
 
 
 

 
 

THE HOUSE 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
THE HOUSE became our home on an unseasonably warm mid-December day in 1974. 
There were four of us then. Three-year-old Rob bounded playfully among mountains of 
moving cartons while his baby sister, Wendy, balanced gingerly on unsteady feet, 
toddled and fell, and toddled and fell. In the next twelve years, THE HOUSE would host 
35 children’s birthday parties, witness 26 sleepovers, celebrate 12 Christmases, 
welcome three babies into the family, and lay to rest a beloved toddler. Memories 
reverberated within its hallowed walls. 
 
“It’s a boy! It’s a boy!” excited voices shouted. Benjamin made his way into the world on 
a sunny May afternoon in 1981. He was born in his parent’s bed. THE HOUSE rejoiced 
with us and hugged us tightly in our ecstasy. Two and a half years later, it stood in 
hushed reverence and shed a silent tear as Benjamin breathed his last breath lying 
peacefully beside his mother in the same bed in which he was born. 
 
For weeks after Ben’s death, I couldn’t be in THE HOUSE alone. When morning came, I’d 
frantically scoot out the door at the same time the children left for school. Nothing 
could force me to return to the isolation. I could no longer be alone in my home, alone 
with emptiness, or alone with reality. Instead of life and love, I now saw death in every 
corner. 
 
“I can’t go in,” I’d tell myself as I sat stubbornly in the driveway waiting for a friend to 
join me. But the day finally came when I opened myself to risk. Stepping cautiously 
through the door, I was at last alone with truth. Walking through the empty house, I 
experienced the overwhelming silence and remembered the past. I knew Ben wasn’t 
there, yet I searched every room just to be sure, and I paused, weeping, before each of 
his pictures. The part of my mind incapable of accepting the pain actually believed 
Benjamin would come running in from play for me to scoop up into my empty arms. But 
no Benjamin appeared. The aloneness was debilitating, and THE HOUSE cried with me. 
 
Weeks of reluctance to spend time at home now flip-flopped to the opposite extreme. I 
indulged myself in seclusion with the same fervor which once repulsed me. THE HOUSE 
became my tie to Benjamin and I clung to it as I did to him. The bedroom where 
Benjamin was born and died was my haven, my refuge. This was where I read and 
where I wrote, where I touched base with my past and reached out cautious feelers 
toward the future.  
 

The House by Joanetta Hendel, Page 1 of 3 
Copyright 1990 by Joanetta Hendel, WordWorks Publishing 
www.wordworkspublishing.net 



 
 
 

My bond with THE HOUSE was comfort and connection. My husband’s link to THE 
HOUSE was pain. Work was a reprieve for him, a reprieve from the reality of loss. But 
coming home was a nightmare of re-entry into the real world. 
 
He arrived home from work one fateful evening with plans for a new future. There was 
excited talk about taking a new job—a wonderful job, a job in another state. He wanted 
to leave THE HOUSE, the city, to escape from all that reminded him of Ben’s life and 
death. He couldn’t bear to be reminded—to pass the mortuary on the way to work, to 
go into the church where the funeral was held, or to see anyone who knew what had 
happened to us. He despised THE HOUSE, and as he approached our street, he imagined 
emergency vehicles with flashing lights parked before its front door. My husband was 
running and he wanted me to run with him. 
 
But I needed THE HOUSE and the memories it held. Ben was born there, lived there and 
died there. I’m sentimental, I put down strong roots. I needed the comfort of the church 
and the cemetery where my child’s body was laid to rest. I had to have people, family to 
love me and friends to care. What I needed was security and familiarity, while he sought 
change. My husband wanted to escape, I had already found there was no easy way out. 
 
Time and experience are good teachers. In the years after Benjamin’s death, I became 
good at partings. I grew to accept loss almost as effectively as I accepted gain. Yet the 
bonds I held to THE HOUSE continued to pull and tug at me long after it was time to let 
go. We moved soon after the divorce and set up residence away from the old life. It was 
time to break the bonds, but THE HOUSE lingered on the real estate market well over a 
year, clinging to me as stubbornly as I was clinging to it. 
 
I openly cursed the fact that THE HOUSE wasn’t sold and secretly blessed my access to 
its storehouse of memories. Long after we moved, important parts of us remained 
locked within its empty spaces. When I needed to touch base, I’d walk through THE 
HOUSE indulging myself in the past and crying a few therapeutic tears for joy and 
sadness. 
 
Within THE HOUSE existed memories of a family who loved and laughed, sorrowed and 
cried. I relived the touching and moving moments, the happiness, the heartache, the 
tears, and the disappointments. I remembered children’s laughter and sibling’s 
squabbles. I re-experienced the sounds of a newborn’s first cry and delighted squeals on 
Christmas morning. I was reminded of teddy bears, and skate boards, the tooth fairy, 
and trick-or-treat. “This is the spot where Stephanie took her first steps,” I’d recall. And 
here are the fingerprint smudges I tried so hard to wipe away. Our history was recorded 
within the sacred walls of a domicile that sheltered and protected—and loved us back. 
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I’ve said my final good-byes to the home where we once lived and quietly blessed it on 
its way. THE HOUSE now belongs to our past and we belong to a different future. Today, 
three year old Andy bounces playfully from room to room in THE HOME OF THE 
PRESENT and he swings joyfully from his swing under our big maple tree. Along with his 
siblings, he rejoices in the here and now and makes his own history day by day. His tiny 
hand prints smudge the door frames and his laughter bubbles around us. The new 
house smiles with us and soaks up our energy like a sponge. We live very much in the 
present, and we look happily to tomorrow. But once in a while my mind reflects on the 
way it used to be. And for a brief moment I take a bittersweet walk through the past, 
revisiting the memories that were lovingly stored within each room of THE HOUSE. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine 1990. 
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