
 
 
 

 
 

First Christmas 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
The feel of tinsel and garland are in the air. The annual, church Christmas bazaar marks 
the official opening of the Christmas season. It’s getting altogether too Christmasey to 
suit me. I wake in the morning, ready to cry, and find myself on the verge of tears most 
of the day. My mind is busy with thoughts, details, and feelings. My purpose is to make 
this Christmas as joyful as possible for the children, and as emotionally bearable as 
possible for me. I’m restless, uneasy, shifting mental priorities from internal family crisis 
to experiencing the first Christmas season without Ben. But this holiday must be 
accomplished, and accomplished with as much grace and forethought as possible. 
Mentally, I’m preparing to welcome Christmas 1985. 
 
For ten months I’ve avoided the reality of 
Christmas, and now in a flurry, I set out to re-
decorate the entire family room, the center of 
Christmas at our house. Suddenly I realize that 
handling Christmas in the physical and emotional 
setting of last year is not possible for me. So 
during the first week in December, each day is 
spent on the obsession: wallpapering, new drapes, furniture changed and re-arranged. 
By the end of the week, the room is totally new, and I’m ready to confront the official 
start of the holiday season within its walls.  
 
Traditions, so special and so important, now become hurdles of monumental proportion 
because of grief. These are the special pitfalls of any holiday season. Each former joy is 
now a hurt, unique in itself, to be experienced in its own time and space. 
 
My parents are here to help with the tree trimming. They serve as moral support to 
boost my emotional energy. I’m tense and irritable, with a need to get the formalities 
out of the way. The children are in their usual holiday fervor, rustling through boxes, 
gleefully sorting the familiar reminders of holidays past. But some boxes I covet for 
myself to open and unpack in my own good time. 
 
How many times in these last months have I dreaded the moment I would open the box 
of Christmas stockings to see one with Benjamin’s name on it? How many times have I 
agonized over whether or not to hang his with the rest? Could I bear it? Would the 
empty space be worse? How often have I worried whether my need to keep his 
remembrances in view would conflict with the needs of others in the family to keep the 
reminders out of sight? I question the children. 
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“Shall we hang up Ben’s stocking this year?” The two oldest are disgusted with the 
question, afraid that grief will threaten to steal the joy of Christmas as it has dampened 
so much of their lives these last months. To them the stocking is inconsequential; the 
physical reminders of loss are irrelevant. He’s dead, he’s gone, that’s their reality. Do 
what I feel, hang it or not, but let’s not dwell on heartache. Stephanie assumes we’ll 
hang his stocking as always.  
 
Though insignificant to all but me, the Christmas stocking becomes probably the most 
difficult decision of all. I want it out, want to see it. Yet the pain of seeing four little 
stockings lined up on the mantle, knowing the last one will be empty on Christmas 
morning, is more than I think I can bear. I finally hang three. Ben’s goes on the Christmas 
tree instead. This seems somehow a good compromise, and I feel very satisfied with 
myself. 
 
I’ve ornaments to hang. Each child has a 
collection of his own, one for each year of his or 
her life. Ben saw three Christmases. Three 
ornaments are stored in his box. But when I buy 
the children their new yearly ornament, I buy a 
final one for Ben—an angel with Benjamin’s 
birth and death day imprinted. Hanging all four 
myself, each of the three years flashes before 
me . . . a blue satin ball that reads, “Baby’s First 
Christmas 1981,” a tiny furry teddy bear, a 
yellow ceramic duck, and last of all, an angel in flight. Many times in the coming days I 
will find myself standing before the tree in some glazed trance, fingering each one, 
letting my mind touch the reality that there will be more ornaments, no more 
Christmases for or with him. 
 
I’m busy, so busy—constantly fighting the depression with work and distractions. Such a 
hectic time, so much to do. I cling to the hustle and bustle. Avoiding the emotional lows 
is a minute-to-minute proposition. 
 
