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Helping someone when a Loved One has been Murdered


When a former high school classmate was murdered during a fight, I was saddened. When my sister’s brother-in-law was slain several years later by a drug-crazed man, I helped the family get through the funeral and burial. But, on February 12, 1972, homicidal loss became my own personal experience when my mother was killed.
My mother left behind nine children, my father and her mother to mourn her murder, but we never shared our suffering together beyond the funeral and burial. We were eleven individually bereaved persons, each trying to handle his or her own grief. At the same time, we were putting on happy faces and trying to encourage one another that we could go on living.
All the while, other family members, friends, news media, police, clergy, mortuary personnel and curious onlookers were peeping in on our devastation. The murder was never solved, and within two weeks of her homicide, we (her bereaved family) were left alone and expected to recover without much help or direction.
Though all death leaves behind human pain and suffering, murder or preventable, and it screams terror, mutilation, and “bad” death. No one, regardless of place or goals in life should be killed. The sad truth is, however, that every day nearly sixty families experience the agony of learning that a loved one has been murdered. Both immediate and distant family members and friends are caught up in the shock and outrage of such violent loss of life.
Murder is like a violent thief in the night, causing great suffering. The funerals of murder victims often attract large crowds, but once the ceremonies are over, few remain with the bereaved to help dry their tears or relieve the burden of their pain. Family members are encouraged to recover and heal from the violent wound in their emotional fabric, but no one tells them how to heal.
Friends, church and community members, and co-workers can become facilitative comforters who help themselves and the family to feel cared for through the journey to recovery. Here are some suggestions that may help:

Be Open
If you would provide comfort and consolation, be open to accept whatever statements of pain and rage those who have experienced homicidal loss may express.
	Immediately after a homicide the bereaved may make some terribly shocking statements. Do not attempt to be the survivor´s conscience. Just listen carefully and respond compassionately to their needs.
	Emotions following homicidal loss often range from numb passivity to overwhelming rage. Survivors may appear the same outwardly, but they are irrevocably changed. They cannot go back to being the same person they were before, but they can become renewed and healthy.

Be Observant
Some of the things that survivors say they want to do could harm themselves or someone else if they were carried out. Be observant and keep a close watch on friends or family members. They are secondary victims in the awful aftermath of murder.
	You have probably watched a news telecast or read a newspaper account where a bereaved person sought out and killed the murderer of their loved one.
	When multiple family members have been killed, some survivors no longer want to live. Without appropriate support, they may attempt or complete suicide. By your presence, encourage them that they are not alone. Take them out to dinner or to a movie, hug them and encourage grief counseling.


Be Honest

Honestly share your own grief experiences with your friend, but don´t try to identify with the experience of someone else. You can be a bridge over the murky waters of murder by seeking to understand how bereaved survivors see their experience.
	One survivor reported that the dawning of her recovery from turmoil came when she was told by another grieving survivor, “I can´t tell you how to feel. I can only share what it was like for me when my son was murdered.” Another said that the cloud of tragedy she felt over her life began to lift when a friend asked, “Tell me what you are feeling, because I have never known anyone who was killed.”


Be Non-Judgmental

The most miserable “comforters” are those who have all the answers! “It was too late at night for a woman to be out,” or, “He was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Also, “What did you expect? They were drug dealers,” and “If you play you must pay.”
	These statements or similar ones only serve to hurt and further isolate the survivors. There are times when it´s best to not say anything. Murder is a mixture of pain and frustration that is not helped by judgment.


Be Respectful and Loving

Those who have been bereaved by murder are already upset with God and humanity. Their faith in fair play and divine protection has been destroyed. Such statements as, “The good die young” only infuriate them and hamper their ability to mourn effectively. Show the kind of respect and love to the bereaved that you would want to receive under the same conditions.


Be Patient

Homicide bereavement is cyclical in nature. The three cycles of grief are crisis, conflict and commencement. The crisis period is from the time of death notification through the burial. Conflict begins with the trail and ends after the sentencing of the murderer. The commencement cycle begins when the survivor is ready to grieve the loss and move toward a healthy resolution.
	Cycles can intermingle and relapse in grief recovery is common among survivors of murder victims. Complicating circumstances may be the arrest of the murderer, the trial itself, the parole of death of the murderer or an unsolved murder.
	Mourning is hard work and it takes time – sometimes many years. This is especially true in the case of an unsolved murder. The amount and quality of available lay, peer and professional support can make a major difference.


Be Supportive and Available

In the aftermath of murder, it is common for survivors of murder victims to feel alone. However, the grim and escalating statistics from FBI records and emergency room files report multiple thousands of new murder victims are added yearly.
	Survivors often can be helped by support groups that are especially for families of murder victims, but sometimes the hardest step is going to the first group session. As a caring friend, your most effective support may be to accompany your survivor/friend to the group meeting. One best friend reported to a support group, “I am here to learn how to help my friend.” Being available is the best support a friend can provide.


Be Aware of Your Own Needs

Since some friends and co-workers may have spent their time with the person who was murdered, they may not know the family members as well. Be aware of your own grief needs in the aftermath of tragedy. Share your feelings and how you are resolving your grief.
	The best thing a friend did for me was to cry over my loss. I felt she loved me and recognized my great pain. Remember, there may be times when you cannot help your friend due to your grief, family obligations or professional competence. Admit your feelings to your friend and refer him to another part of the support system.


Be Knowledgeable About Available Resources

Survivors of murder victims sometimes do get stuck in their grief. They report continual nightmares, suicidal or homicidal ideas, excessive drinking or the use of drugs. Any of these reasons is important enough to warrant a visit to a professional.
	Call your local mental health organization, district attorney´s office or victim´s assistance program to discover who may be the appropriate caregiver. Then, gently suggest to your friend that professional intervention may help to resolve the grief.

These nine steps are only suggestions for helping someone whose loved one was murdered, but by following these steps you can provide comfort, compassion and consolation. In the end, you will also strengthen your family ties or friendships.




