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Of course the answer to the

question in the title is: Yes.

However, as you might guess,

there is much more to this. The

death of a child thrusts a parent

into a world of confusion, pain,

and feelings of endless suffering

as the absence of this precious

child takes a toll. Shock moves in

during the first weeks and months

whether the death was sudden,

the child died from a chronic

illness such as cancer, or if the

death was anticipated in some

other way such as threats of

suicide or drug addiction.  During

the shock period parents walk

around like zombies in which they

engage in automatic behaviors.

They have been thrown into a

world of confusion. Nothing makes

sense. Everything looks and is

different. The people around them

may see the parent engaging in

activities of daily living—shopping,

eating, working, driving, tending to

daily chores. They are oblivious to

the dramatic change that has

taken place in the psyche of the

parent.

And, then one day it happens. It

could be the very day of their

childʼs death or weeks later.

However, it happens: the parent

laughs. The parentʼs reaction is

instantaneous: Gasp! Words

emanate from deep in the parentʼs

gut: “My God, how could I be

laughing?? My child is gone! What

is wrong with me.” Such thoughts

are often followed by the self-

promise: “I will never let this

happen again. Ever.”

You know what comes sometime

later: Days or weeks later, it

happens again. You might think

that, after several times of this, the

parent would acquiesce and say,

“OK, I guess Iʼm getting better.”

But, no, not for most parents.

Every subsequent laughter event

is followed by that same Gasp

perhaps not as loud. Those

observing the parentʼs laughter

may breathe a sign of relief and

conclude, “Oh, good, she (or he) is

starting to get better. Thank

goodness.”

Iʼve spoken with countless

bereaved parents who have

experienced an uncontrolled

laugh; and the response is almost

always the same: “What is wrong

with me?” Let me put it another

way, “No parent has ever said to

me, “Oh, good, Iʼm laughing. I must

be getting better.”

So, how do parents ultimately deal

with these disruptive events? Like

any learned behavior, one way is

to have the same experience again

and again until it loses its potency.

Four or five laughter experiences

during the first few weeks may do

little. Twenty or 30 during the first

several months will likely force the

parent to begin to accept their

laughter.

Another way to cope with this is to

speak with parents who are further

along in their grief and hear them

say things that normalizes the

laughter:

"Oh, yes, I remember my first time

�I was shocked.”

“The first few times I laughed I

thought I was a bad parent.”

“Now I see I was acting normal

during an abnormal time in my

life.”

“As time went on and I laughed

more often, I realized this is

exactly what my child would want

for me.”  

One more way of accepting your

laughter is to read an article like

this and understand that when you

laugh, you are not at all forgetting

your child. You will never forget

this precious person who, despite

death, continues to be part of your

everyday life. Think about it: If

your child could speak to you at

the very moment you laugh, you

might hear, “Dad [or Mom], I know

you miss me, but itʼs so good to

see you laugh. I love you.”