I want a Christmas tree for Ben, a tiny tree for the cemetery. He must have a tree. The 
first Christmas without him . . . it has to be special, this tree. It has to have meaning. I 
wish for such a tree in our yard, that I could cut down and present to him as a gift of 
love, but none exists. Instead it occurs to me that I might buy a tiny, live tree for Ben’s 
grave and later plant it in our yard. It would be a gift for him from his family, and 
afterward a special remembrance to cherish always. 
 
The holiday clamor, I’m thriving on it, but allow myself one day to stop and reflect on 
Ben, on the sadness. This day I spend stringing popcorn and cranberries for the little 
tree. I let myself be partially aware of the pain, cry some tears for how I miss him. 
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My aunt and uncle are in town and have brought a special wreath for the cemetery, a 
Christmas wreath specially made for Ben with Santa Clauses, toy soldiers, and such. We 
go together to the cemetery, wreath and tree in tow. 
 
It’s windy and raining. The wreath is placed, the tree decorated with strings of 
cranberries, popcorn and festive red bows. Backing away to view the results, I can’t 
believe I’m standing in the pouring rain bringing Christmas to a dead child. He should be 
home with me enjoying our own Christmas tree. Benjamin should be playing with the 
toys on that wreath, not memorialized by them. The agony of accepting things as they 
are is almost more than I can bear. 
 
I dread the Christmas shopping, find my mind still does not function with the clockwork 
precision I would like. Much is done through catalog orders, but the day comes when I 
must venture out in to the jungle of holiday 
shoppers. My plans are well laid. I go out early 
and plan to come home before allowing myself 
to feel overwhelmed. Arriving at the shopping 
center early, the doors are not yet open for 
business. Walking up and down, admiring the 
window displays, another woman joins me on 
the sidewalk. She too is waiting. With her is a child, a boy about Ben’s size and shape, 
the same translucent skin, the same hair color. I’m mesmerized by the child. He has two 
dimples and is wearing Ben’s tennis shoes! I can’t take my eyes off him and speak to his 
mother asking his age. “Two years old,” she replies. 
 
I’m weak from the encounter and have the urge to run away, along with an equally 
strong urge to follow this child around watching him. I try some of both. These last 
months I’ve scanned the faces of every bond-haired, blue eyed toddler in sight 
determined to find one who reminds me of Ben. Now I’ve come close to finding his 
match and I don’t know what to do with it. I fear this experience will ruin my plans for 
shopping, but decide instead to write it off to fate trying to put it behind me. My mind 
fills with lists and errands, and I block the sadness out again. 
 
I’m restless, “in between,” depression always tapping me on the shoulder looking for 
some way in. On the 24th, I busy myself with packing and laundry. We’re going to spend 
Christmas Eve and the next couple of days with my parents. For me the change is 
absolutely necessary. I must be away from the house this Christmas Eve, this Christmas 
morning, to change the setting, to minimize the empty space. Getting past this holiday is 
the only focus there is. 
 
I’m restless today and irritable, not giving any particular thought to Ben and yet 
subconsciously that is the only reality. I want to avoid thinking about him, partly for 
myself because I would like to avoid the pain, and partly because a deepening  
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depression would dampen the holiday joy for everyone around me. As a mother who is  
programmed to meet each and every need of her children, I feel constant and 
unrelenting guilt. I want this to be a good Christmas for them. I want to make up for 
Benjamin’s death and the chaos of their world. I want to make it all right for them again. 
 
There is Christmas Eve Mass before we leave 
town—the church decorated for Christmas, 
the altar loaded with flowers. Stepping inside 
the door, I’m accosted by that overpowering 
flower smell, that funeral smell. Barely inside 
the vestibule, the familiar odor suffocates me, 
and I want to gag. Flashbacks fling themselves 
back and forth through my head—the funeral, 
the flowers, this spot is where it happened. 
The fresh flowers and potted poinsettias are memorial gifts remembering those who 
have died. This year Benjamin’s name joins those listed on the back of the Christmas 
memorial sheet—“In Memory Of . . .” 
 