The greatest loss of all
In small towns, urban ghettos and upscale suburbs, children are being murdered at a horrifying rate. And the death of every youngster leaves parents with a lifetime of grief and anger. A moving report

Joyce Knott, of San Diego, lost her daughter Cara in December 1986. The twenty-year-old woman was driving home from her boyfriend´s house when she was signaled off the road by a California Highway Patrol officer – only to be beaten and strangled by him. The killer threw Cara´s body off a bridge into a canyon. The tragedy left her mother nearly paralyzed by despair. “There was a long time when I just couldn´t function,” Joyce says now. “I just stayed home, and I was afraid to be alone. When I went back to work, I didn´t have my full mental functioning for three years or more.”

Rochelle Yates, a secretary from Philadelphia, can hardly bear to let her children out of her sight since her five-year-old son, Marcus, was killed four years ago. The little boy had been playing video games with his brothers and some friends at a neighborhood variety store when he was struck down during a gunfight between two reputed drug dealers. Rochelle is working to start a children´s home to memorialize her son, but she cannot fill the empty place in her heart. “Birthdays do not go away, holidays do not go away, memories do not go away,” she says. “How dare [people] say, ‘Put it behind you and get on with your life’?”

Mike and Harriet Salarno´s eighteen-year-old daughter, Catina, was shot to death by her boyfriend, Steve Burns, after she tried to break off their relationship. For ten years afterward, Mike, who runs an electronics store in San Francisco, buried himself in his work, never really acknowledging the depth of his pain. Then, in 1990, Steve came up for parole, and he thought that the killer might go free was too much to bear. For a while, Mike went into a tailspin. Now, says his wife, as Mike prepares to testify at Steve´s next parole hearing, scheduled for May 18, he constantly replays the tragedy. “Every time he hears about another murder – especially a girl on a college campus – it´s his daughter all over again.”
	These parents all suffer a malady of our age: the trauma that follows the murder of a child. And their number is multiplying rapidly; in the past ten years, 38,962 young people under twenty-one have been murdered in the United States. FBI figures show that the teen murder rate is increasing at four times the rate for the general population, the highest ever.
	This murderous trend cuts across all geographic, social and economic lines, and while children are being killed most frequently by guns, they are also being stabbed, bludgeoned, strangled and beaten to death. The crimes are often random acts of brutal strangers: the drive-by shooting or the robbery gone wrong. But it is equally likely that youngsters will be attacked by someone they know.
	Time brings little comfort to their families. In addition to their overpowering grief, these parents often feel tormented by a criminal-justice system that ignores their feelings and is insensitive to their needs. The resulting strains can ruin their health, shatter their families and forever change their lives.


A personal hell

When a child is murdered, sorrow is intensified by a multitude of feelings: guilt, helplessness, anger. The memories are constantly replayed – and the agony lingers.
	“For parents who have lost a child, the grief cycle sometimes last five or six years,” says Mary Anne Schreder, director of the Centre for Living with Dying, a grief-counseling program in Santa Clara, California. “And when there´s the extra anguish of murder, it can be much, much longer. Each parent lives in his or her own personal hell, reliving the death a thousand times, a million times.”
	Joyce and Sam Knott are haunted by their daughter´s murder every time they drive on a freeway or see a California Highway Patrol ca. Craig Peyer, the officer who killed Cara, was convicted and is serving twenty-five years to life, but that doesn´t mute the pain. “When my daughter was brutalized, it was by somebody in authority,” says Sam. “That makes it so outrageous that there´s no way I can let it go away.”
	Joyce continues to berate herself. Why did she let Cara drive alone at night? Why didn´t she tell her to spend the night at her boyfriend´s house? Why, why, why?
	This guilt is necessary at first, as people try to find explanations for the inexplicable, according to Lula Redmond, M.S., executive director of the Center for Crime Victims and Survivors, a counseling center in Clearwater, Florida. It´s a way of trying to regain a sense of control.
	Yet the anguish often causes parents to become physically ill. “[The parents I see] are more vulnerable to major things like ulcers and heart attacks and cancer,” says Nancy Ruhe, executive director of Parents of Murdered Children (POMC), a self-help and advocacy group headquartered in Cincinnati.
	Grief had serve consequences for Charles and Louise Huber, of Naperville, Illinois; their eighteen-year-old son, Chuck was stabbed to death in 1981 by a man he met in a bowling alley. In the frenzy of the attack, the killer pierced his own femoral artery and bled to death beside Chuck.
	A month later, the couple attended a high school production of Brigadoon. At the climactic scene in which a young man is killed, Charles asked Louise to rush him to the hospital. He thought he was having a heart attack. “It wasn´t a heart attack after all,” says Louise, “but the doctor said his blood pressure was astronomically high. He had so much anger inside.”
	Often the damage is emotional as well as physical. Rochelle Yates must contend with the effect on her two other sons, both of whom were present at the shooting. Malcolm, now age ten, was himself shot in the hip and foot and still walks with a slight limp. Despite counseling, he has nightmares and his grades have dropped from straight A´s to below average. Tony, fifteen, who had tried to save his little brother by sticking his finger inside the bullet hole to stop the bleeding, has become defiant. “He doesn´t care about anything,” says Rochelle. “He´s like a quiet time bomb.”


