
 
 
 

 
 

The Pact 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
At 5:27 a.m., contractions continue to come five minutes apart, and nine months of 
excited waiting finally draw to a close. “OK, Susan,” the obstetrician encourages, “We’re 
almost there. Let’s push one more time.” 
 
Bearing down, Susan takes a final, deep, 
cleansing breath and focuses all energy on the 
task at hand. Muscles tense and contract; the 
body pushes. Very, very slowly a soft, downy 
head crowns. One tiny shoulder appears . . . then 
another. In an instant, miniature arms and legs 
emerge and flail wildly as a damp, squirming, 
astonished newborn makes his entrance into the 
unknown world. “It’s a boy, it’s a boy!” excited 
voices cheer. 
 
Seven-pound, nine-ounce Jonathan Daniel is suctioned, checked, warmly bundled and 
gently placed into the arms of his ecstatic mother. Warm baby flesh melts gently into 
secure loving arms. Mama gazes adoringly; baby squints and focuses. Curious eyes 
meet, and the bond is sealed. 
 
As the first light of dawn breaks through the hospital room window, mother and child 
sign an unspoken pact, an indelible agreement—this relationship, born of love, can only 
end with one of them watching the other die. 
 
To be born is to sign the contract. The bond of love implies consent to bear pain through 
certain loss. Lovers join hands in matrimony. Through spoken vows they promise to 
love, honor, and cherish, while in unspoken words each accepts the possibility of 
witnessing the death of the other. 
 
Siblings sit side by side in their backyard sandbox. They share parents, memories, a 
common life space—and the unspoken promise either to die first or to suffer the death 
of the other. 
 
Each relationship has a life span of its own—a beginning and an end, a birth and a death. 
Some bonds are shallow and end with little fanfare, such as childhood friendships that 
quietly fade into the background or acquaintances whom we gradually outgrow. 
Grieving over these tiny losses occurs with little discomfort and is easily accommodated 
into the overall framework of everyday living. 
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Other bonds go far deeper and touch the farthest recesses of our being. Painful losses 
occur when marriages fail, significant friendships shift and fall away, and death 
separates us from those we love. These broken bonds, especially when sudden and 
unexpected, create intense grief, pain and suffering. 
 
When my two and a half year old son, Benjamin died in 1984, every ounce of my being 
protested. “I didn’t ask for this!” my mind and body screamed. I certainly did not 
consciously volunteer to watch my child die. I did not agree to suffer, and I did not ask 
for the pain that was involved in his death. What I did ask for was the opportunity to 
love and be loved in return; but it was a contract that included sorrow, as well as joy, in 
the fine print. 
 
I felt cheated and betrayed by Benjamin’s death because it violated my expectations for 
our relationship. I expected to watch him enter first grade, to graduate from high 
school, to bring children of his own into the world. I certainly did not expect to outlive 
my child. But these expectations were never to be realized. Instead I was left with a 
sense of immeasurable loss and a sorrow I thought would never heal. 
 
My initial reaction to the pain was to withdraw from the world around me, a world that 
could no longer be trusted because it had violated the rules I’d set for it. To protect 
myself from further hurt and harm, my inclination was to emotionally distance myself 
from my other children, from my family and from my friends. Only gradually, with time 
and effort, did I learn to let love back into my life. 
 
Six years later, I’ve come to understand some basic truths: There is no life without love; 
there is no love without the risk of loss; and there is no loss without gain. Unless we die 
young, we cannot help but experience the heartache of separation through death. 
Unless we open ourselves to the possibility of hurt and sorrow, we will never fully 
experience life. 
 
Today I view my relationships with those I love as a training ground for the greatest 
lessons life has to offer. Benjamin and I shared a unique bond, a relationship where 
unspoken promises were made and mutual gifts exchanged. 
 
On the day of his birth, we joined hands and hearts. On the day of his death, we entered 
into a spiritual journey that would forever change the complexion of my world. Together 
we chose life; together we chose love. Together we signed “the pact.” 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine in 1990. 
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