
 
 
 

 
 

Out of the Mouths of Babes 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
Stephanie was 5 years old when Benjamin died. Her 2 ½ year old brother had been her 
confidant, playmate, and constant companion. She was involved with his life from the 
beginning, shared in his birth, and took delight in his growth and development. It did not 
occur to me to try to shelter Stephanie from the realities of death. But at the same time 
the “mother” in me wanted to be able to save her from pain. 
 
Stephanie was included with the rest of the family in the funeral rites. At the funeral 
home, she took a particular interest in Ben, hanging over him as much as she was 
allowed, touching and patting. She’d brought her favorite doll and insisted on tucking it 
in with him. If the doll were removed, she’d notice and soon be back to replace and re-
arrange it to her satisfaction. Stephanie’s needs and rituals were her own; she was 
saying her good-byes. 
 
In the weeks that followed, death became 
more real to her, as it did to the rest of us. 
But unlike the rest of the family, Stephanie 
was not yet socially programmed to hide 
herself or her feelings from the world. I 
learned a lot about what was going on with 
us by watching her. She became a mirror for 
the family, reflecting back to us what we felt 
and experienced. 
 
Within days of Benjamin’s death, Stephanie began to realize that she was alone. 
Engrossed in play, she would turn to speak to Ben, or to share something with him, only 
to realize that he was not there. Such realization caused her to burst into tears. One 
afternoon I was interrupted by hysterical sobbing coming from the direction of 
Stephanie’s bedroom. I found Stephanie crying as hard as she could, rocking back and 
forth on her bed with her arms wrapped tightly around a framed picture of Benjamin. 
“My poor baby is dead, and I’ll never see him again,” she sobbed. “It’s not fair, babies 
are supposed to last!” 
 
Stephanie worked hard in her own way to accustom herself to the idea that Ben was 
really gone. One evening I noticed her counting us at the dinner table. “One, two, three, 
four, five . . .” she counted. “We used to have six, but Ben died.” She needed to say it 
out loud, to keep reminding herself in a dozen different ways. When I found her working 
diligently with scissors and white paper, she admitted that she was making herself a pair 
of angel wings so that she could fly up to heaven and see how Benjamin was doing. 

Out of the Mouths of Babes by Joanetta Hendel, Page 1 of 3 
Copyright 1988 by Joanetta Hendel, WordWorks Publishing 
www.wordworkspublishing.net 

“Stephanie was not yet 

socially programmed to hide 

herself or her feelings from 

the world . . . She became a 

mirror for the family, 

reflecting back to us what we 

felt and experienced.” 



 
 
 

She’d been the in the habit of writing “love notes” to the family, a way of perfecting her 
lettering skills, and I would find the scribbled pages here and there throughout the 
house. They would begin, “I love you . . .” followed by a list of her family members, 
parents as well as siblings. Early into the second month, the first note appeared without 
Benjamin’s name. To me it was a sign that Stephanie no longer considered Ben a part of 
her family unit, and his name did not appear alongside those who lived in her world. Yet 
some months later, a new series of notes emerged. Family members took their usual 
place at the top of the list, and in a separate box below she’s written he names of 
Benjamin and Cotton, a beloved cat who once share our home. The two of them took on 
a special context in Stephanie’s family group—that of lost loves. 
 
One day we passed the cemetery on our way 
to another activity. Two other cemeteries 
border the street at that intersection. We 
were all aware that Benjamin’s grave was 
nearby, but nothing was said. Stephanie 
pointed out the window and said in the most 
matter-of-fact tone, “This is where they are 
going to put me, and this is where they are going to put my sister.” Her words sent a 
shiver up and down my spine. We now lived in a world where children were taken 
without warning during sleep. Few of us talked out loud of our fears, but life was 
suddenly viewed as a very dangerous place to be. 
 
Stephanie’s grieving seemed to follow the same patterns that one might expect in an 
adult. She experienced some periods of depression, as well as anger, and she 
questioned God for what appeared to her to be poor judgment on His part. At school, a 
story was read to the class about a dog who had died, In the classroom discussion, 
Stephanie shared with the group that her brother had died, too. Her teacher, who was 
loving and sensitive, but unprepared for such a discussion, brushed it off saying that 
Benjamin had died because God wanted him in heaven. Stephanie was livid, and vowed 
never to return to school again. Such incidents produced anger that smoldered and 
grew. One morning I heard her talking back to Sesame Street. The segment was built 
around a song designed to teach young children the difference between living creatures 
and inanimate objects. They sang joyfully, “I’m alive, I’m alive.” And Stephanie screamed 
back, “So what?! My baby brother was alive and now he’s dead!” 
 
A lapse had occurred when no particular mention was made of Benjamin for several 
weeks. Then one morning, triggered by a minor put-on-your-shoes-it’s-time-for-school 
confrontation, she exploded in all of her five-year-old fury. “My life is ruined! Nobody 
knows that I have feelings, that I am sad and that ben is sad. Nobody cares. My friends 
don’t care. Why didn’t they come to the funeral home?! It was for children, too!” 
Stephanie’s social system had let her down, and she saw herself as isolated and alone.  
The majority of her young friends were not allowed to share with Stephanie the funeral  
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home formalities, nor the church service. Most had been instructed to avoid talking 
about Benjamin in Stephanie’s presence. To Stephanie it was an insult, a sign that they 
did not care about her or her grief. His memory was part of her, a part that needed to 
be expressed. Yet when she mentioned Ben, her playmates would walk away. 
 
Stephanie’s self-esteem was at an all-time 
low. She was whiny, didn’t enjoy school and 
refused for more than a month to play with 
favorite neighborhood companions. Her 
major complaint was, “I’m different.” She 
saw herself alone with no one else in the 
world like her. An in-depth discussion revealed the source of her discomfort. “No one 
else has a dead brother.” She was full of question—why was Ben sick, and why did he 
die? They were the same questions that I had, questions with no answers. And yet, like 
the rest of us, Stephanie continued to struggle to make some sense out of the 
impossible, to process her grief with the only tools she had. Driving the carpool to 
kindergarten one morning, I listened to Stephanie and her friend, Jenny, playing in the 
back seat with their dolls. Holding up her doll Stephanie said, ‘Let’s play that she is 
dead.” Jenny replied in exasperation. ‘Let’s don’t play die again!” 
 
By the end of that first year another baby was on its way bringing mixed feelings, fears, 
and anticipation. Stephanie’s talk about the soon-to-be-born child gave expression to all 
the feelings that I had, but were reluctant to express. “Let’s have twins this time so that 
if one dies we’ll still have a baby.” I hope it’s a girl because boys die.” If it’s a boy, I’ll 
think of Ben and then I’ll be sad.” On a beautiful June afternoon, Andrew was born into 
a sea of joyful tears. Cuddling him close in her lap for the first time, Stephanie’s words 
echoed in my soul, “Now I have a baby brother who isn’t going to die on me.” 
 
Four years have passed since the early pain and tears. I watched with keen interest as 
Stephanie introduced newborn Andrew to a four-month-old picture of Benjamin. “This 
is your big brother,” she announced. Then a few months later the scene repeated itself 
with a nine-month-old Andrew. “This is your little brother,” she told him. In an instant I 
saw us moving forward, growing past and beyond. 
 
Perspectives change, perceptions expand and develop, the spirit and the soul heal. We 
have somehow learned to hold Benjamin close and at the same time to let him go. And 
in our transition to the other side, Stephanie’s gift to us was truth. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine in 1988. 
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