Shattered families

As the days pass into weeks and months after a death, loved ones begin the struggle to recognize. “The family has to come back as a different size with a different set of relationships,” says Nancy S. Hogan, Ph. D., an associate professor of nursing at the University of Miami who has done studies of bereaved families.
	“You can always tell that someone is missing,” confirms Nina Salarno, Catina Salarno´s younger sister. For Nina and her family, the horror of Catina´s death was magnified by the fact that they had treated the killer like a member of their family. Mike had even hired Steve to work part-time in his store. It was there that he found and stole Mike´s gun, the one he used to shoot Catina on the evening of their first day at University of the Pacific, in Stockton, California. After the shooting, he returned to his dormitory room and watched Monday night football.
	For the survivors of an acquaintance murder like this, all trust is destroyed. Even after thirteen years, both Nina, twenty-six, and her sister, Regina, twenty-nine, say they are unable to have a serious relationship with a man. “I don´t trust people, because I trusted Steve,” Nina says.
	The murder damaged the relationship between Catina´s parents as well. “Mike and I are still together, but for a while it was shaky,” Harriet Salarno says.
	This is not unusual, according to Nancy Ruhe, of POMC. Often, instead of pulling together, spouses retreat into solitary spheres of grief and rage. “If a marriage had problems before, the chances of its survival are slim,” Ruhe says. “For those who had a healthy marriage, probably only fifty percent stay together.”
	Many couples also face financial difficulties. Ruhe estimates that job loss is a frequent occurrence: “Bosses don´t understand how much time parents need for talking to police and for trials and how they are absolutely unable to concentrate.”
	Because Mike Salarno owend his business, he was in no danger of being fired, but he was away so often during the trial that the company very nearly went bankrupt. The Salarnos say they can´t afford to move, so they still liver where they can see the home of Steve´s family from their front window.


Labyrinth of darkness

All too often a parent´s anger at the murder of a child is compounded by an institution that is supposed to provide relief: the criminal-justice system. “In traditional societies, it was the duty of family members to revenge a murder; but in our society, the restitution is taken over by the courts,” says Dennis Klass, Ph.D., author of Parental Grief: Solace an Resolution (Springer, 1988). “The court system contributes to the parents´sense of powerlessness and impotence.” Sam Knott probably speaks for most parents when he says, “The criminal-justice system is a labyrinth of darkness.”
	Parents first learn that they have no legal standing in criminal proceedings. Our system views killings and other offenses as crimes against the state, not against the victim or the family. Decisions such as sentencing or parole can be made without the parents´ consent or knowledge.
	At trials, parents often find themselves frustrated by countless delays, and frequently, no provision is made to keep them from having to ride in elevators or share waiting rooms with a defendant; sometimes they are even harassed by friends of the accused. Defense lawyers often move to have parents banned from the courtroom for fear their presence will unduly influence the jury. Judges frequently grant these requests.
	Wendy Nelson, of Tarpon Springs, Florida, was not allowed to attend the trial of her daughter Elisa´s murderer in 1981. Elisa, ten, was abducted while riding her bicycle to school one morning and was found in the woods, her head crushed by a heavy pole. The killer, Larry Mann, thirty-nine, a parolee from Mississippi, was convicted of first-degree murder. Nelson was allowed to attend the sentencing hearing, however, in which Mann was sentenced to death. “If the family is sitting in the courtroom, the victim is not a manila folder – it´s a real person,” Nelson says.
	If the family members must testify, they may find themselves subject to cruel cross-examination. Harriet and Mike Salarnos were kept from the courtroom when their daughters were testifying against Steve Burns. When defense attorneys tried to make it seem as if the Salarnos, by befriending Steve, were somehow responsible for the murder, Nina then thirteen, burst into tears and bolted from the courtroom. “Daddy,” she sobbed, “you told us to tell the truth. Why don´t they tell the truth?”

Keeping them behind bars

Even a conviction is not the end of the story. In the Nelson case, Larry Mann remains on death row after twelve years, currently pursuing his third appeal. Prison terms are unpredictable – even life sentences. In most states, the presumption is that prisoners can eventually rehabilitate themselves; authorities also try to release convicts to ease prison overcrowding. Therefore, 90percent of convicted murderers get out early, according to the U.S. Justice Department. Judges rarely mete out life sentenced to just twenty years and are released after only six and a half years. Parents face repeated parole hearings if they want to keep their child´s killer behind bars.
	Pat Robinson feels victimized since her daughter´s murder in 1979. The girl, Kay Lyn, then eighteen, went to her boyfriend´s apartment in Augusta, Kansas, to pick up some addresses for her high school graduation announcements. Several hours later, her boyfriend, who had been at work at the time, found Kay Lyn´s nude body on his bed. She had been raped, and her throat had been slashed twice from ear to ear.
	Police arrested two neighbors: Allen Jordan, then twenty-two, recently paroled on a robbery charge; and Douglas Williams, twenty-one. Each was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison, but the Kansas Supreme Court, the state´s highest, overturned William´s conviction, saying that the evidence was circumstantial. He was released after serving eighteen months.
	Then Pat discovered that Jordan had been moved to a work-release program in 1990. He would have greater freedom and, in her opinion, more chance to escape.
	Pat decided to take action and called the head of the Kansas Department of Corrections. “I told him I had been victimized by Kansas once when Jordan was let out of prison, so-called rehabilitated, and he murdered my daughter. I will drag Kay’s blood form the steps of the capitol, up through the rotunda, and into the governors’ office to keep that man in prison.”
	Her tirade got results. Four hours later, Pat was notified that Jordan was being returned to prison and that in fact his admission to work release had been an error. Now she calls every three months to check on his whereabouts, and she and her husband plan to be at his first parole hearing in 1994. “It never finalizes,” she says with a sigh, “and I don’t suppose it will ever finalize in my lifetime.”


