listen.

“What can | say?” You can’t really lessen my
grief, certainly not with a phrase. You can comfort,
but not cure. Just be present. “I was thinking of
you and your family” is the kind of sentiment that
helps.

“l know how you feel.” Please don’t ever say this.
Many of us have lost loved ones, and some have
even lost a child, but your loss doesn’t tell you how
I feel about mine. (Presumably you are not as clue-
less as the person who told me she knew how I felt
because she had recently lost her 18-year-old cat.)

Listen; don’t feel compelled to talk. Casey was
an award-winning reporter and editor at her col-
lege newspaper, and one of her colleagues told me
Casey had taught her that everyone has a story
— that one just has to listen. That is perfect advice
for anyone trying to comfort someone in mourn-
ing. All I want is to be listened to — to feel you are
trying to learn what it’s like to stand in my shoes
and are there when I need to talk.

“l didn’t want to remind you.” Many people said
they were afraid to talk to me about Casey for fear
of reminding me of her. But I think of Casey almost
all the time, regardless of what others say to me.

I am afraid people will forget Casey. I'll always
appreciate it when people speak of and remember
her.

Don’t judge my grieving. I struggled, and still
do, with whether I am grieving enough for Casey.
I know my grief is not a measure of my love, but
when I would laugh or find pleasure in something,
I would often chide myself for being happy too
soon.

As I returned to normal activities, people
would say things like, “I don’t know how you are
going about your life as you are. I would never get
out of bed.” This was probably intended as a com-
pliment, but it made me question whether I was
grieving enough. No one can know what I'm going
through, so no one should try to characterize or
judge my progress.

“l didn’t want to intrude on your grief.” I often
heard this from friends trying to explain why they
didn’t reach out to me sooner. But whether they
did nothing because they didn’t want to intrude,
didn’t know how to offer comfort, or just didn’t
care, they still did nothing. I had no way of know-
ing the difference.

There was not a single person who reached
out to me whom I saw as intruding. Surviving a
tragic loss is a struggle. I feel different as a result
of my loss; don’t compound that by making me feel
isolated. Do something, lest your inaction be con-
strued as insensitivity.

When is it too late to send a card? The answer
for me is never. The bulk of the support I received
came in the first month after Casey died. As time
went on, there were fewer and fewer cards, phone
calls, and deliveries.

Some studies show grief symptoms may ac-
tually worsen several months after a loved one’s
death as a result of the gradual lessening of sup-
port over time. Put a reminder in your calendar to
make a call, send an e-mail, or plan a lunch. It will
be most appreciated.

My expectations — that Casey would gradu-
ate from college, find a satisfying career, marry,
have children, live a full life, and one day mourn
my death — have been shattered. In struggling
to put together the pieces, I have learned that a
tragic death can paralyze kind and caring people.
And I have been helped by those who, whether
they were comfortable doing so or not, tried to of-
fer support.
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