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Personal Transition Paper

The Death of My Mother

A few years ago my mother passed away from cancer.  She battled the disease for over ten years.  My mother, Dee, went in for a regular mammogram when she found out that she had a lump on her breast.  The mass was cancerous, so she proceeded to go through the steps that many cancer patients face.  After chemotherapy, she decided to try to get a silicon implant to replace the breast that was now gone. The implant turned out to be a very painful and uncomfortable situation due to a leaking of the silicon.  My mother then decided that to have the implant removed as well as her other breast.  My mother’s cancer went into remission for one year and then found out the cancer had moved into her lungs. My family was crushed emotionally that her cancer came out of remission and that she would have to endure the pain and sickness that chemo causes.  It was heart wrenching to see my mother go through this for the second time, even though she never complained about her being so sick and run down.  

Once again my mother beat this disease and was cancer free for two years.  As scary as it must have been, my mother continued to go in for check-ups to be sure she stayed cancer free.  One afternoon, after yet another check-up, her news wasn’t what we wanted to hear.  She had now been diagnosed this time as having bone cancer.  The doctors found a spot on her spine.  The emotional roller coaster started again. Looking back on it, I still can’t believe how strong and positive my mom stayed throughout this fight and once again beat the odds.  

The next two years of her life she lived life to the fullest.  I know it was in these two years that she and my dad were able to connect on an even deeper level—if a deeper level was even possible.  They were at an age in life where my sister and I had just graduated from college and were starting our new careers. They were able to concentrate on their lives together as a couple.  They went on a cruise, on a fishing excursion, they continued to have fun with their circle of friends, they were able to visit my sister and I and above all they spent unconditional time with just each other.  These two years, in my mind, was a gift from God because as those two years were coming to an end my mother got the devastating news that the doctors once again found cancer spots.  This time it was on her brain.  These spots slowly spread throughout her brain, while my mother kept up the fight.  This cancer was too strong for my mom.  She lost her mobility and her taste for food but she never lost her will to live.  My dad had to make the decision to take her to a nursing home so she could get the care he couldn’t provide for her.  I remember visiting her there and being so sad that I couldn’t do anything to make her like she used to be.  I wouldn’t be able to talk without crying so I would just lay in bed with her and hold her, like a mother holds a baby.  At that time there were no words that could express to my mommy how much I loved her, so I just held her tight. 

The cancer progressed to the point where we knew it was just a matter of time before my mom would pass away.  My mom told my dad that she did not want to die in a hospital so he granted her that wish.  He brought in a swing bed and hired home health care nurses to come in and help take care of my mother so she could be as comfortable as possible.  One afternoon, after a doctor had come to check on my mother, he came out of her room and sat my dad and I down. He explained to us that it was time for us to call my sister.  My sister, Annette, lived in Indiana and was waiting for the call for three weeks now.  She was ready to hop on the plane when my mom’s health really started slipping away.  The night before my sister arrived, the doctor didn’t think my sister was going to make it back to have her final time with my mom.  The doctor encouraged my dad and I to rub my mother’s arms and legs to keep her stimulated.  My sister arrived that next morning.  Annette stayed with my mom all day and all night.  She never left her side.  The following morning we convinced Annette to come out to eat some breakfast.  When we went back into my mom’s room, we found her peacefully asleep.  THE ENDING HAD ARRIVED.   

As I reflect back on this transition in my life, I realize my mom was going through her own transition. I think she was in her Neutral Zone.  I know my mom waited to die until my sister was back to be with her.  It reminds me of Bridges quotes on pg. 169, “Until you are really ready, you probably won’t make a real beginning.” And “Genuine beginnings begin with us, even when they are brought to our attention by external opportunities.”  My dad had given my mom permission to die but she wasn’t really ready until she knew her family would be together to offer each other support.  She couldn’t leave her Neutral Zone to start her new beginning in Heaven until she felt as though it was the right time.

My ending actually started before my mother passed away.  I think my ending started when I saw my mom’s health really slipping after being diagnosed with brain cancer.  I disengaged from my family and my mom.  I withdrew because it was too painful to watch my mom go through this and it was too painful to talk about.  Not only did I not want to talk about it, I didn’t want to think about.  The dismantling stage was beginning. Bridges states, “ Getting unplugged from your old place in the interpersonal and social world that gave you an identity is where the transition process starts, but disengagement only stops the old signals and cues from being received.  It leaves untouched the life infrastructure that you’ve constructed in response to those signals.  The disengagement can take place in a moment.  But the old habits and practices that made you feel like yourself can only be “dismantled.”  They have to be taken apart a piece at a time (pg. 113-114).”  I knew that I had family to help me through this ending in my life, but I couldn’t go to them for comfort yet.  I had to sort things out for myself.  When my mom passed away I felt all kinds of different emotions.  I was angry and resentful that God took her away from me. I was sad that she wouldn’t get to be in my wedding and meet her grandchildren.  I was happy that she wouldn’t have to suffer anymore. I felt so empty and lost.  I had many unanswered questions floating around in my mind.  Why my mom?  She never did anything to deserve this.  How could she be so positive and courageous and never complain about her sickness?  What gave her the strength to live on?  The reactions I used to deal with mothers death were all four of the dis-.  I was disengaged, disidentified, disenchanted and disorientated. I think they were all intertwined instead of broken up into segments.  Bridges states, “As with other aspects of the ending process, most of us already know disorientation.  We recognize the lost, confused, don’t-know-where I am feeling that deepens as we become disengaged, disidentified and disenchanted (pg. 123).”