Balancing the scales

Some families can find a source of compensation in the civil court system, by suing the killer and any other institution that may bear some liability for the killer’s wrongful behavior. Families do this not just for the money, says Nancy Ruhe, but for the possibility of getting people and institutions to change. For example, Joyce and Sam Knott sued Craig Peyer and the state of California. The case is currently under appeal.
	Others are finding an important outlet in victims’ advocacy groups. “By working to change the laws and rules of criminal proceedings, [parents] gain political power,” says Dennis Klass. “This is a psychological cure; they’re not victims anymore.”
	Nina Salarno is studying to become a lawyer, and her mother has become a tireless worker for victims’ rights.
	“I made a pledge at [Catina’s] funeral,” says Harriet. “I said, ‘Your death has to be for a reason.’” In 1980, she founded Justice for Murder Victims, an advocacy/support group. It was instrumental in passing a 1990 California anticrime law that includes, among other things, assurance of speedier trials. Members are now working on legislation to enact fixed sentencing for felonies, so convicts cannot be paroled.
	Partly because of the advocacy of parents of murdered children, during the eighties many states enacted laws to give some consideration to victims. For example, in thirty-one states, victims and their families are now entitled to a waiting area away from the defendant’s family. Judges are becoming more lenient, often allowing parents to attend a trial as long as they don’t show emotions that could jeopardize the rights of the defendant. And in twenty-three states, parents must be notified of plea bargains and parole hearings.
	In most states, however, these rights are provided by statute, and advocates worry that they can be overturned at any time. Activists are lobbying for these rights to be added to state –Arizona, California, Florida, Michigan, Rhode Island, Texas and Washington – guarantee any victims’ rights in their constitutions, although changes are on the ballot in three more states this fall.
	But the tide is slowly turning. In 1987 and 1989 the Supreme Court had ruled that victim-impact statements were too prejudicial to the defendant in death-penalty cases. Last year, however, the Court ruled in another case to allow families’ testimony. Such statements are an important means of catharsis, as was so vividly broadcast to the nation at the sentencing hearing of serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer.
	Yet no matter what laws are passed, or how much time has passed, each parent ultimately must continue to face the terrible loss. “The murder of a child is something you don’t ever get over,” Lousie Huber says sorrowfully. “To me, getting over it would mean I would no longer miss Chuck, and I will miss him for the rest of my life.”
Andrea Gross is a contributing editor of Ladies’ Home Journal.



“Surviving A Homicide in the Family”
by Connie Stallone Adleman, R.N.


What you will feel:
When someone you love is murdered, you will feel intense personal grief. Grief that feels overwhelming at times and makes you feel as though you cannot go on with your life. You will feel shock and disbelief and want to deny the reality of what has happened because it feels incomprehensible to imagine and accept that your loved one was killed by another.
	You may cry copious amounts or feel to numb to cry. You will experience a range of feelings; sadness, depression, anguish, helplessness, hopelessness, anger, rage, a wish for revenge, a sense of outrage, a sense that you are losing control of your emotions, a sense of failure that you somehow couldn’t be there to protect your loved one, especially if it was your son or daughter, a feeling that you’re unable to cope effectively or make even the most minor decisions.
	Your feelings will be intensified and heightened by the police investigation, going to the morgue, making arrangements for and attending the funeral, by media coverage and by looking at or trying to decide what to do with your loved one’s possessions, mementos and pictures.
	You will find it difficult to cope with daily routine at home, work or school. Your family life may feel (and become) chaotic for a while as each of you mourns and experiences all types of feelings including the irrational one of “survivor guilt.”
	If the assailant is apprehended, you will feel some relief initially and then you will probably feel increased emotional pain as you experience preliminary hearings, trial dates, trial postponements, the trial itself and sentencing hearings. Often, the criminal justice proceedings will cause you to feel tremendous anger, rage and a sense of injustice. If the assailant is never caught, you will feel as though you cannot put the homicide to rest.
	You will frequently ask yourself and others, “Can I survive this?”
The answer is yes. With the help of others, by expressing your feelings and by allowing to grieve and mourn, you can and will survive the murder of someone you love.

Because grief can be so painful, and seem overwhelming, it frightens us. Many People worry if they are grieving in the “right” way and wonder if the feelings they have are normal.
Most people who suffer a loss experience one or more of the following:
· Feel tightness in the throat or heaviness in the chest
· Have an empty feeling in their stomach and lose their appetite
· Feel guilty at times and angry at others
· Feel restless and look for activity but find it difficult to concentrate
· Fell as though the loss isn’t real, that it didn’t actually happen
· Sense the loved one’s presence; like finding themselves expecting the person to walk in the door at the usual time, hearing their voice, or seeing their face
· Wander aimlessly and forget and don’t finish things they’ve started to do around the house
· Have difficulty sleeping, and dream of their loved one frequenly
· Experience an intense preoccupation with the life of the deceased.
· Assume mannerisms or traits of their loved one
· Feel guilty or angry over things that happen or didn’t happen in the relationship with the deceased
· Feel intensely angry at the loved one for leaving them
· Feel as though they need to take care of other people who seem uncomfortable around them, by politely not talking about the feelings of loss
· Need to tell and retell and remember things about the loved on and the experience of their death
· Feel their mood changes over the slightest things
· Cry at unexpected times
These are all natural and normal grief responses. It’s important to cry and talk with people when you need to. If you’re concerned or worried about your reactions, or need someone to talk to call a helpline.

What you can do to help yourself:

1. Accept your feelings. They are part of a normal grieving process in response to the homicide of a loved one.
2. Express your feelings openly to others. Talk about your loved one who was murdered. Seek out people who are willing to listen to you discuss the life as well as the death of your loved one.
3. Allow yourself and members of your family to grieve and mourn in their own way and at their own pace. Be good to each other. You really need each other at this time.
4. Stay involved with life. Don’t seclude yourself. Be with people. You need them and they can help you in your recovery. Go places. Do things.
5. Be good to yourself. Grief takes a long time to work through. It affects your body as well as your mind. Eat well, rest and exercise. Running, walking, swimming, etc., are all positive ways to decrease your stress, maintain your energy and feel better.
6. Give yourself time to make and sort out major decisions. Don’t make any major decisions such as selling your house, your loved one’s car, etc. Don’t get rid of the belongings of the murder victim right away. Put them away if you want to, but know that they are there if and when you want them again or when you are really ready to decide what to do about them.
7.  Channel your strong emotions into some kind of constructive action or activity. Lobby for stronger homicide laws. Write to congressmen, senators, etc., about the plight of homicide survivors. Join groups actively involved in dealing with those issues directly realted to the needs of homicide survivors.
8. Know your rights and assert yourself. You have a right to be at the trail. You have a rightto be informed about the status of the police investigation. You have a right to be informed of the date and time and to be present at the pre-sentencing hearing of the assailant in your case. You have a right to be informed if and when the assailant is released from jail.
9. File a Crime Victim Compensation Claim immediately, through your local Victim/Witness Assistance Program. They can help you find out if you are entitled to certain benefits such as money for funeral expenses, and they can assist you with other related problems such as the return of property from the police and coroner, etc.
10. Call a local chapter of Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., immediately. They will assist parents, siblings and other homicide survivors through the grieving process, no matter how old the victim was or how long ago the murder happened. There are chapters across the country who have helped thousands of homicide survivors, like yourself, recover and go on with their life.



What Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., Can do for YOU:

Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., is a non-profit organization that provides crisis intervention and long-term ongoing support to parents, siblings and others who have experienced a homicide in the family of someone of any age. They offer direct help, understanding and insight to individuals and families. They provide information about the grieving process, legal procedures, laws, the rights of homicide survivors and other related issues. 
	Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., has established a support network across the country, so that no homicide survivors has to be alone with the problems they face.
	Group members call each other and will accompany each other to court to lend moral and emotional support.
	Each Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., (POMC) chapter provides the following:
- monthly self-help support groups led by parent chapter leaders and/ or by professionals in collaboration with parents of murdered children.
- telephone counseling on an individual basis.
- literature on homicide survivor related problems.
- information to organization, agencies and others interested in homicide survivor problems and issues.
- speakers for organizations, professional groups and community groups.



The Impact of Homicide on Families
by Connie Saindon, MA, LMFT

After a murder, the family unit undergoes permanent changes that are difficult for the surviving members to accept. As each member of the family struggles with their own pain and grief, being a source of emotional support and comfort to other members in the family network can be problematic. Not only must each member navigate their feelings of loss of their loved one; they must also deal with the way they died. Familial roles undergo major transformations; family members' relationship will face challenges for reconstruction. The murder may trigger other types of losses a family has had that may need to be reprocessed. No other experience has prepared the family or its members with how to deal with homicide. There is a sudden uninvited intrusion in their lives that changes their existence from private to public.

Coping with so many unknowns may put previously "at-risk" family members at more risk and take in new casualties. Murder can invite suicide, homicide and alcohol or substance abuse? Careful assessment for these risks is needed along with enlisting the family to watch out for each other. 

There is abundant clinical evidence indicating that following a homicidal death, family members are at risk for developing sustained and dysfunctional psychological reactions. And since the nearly 30,000 homicides annually in the United States affect between 120,000 and 240,000 relatives and other survivors, the magnitude of these numbers suggests that homicidal bereavement represents a major public health problem. Each year's statistics can be added exponentially to the proceeding years' numbers of under treated co-victims. According to the Department of Justice Uniform Crime Report released October 16, 1996, the city of San Diego had 91 homicides and the number of homicides reported in the county of San Diego for 1997 by the Medical Examiners Office was 155.


Influential variables that impact the family:

A. RELATIONSHIP TO THE VICTIM - were they close, conflictual, distant or cutoff? 
B. ROLE OF THE VICTIM IN THE FAMILY - was this an estranged family member, the head of the household, the only child, a gang member, and an infidel? 
C. FAMILY & INDIVIDUAL MEMBERS DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE- a newly formed family, young children, teenagers, empty nest, and seniors, etc.? 
D. FAMILY HISTORY OF LOSS AND TRAUMA-another recent death, previous divorce, illnesses? 
E. RESILIENCE FACTORS-Risk and protective factors 
F. SUPPORT NETWORKS-work groups, community, mental health services, and religious/spiritual involvement. 
G. BELIEFS ABOUT DEATH-they will see their loved one someday, reincarnation, there is no afterlife. 
H. THE FAMILY TEMPLATE-employment, leisure activities, hopes, plans, divided loyalties, power, rules, and rituals. 
I. DRUGS/ALCOHOL ISSUES-present involvement? 
J. HISTORY OF MENTAL ILLNESS 
K. NATURE OF THE MURDER-raped, tortured, age, witnessed. 
Specialized Treatment is needed in the aftermath of a homicide to lessen the long-term psychological impact for survivors and help co-victims cope with their grief and devastation while restoring control in their lives. Collaboration with professionals and agents from both public and private crime victim's agencies is required to coordinate services and find more efficient ways to assist this fragile population. The rewards and challenge for family therapists in fostering individual and family resilience while healing wounds after homicide is tremendous. The need for family therapists is increasingly evident in both prevention of violence and treatment after homicide.

Treatment strategies that have shown success with this population are the use of rituals and ceremonies to compartmentalize reviewing of the trauma. Ceremonies provide symbolic enactments of transformation of previously shattered relationships, and reestablish connections among family and society in general. Ceremony is enhanced if participants are at the aesthetic distance of being both emotionally engaged and yet aware of its symbolic nature. This is what is meant by "containing" (as opposed to suppressing) emotions.

Most rituals have the therapeutic properties of strengthening the bonds of individuals to their community and in giving reassurance against the anxieties and fears of life. However, for rituals to be therapeutic they must help individuals manage their distressing emotions.

Patients suffer from the shifts between flooding and numbing of emotion (Horowitz, 1976). Therefore ceremonies with allow for the arousal of distressing emotions within a safely contained structure. This needs to be done for each disturbance in their lives such as the fundamental break in the relationship between them and society. Like the effect of a structural change in structural family therapy (Minuchin, 1981), in which the family is shown that it can interact in a new way, the ceremony re-organizes participants into a healthier relationship, providing a model for identification.


