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No Quick Fix for Childhood Grief

Hope Edeiman

HIS mnoath on CNXN. Anderson
Cooper and Siephen Colbert en-
gaged in a cantid conversation
. ibout the long-term effects of
chitdhood grief Mr. Cooper waus 30 years
o4 when his farhier died of 4 heart artack,
Mr. Colbert also was 10 when his father
died i o plane crash that also took two of
his brathers® lives. Their carly losses, both
men agreed, shaped their prinstes. their
worldviews and the adults they ulimately
became,

“1 wiis persnnally shatiered,” Mn Cu]
bert recalled. “And then you kind of re-
form yourself in this quiet, prieving world
that was creaved in the house =

This story ! knarw well, My moiher died
of breas! cancer in 198), when she was 42

and I was 17. At the time, I thought griev-
ing was a five-siage process that could be
rushed through and azed, Eke on easy pop
quiz When | siilll panfully missed my
mother three and five and even 10 years
later, my conclusion wus that I must have
gotien gricving wrong.

it 1ok me quite a fow years of therapy,
interviews with hundreds of other moth-
erless Gaughters and severa! baoks writ-
1en on the subject o finalty let go of the
cultwral message that grief is something
to be “gotten over” in the service of “mov-
" ing on” I'm hoping the Cooper-Calbert in-
terview will help save others that kind of
time,

Whar their conversation bringsto Tight
is how tenncious and requrrent childhood

grief canbe, often flares up around anni-
versary events, suchas birthdoys and hop
Hays; mdies appearances at life mile-
siozes, like gradoations and weddings:
and sneaks up @t age-correspondence
events, such as reaching the age a parent
was when he or she died. That's a big ane,
It also appears in repulir, everyday mo-.
ments. Mr. Colbert spoke about il being
undone by the song “Bund on the Run,”

which was playing in heavy rowation the
month his father and brothers died, Sini-
larly, every time § hoar “Love Will Keep Us

Together™ by Captain and Texnille, I'm

ransported back into & wood-pancled
bmmcm ciren 1978 where I'm teaching
my mother how to dance the Continental,
and nnmgha't‘cels raw and fresh again
Thear it passes.

Tolose aparentin mcmnswaslodo sv
mn the Dark Ages of grief support, Sto-
icism, silence and suppression were sull
the ethos of the day. It woiild take me five
years to be able to say “my mother” with

s omcrym;g!wxshloouldmylmsan

anomaly, but I've met so many others with
this story that at sore point I begas won-
dering if we were the norm. .

“Yet despite all the progress made in or-
gunized bereaverment support over the
pasl 40 yearss, very few services exist to-

| Losmg a famﬂy member

at a young age has lasting
impacts.

day for adults bereaved dunng childkood
and adolescence. And this is a puzzling
omission, becatise millions 6f Americans
Tl into this mtegory A New York Life
Foundation nationwide survey of 1,006
adults age 25 and over sevealed that 14
pereent of those surveyed lost a parent or
sibling before the age of 20, If we apply
thal peroemage 1o the Unlted Statesudult

- ‘population as a whole, even conservative

Iy, nearly 30 million prople in America ex-

" perienced the death of wn immedinte fam-

Dy member dum\g dﬁldhood or adoles-
cence. o -

Why is this lmpor:.'m;? Bemusc we
know that mismanaged and uhexpressed
gricf can surface Inter a8 unregulated an-

- ger take root as depression or disease and

fuel a desire 10 sell.medicate. Imagine a

Vpopulanon of 30 mﬂhon poople with

stories of major, early loss, many of them
unspoken and suppressed. Then look
around, .

Unmoorned Jasses from ihe past may
be a public health erises. A child’s re-
sponse lo mayjor loss depends on severs)
fattors, inclnding the cause of deash, the
doscness of the relationship and the
child's develupmental stage,

Very young children may not yet under-
stand wha! death means. Theyll come 1o
that awareness later, as their intellect ma-
fures, Tecm’:gem have {o balance the typ-
cal tasks of adolescence with the extruor-
dinary demands of mourning. if over-
whelmed by both, they may push one
aside for o while, only to revisit it 10 years
dowm the road.

Early, major toss can derail a life nqra-
tive and shaner a child's sense of safety
and assumprions about the future, As An-
derson Cooper shared, his father’s death

“changed the trajectory of my life. J am a
different person than 1 lcel tike I was
meant 1o be.”

Western culture has been labeled
“death denying.” but really, death-dodg-

g is just s accurate, We skid awny from

discomfort and v ulnerability appund grick.
We tike prescriptions; ictions
and a sense of mastery anq controk: Given
1t chojoe, we'll opt for lhe gx. Every
fime, ;
Two Thursday mghrs ago on national
television, Anderson Cooper and Stephien
Colbert said the guict part out loud: There
is no quick fix here. The cifects of carly

. parent loss reverberute mmughout alife-
- tmel -t

" Continding uus convusanon is more
tvan a dinlogical exercises It's a social re-
sponsibility. Noadult lIeft behind Weneed
10 keop cduamng one aopther about The

- long arc of childhood grief and offering
“support 1o cvm one along ns route, - [

HOPE EDELMAN, the author of “Morhériess
Damughters™ and the jnﬂhw:nmg book .
“The Aftergric),” has bren vmtmg and-
spcar-mg aboul uxr:y loss jor 25; ycars.