I was scared.  I wasn’t ready for my mom to be gone, but I didn’t have a choice.  She was gone. “The problem is that before we can find a new something, we must deal with a time of nothingness (pg. 123).”

I didn’t know what to do with my time of nothingness-my Neutral Zone. I didn’t take the time to be alone.  I had just met my future husband and so I was engaged in that relationship.  I was also teaching and coaching as well.  I made sure my mind was pre-occupied so I wouldn’t have to deal with the loss of my mother. “People in transition are often still involved in activities and relationships that continue to bombard them with cues irrelevant to their emerging needs (pg. 143).”  This is exactly what was happening to me.  I thought I was meeting my needs but instead I was avoiding them.  Another quote from Bridges that I related to was, “ For us emptiness represents only the absence of something.  So when what’s missing is something important as relatedness and purpose and reality, we try to find ways of replacing these missing elements as quickly as possible (pg. 133).”  I thought if I kept busy and moved on that I would be able to skip over the Neutral Zone and I wouldn’t have time to feel empty.

To have helped me through this transition stage of the Neutral Zone, I wish I would have known there was an actual name for my feelings and that it is ok to surrender to the emptiness instead of trying to escape it.  I wish I would have known that there is an actual gap between the old life and new life. I felt the gap but I didn’t know what I was actually feeling.   As I look back, I was exhausted and I didn’t even know it.  I really did need to be renewed and energized but I didn’t know how to go about doing so.  “To deny the Neutral Zone experience is to lose the opportunity it provides for an expanded sense of reality and a deepened sense of purpose (pg. 138).”   By reflecting back on my Neutral Zone experience, I see that I did eventually figure out on my own how to surrender to the Zone.  I found a time to be alone.  I swore I’d never run again after running competitively in High School and College but somehow during this transition I was drawn back to it.  But this time, I really enjoyed running.  It felt peaceful and therapeutic. The mornings when I ran were so calm and serene.   I now realize that this was my aloneness time.  When I ran I thought about my mom without knowing that I was thinking of her.  I would be running and thinking about the plans for the day, the week or the weekend and before I consciously knew it my thoughts had drifted off to thoughts of my mother.  I never knew why and never put anymore thought into it. I know now that this was the time that my inner reorientation and realignment was occurring.  I was able to make sense of my feelings of lostness and the confusion it created in me. 

I’ve really had to think about when I was ready to make my new beginning, but then the other morning it hit me.  I was ready to make my new beginning after a conversation I had with my dad.  We were reminiscing about my mom and he told me about a conversation they had a few months before my mom passed away.  My dad asked my mom if she was scared to die.  She told him, “Not half as scared as you are for me to die.”

He went on to tell me that my mom was at peace with death and that she wanted us to be at peace with it too.  She was more worried about us than herself.  That was just the kind of person she was.  After that conversation with my dad that day, I felt happy to know that my mom died not being scared.  I decided it was time for me to follow in my mom’s footsteps and find the courage to stop being scared of my life.  It was time to move forward to make a new beginning.  Bridges reminds us that,“For it is only in the context of the transition process that endings hold personal meaning and open the gate to our own transformation (pg. 130).”

I knew I had to go on in life.  I realized that just because my mom wasn’t here physically, didn’t mean she wasn’t here in my memories of her and in the values she instilled in my as a person.  My mom lives within my personality and me and life portrays outwardly her trust in me as well as her love for me.  My mother living within me connects me to this quote of Bridges, “Psychologically, the process of return brings us back to ourselves and involves a reintegration of our new identity with elements of our old one (pg.174 ).” I am proud to carry on the story of my mother’s life.  She possessed courage, perseverance, caring for others and the belief that we are all children of God and everything we do is for Him. It took me a while to understand my transition.  But now that I understand the process, I will be more able to handle other changes that I will confront in my life as well as help guide my family and friends though the process.

In closing, I’d like to share one last quote from Bridge’s book that make so much more sense to me after having time to reflect on the process of transitions.  “Endings and Beginnings, with emptiness and germination in between; that basic shape is so essential to growth that we must learn to recognize it in our lives (pg. 175).”  My outlook on changes in life has now grown because of my awareness of the process of transitions in the lives of people everywhere.

