
 
 
 

 
 

Happy (?) New Year 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
For most of my adult life, the New Year’s holiday had been a time of introspection, 
internal evaluation. I’ve seen it as a time to re-evaluate the past, to focus on the future. 
The transition to a new year was filled with hope and anticipation—until Benjamin died. 
 
When one wakes each day with the mental image of a dead child, the reminders of loss 
throughout the house, the ravages of guilt and doubt woven into the fiber of each 
conscious and unconscious moment, then life is a nightmare. For a bereaved parent, the 
promise of a new day, let alone a whole year of them is a curse. 
 
I approached that first New Year’s holiday with very ambivalent feelings—a need to be 
free of the year that had brought such misery and suffering, an equally strong need to 
cling and hold tight, because it was a tie to Ben. Grieving had become a very delicate 
balance of equally opposing feelings—the need to hold on—the need to let go. Both 
tugged and pulled at me daily in the quest for some resolution of loss. 
 
It was a state of quiet numbness that I experienced that first New Year’s Eve, counted 
down the moments, cried in pain when it took its leave, breathed a sigh of relief when it 
was gone. I went to bed that night clutching a small stuffed angel doll, a gift from a 
friend made in Benjamin’s image. It was a tie to him, a bond that I needed. 
 
I doubted the future, that there was any hope of an endurable existence for me. Fear 
consumed my mind, fear of going on, fear of continual pain, fear of additional loss. The 
death of my child had brought intolerable suffering, insecurity and despair. Nothing 
seemed safe nor dependable anymore. Constants that I’d previously counted on were 
no longer there for me. Relationships on every level suddenly needed to be re-evaluated 
and re-worked. Friendships radically changed and re-defined themselves. God and 
religion were questioned. Marriage and the expectations that we’d built into that 
relationship needed re-definition and re-alignment. Unresolved internal issues began to 
surface from nowhere. 
 
In those days, my grief had become tightly entangled in depression. It was a bottomless 
pit from which there seemed no escape. In the aftermath of death, I was left 
defenseless. So paralyzed by the grief itself, I lost myself, quite easily withdrawing into 
the solitude that depression provided. Grieving over the loss of my child had become a 
consuming obsession, more complicated than it should have been. 
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It was through the help of some specialized counseling that I began to acquire insights 
into my situation, to gain tools to better understand how to deal with the feelings and 
the experience. In the years that have followed, I have more and more learned to “be” 
with the loss. I’ve come to understand that letting go of the grief is in no way letting go 
of the love, nor does it further separate me from my child. 
 
Four years ago, I trudged through the snow up the hill to the cemetery on the first 
anniversary of Benjamin’s death. And the first thought that surfaced in my mind as I 
stood before his grave was, “Curse you Ben, for dying on me!” His death had radically 
changed the shape and focus of my life, had drastically affected the way that I was used 
to viewing myself and all around me. To me, such change was unwelcome and 
unwanted. 
 
At that point I could not yet see the potential for growth and development, could not 
anticipate the miracles that can occur when all that is known falls away leaving the 
doors wide open to the new and unknown. I did not image at that moment that I could 
feel happiness again, could find joy in my life, nor peace in my heart. 
 
But in the years since Benjamin’s death, I’ve learned to trust the growth process of grief, 
to tap into the joy that is available, not in spite of the loss, but rather because of it. 
Losing myself through the death of my child has caused me to find myself in ways more 
profound than I could have earlier imagined. There lies within a deeper commitment to 
life and to love, an adding to, rather than a diminishing, of the self. There exists for me 
potential that could not have been realized any other way. 
 
I have been touched by life, I have been touched by death, and I have learned day by 
day to live out the promise of each new year. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine, November/December, 1988. 
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