Therapeutic ceremonies can have significant effects:

First: ceremonies compartmentalize the review of the trauma, giving it respectful expression while freeing it up from everyday life.
Second: They provide symbolic enactments that can become metaphors for transformation, greatly needed for trauma survivors who struggle with feelings of hopelessness and the chronicity of their situation. 
Third: These ceremonies are designed to reestablish connection to the community of family and society. The structure and process is representative of attachment.

Dr. Rynearson's' model involves strategies such as:
1. Pacification techniques foster natural resilience in calming or distracting oneself.
2. Partitioning strategies that help differentiate the tendency that many have in merging with their loved one.
3. Perspective strategies that help integrate a "new normal" after homicide with integration that this event has changed them forever.
 
In California, a coordinated and comprehensive victim/witness program provides support for victims of crimes who sustain loss due to homicide. However, the program offers little in the way of funding for survivors who do not meet eligibility criteria and has limitations regarding follow-up ability. Research has shown that the effect of homicide goes on for years and the request for supportive services may be initiated many months and/or years after initial notification of a homicide. There are only three other programs in California that have specialized programs for co-victims of homicide.

Several cities have been setting up programs based on two successful programs that have received funding from the national Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) to provide training on their model to various states. One training is based on a program based in Seattle, Washington that has been developed for 15 years at the Virginia Mason Clinic, Separation and Loss Services. This program has been under the direction of Ted Rynearson, MD a leading expert on homicidal bereavement. The second training is based is from the Anti-Violence Project in Philadelphia under the direction of its founder Deborah Spungen, MSS, MLSP, CTS. She promotes the term Co-victims of homicide to better describe the impact on family members. Ms Spungen's daughter was murdered in 1978. Both the synergism and replication of these programs for co-victims of homicide has begun in cities that have been recipients of these trainings. Future training will help other cities replicate these services as well.




Bereavement after the homicide of a loved one
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Imagine the death of someone you know and love. The person is 85 years old, develops cardiac feailure, and dies surrounded by you and the rest of the family.
	Although this death is distressing, it is accompanied by respect and dignity. The family talks openly about their loved one’s life and achievements.
	Now imagine that your loved one dies instead in the prime of life at the hands of a homicidal assailant. In this case, the person dies alone, overwhelmed by terror, and leaves a young family behind. The method of death may be shooting, beating, or strangulation.
	You and other family members are not there to share in an expected and respectful death. Instead, you are stunned by the suddenness and the brutality of the death itself.
________________________
Support groups can help persons cope with traumatic imagery surrounding the homicide of a family member.
________________________

Bereavement as a result of homicide is necessarily confusing. It requires not only acceptance of the loved one’s death, but also adjustment to the brutality and stigma of how the person died.
	Although the family and friends of those who are murdered may not witness the death, they are likely to vividly imagine and replay in their minds the person’s last moments alive. The dreadful imagine of homicidal death commonly haunts those who suffer such bereavement. It is a sign of trauma that compounds grief and such as requires a different kind of therapy.
	Unnatural dying (by accident, suicide, or homicide) is the leading cause of death before age 40. So bereavement from an unnatural death is likely to occur in younger families – and children and young adults are likely to feel the effects for many years to come.
	To provide support for families who have experienced the homicidal death of a family member, the  Separation and Loss Service of Virginia Mason Medical Center in Seattle began an intervention program in 1990. About 100 homicidal occur each year in Seattle.
	Since the inception of this program, every family in the greater Seattle area that has experienced a homicidal death has been asked to participate. The goal is to help family members deal with this particular form of unnatural death, which appears to be the most traumatic – and the most difficult – one a family can face.
	Part of this project has been to measure the specific effects of trauma and bereavement on this group of individuals and to devise special forms of intervention. Interventions usually proceed in four stages:
· Moderating traumatic imagery
· Pharmacotherapy
· Psychotherapy
· Long-term support

Moderating imagery
When a family member reports vivid imagery of the death, accompanied by overwhelming anxiety, that person is in a traumatic psychological state. (Sometimes the anxiety alternates with a state of numbing and avoidance.) In such cases, this traumatic response should be addressed immediately.
	In a few family members, these images persist in frequency and intensity for many months or years. Specific clinical approaches, however, can help moderate this traumatic imagery.

Pharmacotherapy
Most family members who enter treatment meet the diagnostic criteria for coexisting psychiatric disorders – usually posttraumatic stress disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, or major depression. Comprehensive treatment of bereaved persons includes appropriate medication and concurrent therapy to help alleviate the underlying grief.

Psychotherapy
This project also includes an ongoing psychotherapy support group for family members. Immediately after the death, the group focuses on providing information about how to cope with the legal and law enforcement agencies in the aftermath of violent death.
	This initial criminal-judicial phase of recovery is so preoccupying that it often diverts family members from the essential tasks of grieving. So the support group helps members maintain their focus on the grief process.
Long-term support
A long-term support group is provide for family members who continue to experience intense traumatic imagery. These groups offer weekly 90-minute sessions for 9-12 months.
	Adjusting to a homicidal death is a lifelong task. Therapists and family members will be better served by acknowledging the limits of long-term change rather than by hoping for complete restoration. The death of a family member by homicide quite literally changes the lives of everyone involved.







Aspects of grief after a violent Death


Persons who experience a homicide or other violent death tend to:
· Experience the impact of a sudden, unexpected, violent death with the possibility of a mutilated body, or no body at all.
· Feel insecure, fearful, and have concerns for their safety.
· Question their own basic beliefs and values about the importance of human life and behaviors.
· Experience tremendous family stress as each person is grieving differently and each needs additional support.
· Have a great deal of guilt over not having protected their loved one.
· Feel the stigma of having a family member murdered, with people believing that only criminal types are murdered.
· Experience changes in their support system because people don’t know what to say and tend to stay away
· Be ignored, mistreated and receive little information from law enforcement officials assigned to the case.
· Postpone their grief until after the trail and sentencing.
· Find that whatever the sentence the murder receives, it is not enough to compensate for their loss.
· Become victimized as a result of media coverage, for months and sometimes years after the death.
· Experience intense anger, rage and sometimes revenge, which is overwhelming and produces within them fear of their own response.

