THE ANNIVERSARY DILEMMA

Dear readers

As the calendar flips over to 1 January each

year, | find myself in the midst of the anniversary
dilemma. My brother Jarrod died in a car accident
on 1 January 2000, so the change over to the new
year is an undeniable marker of time. Another year
without my brother — 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005,
2006 — while everyone else is counting down, I'm
counting up. Each year | am shocked that so much
time has passed, yet it also seems an eternity.

Every year, | return to the dilemma of remembrance
versus avoidance, solitude versus company,
familiarity versus the unknown. | want to do
something to celebrate Jarrod's life, to make sure
that people won't forget who he was and what he
meant to them. At the same time, | want to bury my
head and forget why this day is so momentous.

In many ways, the first anniversary is the worst. It
is such an unknown. It forces acceptance. It means
you must start to measure absence and loss in
years, instead of months and days and hours. Every
year | underestimate the impact of an anniversary —
particularly in the weeks leading up to and following
the actual day. Everything seems more intense
—feelings of anger, panic, depression, despair, guilt,
regret, fearfulness, loneliness, and even physical
symptoms. | find it difficult to sleep, impossible to
concentrate and a trial to speak to others.

I've tried different tactics each anniversary — staying
at home, going to an unfamiliar place, being with
people | know, being with strangers, with family,
without. Over time I've worked out some of the things
that make me feel better and some that make me feel
worse. For me, it's important to have a lot of space
and only be around people who make me feel safe
and loved. | also need to be near the beach, Jarrod's
favourite place, and where he was when he died. If |
can go for long walks and look out onto the ocean,
it helps me feel more connected to my brother.

I now have a ritual for the anniversary of Jarrod’s
death. It's a simple one. | find the biggest stick |
can and write a message to my brother in the sand.
| imagine him watching me, reading the words

as they form. It's the same message every year
“Jarrod, | love you and | miss you.”

However you choose to spend the anniversary of
your sibling’s death this year, whether it's the first
anniversary or if it has been many, | hope you find
the space, the people or the rituals that can help
you through this time.

In friendship,
Melanie (editor)
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o) Bear

Kiersten Jowett's brother, Jay, was killed in a car accident in

July 2003. On this page, she shares with us a photo of her brother,
along with the picture which was on the thank you cards she sent
to people who helped her through the most intense grieving period.
Also published on this page is a poem she read at Jay's funeral,
which she has found very comforting during her grieving.
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“This picture
showed how small

I felt when he
died and how big,
generous and caring
some of my friends
and family were.”
Kiersten Jowett
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“This is a photo of Jay with his son Nathan
taken just a few months before Jay was killed
in a car accident in July 2003. Jay also has

a gorgeous daughter, Sierra, who was only two
months old when he died. we all miss him so
much. My nickname for Jay was Bear, he used to
give Bear hugs so big and full of Tove and he’d
pick me right up off the ground. I’ve always
felt lucky to be his sister.” giersten Jowett
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A year is the period of a planet’s revolution
around the sun; three hundred and sixty five days
for the earth, longer for some planets, shorter for
others. In the life of a bereaved individual, the
time period of a year is a relative thing.

On the one hand, survivors often are amazed that
so much time has passed since the death. Four
seasons weathered; the holiday periods endured.
It seems impaossible that they have borne the pain
for a full twelve months. On the other hand, it may
seem that time has not moved at all. Emotions
and memories seem fresh.

The news of the death and the ensuing days of
confusion and painful decision making seem like
only yesterday. And with this perspective, comes
a fear that little recovery has taken place at all.

Are you caught in a similar time warp? Has the
passage of time been too quick and too slow? And
what is to be done with this first anniversary of the
death? If you are approaching this marker in your
bereavement, it is time to take stock of where you
have been and where you are heading.

The first death anniversary is a special day for
recognizing the loss. | have no doubt that you
have been thinking daily about the loss and the
change in your life. But this day looms larger
than most. It brings back the sadness of the
death itself with renewed force sustained by a
year of experiencing the full import of the loss.

Relative Thing

But the day can also be used a special day for
celebrating the life of the deceased. Grieving
stems not from the death itself but from the loss
of the person. Itis the loss of the laughter, the
love, and connections past, present, and future
which we mourn. How can you celebrate the life
of your loved one? This is the challenge of the
death anniversary. One family | know takes gold
balloons to the high school track where their son
had competed and lets float the personal message
that each had written to him on the balloons. One
widow picnics by the lake where she sprinkled
her husbhand's ashes. Another family “celebrates”
annually by having dinner together in a new
restaurant that the daughter would have enjoyed.
Creating a positive ritual that can be either fulfilled
alone or shared adds powerful and supportive
meaning to the death anniversary.

The death anniversary is also a day for
acknowledging the living. This certainly
includes you! The last twelve months have been
demanding. You have handled your loss in the
way you have needed to survive. You deserve
to recognize yourself as one who has endured
great hardship and to take care of yourself in

a way that will ensure your ability to make a
new life for yourself.

Ellen Zinner

Taken from the Hospice Foundation Association
of America’s bereavement newsletter, Journeys,
the Anniversary Issue.



