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Many parents never get over the guilt of having
their children die by their own hands

Surviving suicide

By Jou Gmson
Times Colonist siaff

or a month atter her [4-year-old won

died, Nasima Mastol would set 2 place

for hirm at dinner, go 10 ks room in e

raorning 10 wake him and once drove
him — in reality, his photo — ta sehool.

Her behaviour -~ o, more precisely, her
denial fuelled by devastation — maght not seem
extrerme 1o any parent whoe has fost a child, Bat
Hamed MNastoh did not die by sccident; he
Jumped from Surrey’s Patrwilo Bridge.

Nastoh left a five-page suicide note assuntng
his perents of has Jove for tem. He dic not mean
ter hurt them, he wrnte, He then documented g
History of homophobic builying at scheol, some
thing his parents knew nothing abouw.

He also wrete that he had left hints he was
considering suicide. The hint they missed was
the death of & friend by suicide. He had lied 0
therr, he wrote. No fiend had died this way.

“Subl, at seven years [later], I snill feel guilty,”
Nastoh says in 1 phone intervisw, “Why did 1
miss the signs of suicide?

That question gnaws at every parent of a feen
sucide, according (o the University of Victona's
Jenmifer White, a publishedt authority on youth
suicide.

It's pot just why did & parent mise & sign, bt
also why did the teen choase suicide?

The why-questions never really disappesr for
parents, White says, but it rernains largely unan-
swerable,

“T doi’t think any of us can answer i so that
it makes sense,” savs White, with nearly fwo
decades of counselling experience and suicide
research behind her,

A child might choose suicide as the only per-
ceived alternative to their anguish. After all, sui-
e i abmady “out there” — Freguently portrayed
in the madia —— a5 an available cpbor, she s:

“They don’t necessarily want (o die, but
sscape suffaring,” she suye

For more than 25 vears, Victonz loss and
trauma counseilor Darrell Pacint has been guot-
ing "suicide is a permanent solution fo a tempo-
rary profiern”™ i his practce. That widely used
definition 15 something a teen dossn’t ways
ZoaSp.

Their inability i see pasr suicide a3 the oaly
soluting s typicat of the black-and-white think
ing of many teens, White says,

“They're unable to see shades of grey,” the
says. “Ihey have no sense of hope or dat things
wilt get Denes”

That was something Jude Platzer fowsd wher
her i5-year-old son Josh was trapped in fis
depression.

"They don't undersiand that it 1697 forsver,”
says the Vancouver mothies. Josh hung himself
m 1999

Teens atil} lack sthe life expenence that lers
thens Jook past the ipnediate siteation, says
Stave Silvers, a Vicioria Hospice mief counsel-
ior. For example, he says “when you have last
in love bedore, vou [know youj can live through
this ope.”

Grieving parents of teen suicide victims are often plagued by feelings of gulit

Mot only do they lack experience, teir braing
literaily are not fully developed, savs Pacini, cit-
ing research develaped over the past Bve vears.

e deadh of # chuld bv any means 5 2rem-
rizting for o parent, but a chiid's death by gui-
cide comes with remendous guil, White 5z

Their ragedy “could be pereived ac praven-
able” says Sivers, not just by the parent but by

Ahers, Ultinately, parems biame hemseives for
CCOENITInG SOmeting was wrong and intey-
YRR,

1 feel gutlty because T didn't see. [ was so
blind that this kid was in so much pain {from
bullying at schooil,” says Debbie Lawless ina

Rob Srruthers ilfustrotion

phane heterview from rrad Manstoba, ' wasn't
there 1o camy ber pain | didn't see the pain”

Five veurs ago, daughter Alicia, 15, Dung ber-
seif in the famuily harn. She left a aote i2Hing
tham what wonderyu! parents they wers, ot ")
can't ke the hut atymore

Not anly do parents question their ability zs
pargnls, bat they suspect others are thinking
“what Kind of pereat are you™ says White,

When Masteh ran ensuccessfuily w 2002 for
sefinsx wgstes, 5t oot back 1o ber thay some were
questioning her qualifizations by sugessting she
coeldn’t el ey own son

Sometbng similar happened w Platrer when

manning 4 youth suicide information table at
Granville [sfand.

“Youth sutcide? Bad parenting,” she over-
heard somecoe conclude

Apart from the weight of blame, there are
addinonal coping problems for parents. [n pert
this comes fram “the sense of mnentionality”
aheat the act, says Stivers. Stmply, their child
chose 1o die by his own hand.

“Your ciild didn't feel loved enough and fove
you enough to carry on with fife,” says Lawless,
elaborating on how & parent might feel.

Parenis are plagyed by the child’s emotional
and physical pain up to and including the suicide.

For a long time, when Lawless closed her
eyes {0 sleep she piciured Alicia Hanging in the
tram. Later, she feanted Aliciz was actusbiy found
in a foeeling position.

“It tooked like she could stand up andwalk
away,” says Lewiess.

But there is no recipe for a pareat’s recovery,
One parerit cin progress while 2 other stays with-
drawn, Pacint says. Nastoh's hushapd had trouble
working. fights depression and weeps weekly by
his son's grave,

“What does belp i having the cppostunity 1
make sense of it with other (parents:”™ White
cays. “Prople feel the need 1o be understood, no
udged”

This can corne through mrofessional help, bur
afso in support groups. Some can be found an
the Intemet, particulariy heipfui for those vy
far from major centes. Lawless berefited by
talking to others ondine enduring the same har-
FOWIng sXperience {www parentsofsuicide.com}.

“You reafize you'te not crazy; vou're going
tirough the seme thing,” says Lawless.

Last month, she and busband Dwais stared
a suicide-surviver moup in their small rurad com-
mumty after ¢ suicide memaorial service for sur-
vivers they seganized deow 30 people,

Some, sceording to Silvers, benefit more by
being active. They decide o do something to
help.

This 12 what the Lawlesses are starting to do
and bods Platzer (tesnswicidepreventon.org) and
Hastoh {(Harmed Nastoh And-Buliying Coaliton)
hove alieady done.

Both speak ar forums. For Nastoh, that's pow
weekly The day hafore the anniversary of her
sen's death this saonth, she ' be taking her anti-
bullying and suicide prevention message 16 3
Lower Mainland school. -

Almost datly, Nastoh cries for her son ang
trars still come easily 1o Platzer

Bventually parents du move on, believes 5ii-
vers, But he doubis that any really put their
chitd's suleide behind them. ! think a2 the end
of vour [ife, you could sl go over i1 againn”

Mumibers to calle Need Crisis Line, 386-637%
or J-300-6323; Youih ling, 3856-8155
Progect Alive: G52.5073

Crisiz Line: J- BO0-SUFCIDE (7842453

¢ Life Moves O flocal support group): 474-
2301

Websitas: wwwisuicideprevention cc
wWhparentsofsifcide. com