Now there is the sadness. Crying all through the service. I am remembering last 
Christmas Eve in this church, how Ben looked, what he wore. At one point all little ones 
are invited to come forward to sit with Father John around the altar admiring the 
nativity and talking of the real meaning of Christmas. I imagine what Ben would have 
looked like sitting among the others, now a year older, now 3 and a half. The Christmas 
carols are so hard to sing . . . “Away in the manger, no crib for a bed, the little Lord Jesus 
lays down his sweet head . . .” Some quality of the lyrics triggers the image of Benjamin 
lying in repose, and I’m lost in the heartache, unable to sing, sobbing through each 
verse. Allowing the tears is an exercise in healing. 
 
During the long drive to my parent’s home, we are mostly quiet. No words are given to 
the pain and the sadness that each of us feels in our own separate way. Only five-year-
old Stephanie speaks out loud of her pain and confusion, “I will be sad at Christmas 
without Ben.” After a lapse of some time, she begins to recount the episode in which 
she remembers us grouped at the kitchen table, coloring Easter eggs, Ben had picked up 
a cup of egg color, taking a sip. She wonders whether he’d been poisoned, and perhaps 
it had been her fault for not stopping him. Assuring her that the colors were non-toxic 
and that she was in no way responsible for Ben’s demise, I’m struck by the similarities of 
our mental process. We are continually driven to figure it out, to find a reason, to 
understand why it all happened as it did. The puzzle circles again and again. But 
Stephanie’s last comment touches my helplessness in a way that nothing else could. 
“I’m afraid to die,” she whispers. 
 
Christmas morning becomes bearable in this new setting. Benjamin’s absence is less 
noticeable here than it would have been in his own family room beside his own  
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Christmas tree. The children seem to find some joy in their holiday. I feel nothing in 
particular. These two days find me at loose ends. There is a quiet sadness, and I’m given 
to frequent pacing, stopping now and again before Benjamin’s picture that my mother 
has placed near the Christmas tree. 
 
The December meeting of Compassionate Friends becomes my salvation. Yearly the 
group holds their Christmas memorial ceremony. It’s an unusually emotional meeting, 
for our children are remembered in a candlelight ceremony. I go to share Benjamin’s life 
and death with others. 
 
The month of December is unusually difficult for most of us. The atmosphere is a bit 
more tense than usual, the room hushed, those still experiencing the first year of grief 
wearing the weary looks of internal struggles totally their own. Refugees from a world 
which goes on as always despite our own personal tragedies and sufferings, we come 
together reaching out to each other with a love and compassion that is almost 
impossible to find anywhere else. This is a safe place. This is a place where others 
understand. 
 
There are readings from several in the group, words to reflect on, words to comfort and 
console. We are not alone spiritually, not physically. There is an invisible, forever link  
between each of us present. We share a common bond. From one large candle, which 
represents all children everywhere who have died, each tiny candle is lit by one or both 
parents in memory of the child they’ve lost. 
 
Quietly one after another, mothers and fathers file forward adding one more candle to 
those on the table. I feel hypnotized and overwhelmed by the little flickering lights. They 
represent so much suffering, but more that, so much love. We are united, all of them 
together, all of us together. 
 
As the meeting ends we are entwined, arms around each other, in a circle of love and 
caring that cannot be equaled anywhere. Gently rocking back and forth, there is music 
to bring the tears that need to be cried. We are strength, we are life for each other. We 
are love in its purest form, stripped of all façade. In opening ourselves to the suffering, 
we open ourselves to life as we never could have done before. And beneath the tears 
there pervades the spark of a unique peacefulness that borders on joy. 
 

This article is excerpted from the book GOD WILL TEACH ME TO FLY 
published in 1996/2011 by WordWorks Publishing under the pen name Andrea Maresco. 

This excerpt was also printed as an article in Bereavement Magazine in 1990. 
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