They also experience:
· Friends disappear, murder shows them that it can happen to anyone, it gets too close for them, they don’t call anymore. People can’t talk about it.
· We have a need to talk about all of it, including the blood, the battered body, the “morbid” things, the images in my mind of the murder scene
· People rationalize it by making the murdered victim responsible as a way of keeping it farther away from hitting home.
· Murder never ends. Trails get postponed over and over and it is years before it is over legally, leaving me with ongoing anxiety, ups and downs with pending resolution. It cannot be put  to rest, when it’s really not closed, when the “case” is still open.
· I get the feeling that people just don’t get the impact that murder has. I find a need to shock them into my reality, I say MURDER and they back away.
· My life is upside down, they expect me to get over it, nothing in my life fits anymore, the whole world doesn’t fit anymore, they just don’t get it.
· People are afraid I’ll bring it up and tip toe around me, then disappear.
· The suddenness and untimeliness of the life that was taken, they are dead before their time because of another human being.
· Someone made a conscious choice to take her life.
· Intense helplessness with the murder, the trial and the justice system, or rather the injustice of the “justice” system.
· The publicity is invading, an ongoing reminder of this tragedy, keeping it constantly unsettled.
· The court proceedings and all the related stress is a big difference.
· I can’t find an answer why the murder happened, what was he thinking, why did he do it? There is no way to make sense of it, no answer to WHY?
· The anger is so intense, the rage and no place to put it.
· Thoughts of homicide, I want to kill him, he has no right to live while my loved one sleeps in a coffin.
· A total violation of all my rights, all my dead, loved one’s rights.
· A total turning my life upside down, it is hard to find meaning in anything.
· My own sense of safety is gone, the world is changed, it is never safe anymore, especially if the murderer is still out there somewhere.
· I don’t understand anything anymore, the world is upside down.
· I have to fear being a suspect, I get interrogated.
· My privacy is gone, the news is all over, sometimes not accurate, I have no control over anything in my life anymore.
· My spirituality turns inside out, my whole belief system has to be re-examined, nothing fits anymore, can someone really want to kill someone and feel good? The world is crazy.
Concerns for Children who are affected by a Violent Death

Fear of the Death:
· Their own death
· Death of those who protect them, such as a parent
· Death of friends and loved ones

Anxiety About:
· Being left alone
· Sleeping alone
· Leaving the surviving family members

Regression:
· Need for more holding, hugs and nurturance
· Clingy, irritable behavior
· Possible bedwetting

Sleep Disorder:
· Fear of going to bed
· Not able to get to sleep of waking throughout the night
· Nightmares

Somatic Complaints:
· Stomachaches, headaches, heartaches

Eating Habit Changes

Reliving the Violent Experience in Play or in Memory

Change in School Behavior and Reduced Ability to Concentrate

Affect Change:
· Risk taking and more aggressive
· Hopeless, depressed, inhibited

Desire not to Stand Out or Be Different

Complications for Persons who Experience a Violent Death

Psychological Trauma
· Suddenness of the Death
· Inability to say Goodbye
· Intentional Destructive Nature of the Act
· Willful Disrespect for Life

Last Memory of Person may be Mutilated, Bloody Body.

Fear for own or Caretaker’s Safety.

Conflict of Values:
· Value or Worth of Human Life
· Shattered View of World Being Safe
· Won’t happen to Me

Feelings of Powerlessness, Guilt, Anger, and /or Revenge.

Difficulty in Understanding and accepting “why” because of the Violent Nature of the Death.

True Story not always known or shared honestly in order to “protect” the Loved one.

Community Reaction
· Stigma or Criminal Element Associated with Murder.
· “Blame the Victim” Attitude.
· Isolation of Family, Withdrawal of Support.

Media Attention, Sensationalizing, Revictimizing
· Families can hear the information for the first time on the news.
· Media does not respect the privacy and grief of family.
· Story retold over and over for several months or even years after the death.
Law Enforcement
· Criminal sometimes not found.
· Lengthy Investigation.
· Family not Adequately informed of Progress of Lack of it.
· Persons not allowed to Talk About their Situation During Investigation.

Criminal and Judicial System
· Proceedings often Postponed/Delayed for months or years.
· Families required to tell and retell the painful Story.
· Accused Person often Plea Bargains, Getting a Lighter Sentence
· Sentence never enough to Justify the Death of the Loved One






