
 
 
 

 
 

Perspective: A Time to Heal 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
It had been a long time since I’d been to a meeting of Compassionate Friends, a support 
group for bereaved parents. It had been so long that I’d forgotten. I had forgotten the 
sadness I always felt as I walked down the long corridor to the room at the end of the 
hallway. I had forgotten the pain and terror of the newly bereaved. I had forgotten the 
anger, the helplessness, and the confusion. I had forgotten the strength of the bond 
grieving parents share. Walking through the meeting room door took me back five 
years. 
 
Nothing could have prepared me for the shock 
of my son’s death, not even his chronic night 
time breathing disorder. I woke on a cold 
February morning in 1984 to find two-year-old 
Benjamin lying dead beside me. The horror of 
those early moments were numbed with shock 
and disbelief. But as the days and weeks 
passed, denial gave way to reality and 
unbearable anguish. Tragedy turned my world 
upside down, disrupted the way family 
members related to one another, and changed my perception of myself and everything 
around me. The months that followed Ben’s death were years long. 
 
We sought to replace the child we’d lost, and I became pregnant again within a few 
months. But the promise of new life did not still the hurt nor the emptiness. Caught up 
in a deepening depression, I withdrew further and further. By the end of that first year, I 
was sleeping most of every day and had to force myself to eat. I could not commit to life 
and knew no way out of my despair. As I crawled away from the world to escape into 
sleep, I began to hope I would not wake up. 
 
Compassionate Friends became my lifeline, but while other bereaved parents were 
finding doors to healing, my doors were closing all around me. The first holidays without 
Benjamin came and went and the anniversary of his death approached. Counting down 
the days before February 18, I relived each moment. The dawn of each new day was a 
curse, rather than a gift. I could no longer tolerate the suffering. I wanted no past, and I 
wanted no future. 
 
I woke one dark, winter morning to an overwhelming helplessness and despair. Months 
of unrelenting depression had taken their toll, and I had reached the limit of my 
endurance. Today everything was different—the feel of the world around me, the 
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unfamiliar sensations of my body and my mind. My usual morning thoughts did not 
surface—school for the children, lunches to pack. Instead the images that floated 
through my mind painted pictures of me standing in the bathroom searching for razor 
blades. My mind was no longer attached to my body. Nothing existed anywhere around 
me. All thoughts formed visions of an internal scenario that became more and more 
detailed and lifelike. 
 
In my fantasy, I was standing in the bathroom. 
The razor blade that I held in my hand cut 
deeply into both of my wrists. Blood gushed, 
dripped, and formed pools beneath of my feet. 
My mind was frozen on a dream-like image of 
myself. She walked slowly from the bathroom 
toward the bed where her child had died and, 
in the frigid darkness, she covered herself with 
blankets to sleep forever. 
 
I was helplessly drawn toward that image, unable to resist. The pictures in my mind 
continued to build and expand possessing a magnetic force all their own. I experienced 
the most peculiar simplification of logic. Pain was all that was real—unbearably 
agonizing pain. Nothing else existed anywhere within the universe. Friends and family 
did not exist, my living children did not exist, my unborn child did not exist, God did not 
exist. I was the reality—just me and pain. 
 
I was lucky. When I reached out for help, others reached back, and I checked into the 
hospital for “time out.” My inability to cope with my loss made no logical sense. “Ben 
was not my whole life—why is my life over?” I soon found that my grief had opened the 
doors to a number of issues I’d never been forced to face. All unfinished business came 
tumbling forth in an unmanageable fashion. This was a time of intense introspection, a 
chance to get in touch with who I really was. The commitment of friends and the 
expertise of professional caregivers provided the support I needed to regain my 
equilibrium and rejoin the real world. 
 
Time is a powerful healing tool, and it does take time to integrate the tragedy of a lost 
loved one into the framework around which we define ourselves. The steps required are 
as individual as our finger prints. Many thousands of tears must be cried, dozens of 
accounts of the story must be told and retold, hundreds of hugs must be given and 
received before the scar heals over. 
 
Today Ben’s death rests in my heart as a gentle reminder of the past. Pools of sadness 
well up inside of me from time to time and must be released. But catharsis does not 
diminish the joy of living. It feels good to remember Benjamin, it feels good to cry, and it 
feels good to put the sadness aside and embrace life. Those pockets of pain have 
become part of who I am—increasing, rather than diminishing my wholeness. 

“Counting down the days 
before February 18, I relived 
each moment. The dawn of 
each new day was a curse, 
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Loss and gain are interchangeable entities, flip sides of the same coin. One cannot be 
present without the other. Forming an intimate bond with death alters us. Because of 
my experience, my life path has changed and I’m different than I was before. I’m drawn 
to others like myself and find identification with those who’ve shared a similar 
experience. I’m more compassionate and experience myself and those around me more 
intensely. Because I no longer fear death, I am incredibly open to life. I’ve learned to let 
pain carry me through to the other side. I’ve learned to accept the gifts that were 
offered along the road I did not choose. 
 
On February 18, I received a phone call from 
my mother. “How are you doing today?” she 
asked in a tone that only concerned mothers 
use with ailing children. My mother was calling 
to check on me, but I’d not been sick. “What 
was that all about?” I wondered to myself 
afterward. Some time later I realized that this 
was Benjamin’s death day. I’d remembered it 
two weeks ago, and I’d remembered it a week 
ago, but just now I’d forgotten. 
 
No one could have convinced me that a time would come when mourning would cease 
to be my life’s work. I could not have predicted five years ago that life today would hold 
such promise and such meaning. I could not foresee a bearable future. The love I have 
for my dead child has no changed nor lessened in the years since his death, but my 
perspective has. The truth is still the truth—Benjamin is still dead. Nothing has changed, 
and yet everything has changed. Heartache no longer shrouds every waking moment. 
Tears are no longer the only reality. Today the impossible is possible. My spirit dances 
and my soul is free. 
 
For everything there is a season and a time for every purpose under heaven—a time to 
be born and a time to die . . . a time to weep and a time to laugh . . . a time to mourn 
and a dime to dance . . . a time to heal. 
 

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

The article originally appeared in Bereavement Magazine in 1989 
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to be my life’s work. I could 

not have predicted five years 
ago that life today would 
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