




















How Long Should Grief Last
continued from page 2

widow of a firefighter, who, along with his two partners,
died fighting an apartment fire, a Dateline reporter made
an attempt to summarize the tragedy: “ . . . and it almost
destroyed your life.” This gallant woman -- who had just
finished baring her soul on national television -- caught

his intention and immediately responded with the brutal
truth: “Well, it did destroy my life. This is a different life
and this is a different [me].” Bravo!

The reporter on a November 1999 Dateline story asked
the parents of a young woman who had been murdered
seven years before, “You know more than anyone that
nothing you do can bring [your daughter] back. Is there
a point when you can let it go?” The father replied, “You
know, you hear people talk about closure? And -- | don’t
think there will ever be closure because | don’t think I'll
ever stop missing [my daughter].”

Meanwhile, a reporter in a November 1999 Dateline
segment declared, “His scars will last for a lifetime.” Is
this finally an acknowledgment of the potential lifelong
effects of a death on survivors? No, it's an investigation
of people whose plastic surgery was performed by an
unlicensed physician. We seem to have little problem
recognizing that physical scars last a lifetime. But what
about loss? At the conclusion of a May 1999 Dateline
investigation, the reporter asked the victim, “Are you
going to get over this in a week?” The woman sighed,
“No.” The reporter, seeming to know the answer,
continued, “A month?” The woman’s somber reply was
the last words we heard, “No. | probably will never get
over it.” “There,” you say, “the media do show some
understanding of death and grief.” But wait -- this was
not an interview with a woman who had suffered a
death. The woman was discussing her reaction to being
the victim of a burglary.

Getting one’s house burglarized is a significant loss. The
reporter was correct in asking this woman the “Are you
going to get over it?” question, correct in acknowledging
that, indeed, loss can be something you may never get
over. Yet, | ask, when will we see reporters use terms
that show the same respect for death?

Robert Baugher is a teacher, specializing in death
education and counseling, in the Department of
Psychology at Highline Community College in Des
Moines, Washington. This article, with assistance

from Dr. T.M. Sell, is based on his two-year study

of how selected news outlets, prime-time television
newsmagazines, local radio and TV, and his local
newspaper, The Seattle Times, report on grief reactions
to tragic events.
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The Christmas Eve Bandit
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face. “I'll be here in the morning for work, if
that job offer is still good. “Nope. I'm closed
Christmas day,” George said. “See ya the day
after.” George turned around to find that the
stranger had returned. “Where’'d you come
from? | thought you left?”

“I have been here. | have always been
here,” said the stranger. “You say you don’t
celebrate Christmas. Why? “Well, after my
wife passed away, | just couldn’t see what

all the bother was. Puttin’ up a tree and all
seemed a waste of a good pine tree. Bakin’
cookies like | used to with Martha just wasn't
the same by myself, and besides | was getting
a little chubby.” We always went to church
together. It's too lonely going by myself. I've
tried....

The stranger put his hand on George’s
shoulder. “But you do celebrate the holiday,
George. You gave me food and drink and
you warmed me when | was cold and hungry.
The woman with child will bear a son, and he
will become a great doctor. The policeman
you helped will go on to save 19 people from
being killed by terrorists. The young man
who tried to rob you will become a rich man
and share his wealth with many people. That
is the spirit of the season, and you keep it as
good as any man.” George was taken aback
by all this stranger had said. “And how do
you know all this?” asked the old man.

“Trust me, George. | have the inside track
on this sort of thing. And when your days are
done, you will be with Martha again.” The
stranger moved toward the door. “If you will
excuse me, George, | have to go now. | have
to go home where there is a big celebration
planned.”

George watched as the man’s old leather
jacket and his torn pants turned into a white
robe. A golden light began to fill the room.
“You see, George, it's my birthday. Merry
Christmas.”

Author Unknown —submitted by a reader

Merry Christmas Everyone