HOMICIDE: A Prolonged Suffering
By Beck A. Miller, Glendale, Arizona

My son, Brian, was robbed and murdered almost three years ago, just two weeks after his eighteenth birthday. They say on a scale of one to ten, losing a child is a ten, but I believe that losing a child to murder is an eleven. There is nothing worse. There is nothing as shattering and devastating … nothing else has turned my entire world, my entire world, my entire being, so completely (and even sometimes irreversibly) upside down.
	As a mother, all I knew those first few weeks was intense pain and a conviction that my son had been taken away from me. But I decided they were not going to take ME away from me, unless I let them. The three young, gang members who took my son from me had taken enough! I could not afford to lose anymore, yet I had no idea how to remain strong enough so that my family could also remain strong. Little did I ever imagine just what an undertaking that would be as we suffered the next years of injustice, pain and anger in the reality of what life should never be.
	Suddenly, we were thrust into the strange world of a judicial system that we had known nothing about before this happened (except from our television world of make believe).
	We thought we were lucky that the three people involved with our son’s death had been caught and jailed by the fifth day of the murder, but that was where our “luck” ended. Mistakes made by both the detectives and the prosecutor eventually ended with the eighteen-year-old man who actually shot our son serving only seven years because of a plea bargain.
	The authorities thought that one of the three, a seventeen-year-old, had shot Brian, and they wanted the other two to testify to that fact to ensure his conviction. However, halfway through the trail, we learned that he was not the one who killed our son. The prosecutor tried to make amends through legal channels, but it was not to be. Curiously, the seventeen-year-old is serving twenty years for his part in the robbery. The judicial system in this country is in desperate need of major change before it can ever be called a “justice” system.
	Because I wanted to give meaning to my son’s life and death, I was motivated to get involved with helping to change some things that I believe need to be changed, such as the juvenile gun ordinance in our city.
	I also joint a support group called Parents of Murdered Children. At first, I was appalled that an organization by that name even existed, but that was before I fully realized that I was the parent of a murdered child! First, I took help from this wonderful support group of people who have suffered life’s worst and yet try to go on and still see the good in life. Now, I am giving back to this organization by serving as it’s Phoenix Chapter president and writing its monthly newsletter.
	I would like to say that it has all been easy, but that would be a lie. Some have been amazed at the strength they perceive in me through all of this, but no one is really that strong. My motivation has been for my son’s memory, for Christie, my remaining daughter, and my husband, Don, and for other family members and friends who are suffering from the horror of losing someone close to them because of a cold, cruel murderer. Even after three years, the effects are ravaging my son’s friends and our family. The pain is never-ending, so I simply try to give meaning to the pain.
	We have struggled to remain close and stay whole, and we have survived. We have lost some friends who could not handle the reality of what we have had to live with, but we have also gained many friends. Though we have seen the absolute worst life can be, we are lucky enough to have seen the best, too, through the love and compassion of many.
	Although, my belief system is stronger now than ever, it has changed also. I do not, as some others do, believe God had my son murdered as part of His plan. My God is all-loving and could not be so cruel to me. I do believe He knew it would happen, and I believe what my pastor said at our son’s funeral, “God was the first to cry when Brian was killed.”
	Man killed my son … Man, with his free will to choose the right or the wrong path. At times, I have actually felt sorry for my sons’s killers, because I know if they had been raised with the same love, compassion and teaching as my son had, they could never have killed. I have been angrier at their parents and society that failed them.
	Now, when we have to face a parole hearing for the release of the one who actually killed our child in cold blood, I hope we will be able to face it with the same strength and conviction we have maintained since Brian’s death. It will not be easy, but I believe it will be possible.
	Grief is like a roller coaster ride of ups and downs, and our ride of ups and downs, and our ride through the judicial system has seemed endless with twists and turns. But Brain’s memory will see us through, and the love we shared will be stronger than what we have lost.
	We are like a jigsaw puzzle with a missing piece. We have put together the puzzle, and though it is incomplete, it is still a picture. We are missing one of those pieces, but we are still a family. We will always feel the pain of its loss, but we will be a family, regardless. We encourage ourselves to be the best we can despite our loss, but it will never be easy. We will get used to the pain the same way we would get used to the loss of an arm or leg… it is gone and we have no choice… but we still miss that part.
	Forever, I will miss my son and feel the pain of his death, but as time goes on, I tuck away a little more of that pain deep inside. In the first few months and years, it was so horrible that I found myself wishing for a magic pill to ease the pain by erasing my memory for just a little while. There are no magic pills, of course, but with time, the pain did become easier to handle.
	After Brian was killed, I had to learn to follow some advice I had given him a couple of years earlier. For many years, he had suffered from fear attacks about dying. While he was in the throes of those horrid attacks, he would scream out at night, and I would run in and comfort him. While his heart raced in his chest, I would search my soul for an answer to his fears. I told him that everyone would die sometime, and though we never know when, we could not live our lives with the fear of dying. To do so, would not be living.
	To live my life now, afraid to venture out into the same world that killed my son, would not be living either. At times, the fear and pain make it difficult, but I do it for my son… in his memory. It is the final gift of a mother to her child who is no longer here. It is a fitting tribute to that deep bond that began the moment I knew I was pregnant, and it will continue until the end of time itself.
	I love you, Brian.




Dealing with a Violent Death


[bookmark: _GoBack]The following words of wisdom were written by Father Ken Czillinger of The Compassionate Friends in Cincinnati, Ohio.


· Generally, it takes 18-24 months just to stabilize after the death of a family member. It can take much longer when the death is a violent one. Recognize the length of the mourning process. Beware much longer when the death is a violent one. Recognize the length of the mourning process. Beware of developing unrealistic expectations of yourself.
· Your worst times usually are not at the moment of a tragic even. Then, you’re in a state of shock and numbness. Often, you slide into the “pits” four to seven months after the event. Strangely, when you’re in the pits and tempted to despair, this may be the time when most people expect you to be “over” your loss.
· When people ask how you’re doing, don’t always say, “fine”. Let some people know how terrible you feel.
· Talking with a friend or with others who have been there and survived can be helpful. Those who’ve been there speak your language. Only they can really say, “I know. I understand. You are not alone.”
· Often depression is a cover for anger. Learn to uncork your bottle and find appropriate ways to release your bottled-up anger. What you’re going through seems so unfair and unjust.
· Take time to lament, to experience being a victim. It may be necessary to spend some time feeling sorry for yourself. “Pity parties” sometimes are necessary and can be therapeutic.
· It’s all right to cry, to question, to be weak. Beware of allowing yourself to be “put on a pedestal” by others who tell you what an inspiration you are because of your strength and your ability to cope so well. If they only knew!
· Remember, you may be rookie at the experience you’re going through. This is probably the first violent death you’ve coped with. You’re new at this and you don’t know what to do or how to act. You need help.
· Reach out and try to help others in some small ways, at least. This little step forward may help prevent you from dwelling on yourself.
· Many times of crisis, ultimately, can become times of opportunity. Mysteriously, your faith in yours, in others, in God, can be deepened through crisis. Seek out persons who can serve as symbols of hope to you.
· Healing can happen if you receive two things – knowledge and human support.


Tomorrow is the most important thing in life. It comes to us at midnight, very clean. It’s perfect when it arrives and it puts itself in our hands. It hopes we’ve learned something from yesterday.
 - John Wayne
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