He Ain’t Heavy

I’m called a survivor – one of many left behind in the wake of a suicide. At age 52, my older brother took his life. To some he’s just another statistic. Statistics such as: he died in October, had bipolar disorder, and a traumatic brain injury caused by an accident just a couple of years before… before he took his life with a shotgun. Another statistic -men use guns. It’s fast and final. 

Ricky was much more than a statistic. He was a devoted father, loyal friend, brother, and son. At his funeral I hoped God was allowing him to watch. Ricky would have witnessed the lives he touched and how much he was loved. The place was filled with people. They weren’t my friends. They were his friends. He had more ex-in-laws filling rows than family members. Though divorced after twenty-six years of marriage, his former wife and still his best friend, could not comfort his two teenage children –survivors. There were more survivors: an 82-year old mother, five siblings, their spouses, and children to mourn his death.

I had feared he was going to do it. Take his life. He lived 500 miles away and I called him almost every day. I knew he was sad. He didn’t know that I could hear his muffled whimpering as he held back his tears. Every time I talked to him, I told him that I loved him. That was not enough. I told him that his family would not be better off without him. That was not enough. I offered to buy back his beloved dogs that he had recently sold. I hoped the dogs would give him someone to care for – a reason to get out of bed. That was not enough. I prayed. I asked others to pray. That was not enough. 

When my younger brother called and said, “Ricky shot himself”, my first thought was the news was just too painful to bear. Then thoughts of our mother - such a sweet little elderly lady now, and her son had taken his life. Widowed only two years before, after 59 years of marriage, now she would grieve her son.  I didn’t think I could handle any more pain. When would it end? At that same time, my eleven year-old daughter was in a psychiatric hospital diagnosed with bipolar disorder. 

It had only been a week earlier, in a telephone conversation when I told Ricky she was in a psychiatric hospital. He cried –no holding back the tears that time. How was I to tell my daughter about Uncle Ricky? Where would she find hope in the midst of her own depression?

In those first few hours after hearing the news, my mind was a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts and emotions. Oddly enough, I felt relief. I no longer had to fear that Ricky would take his life. It was over. It was finished. I could quit worrying about it. I could quit praying about it. I could quit thinking about what I could do to help him. 

Guilt was an emotion I was entitled to leave out. After all, I had done everything - no unfinished business. Many times I told him “I love you,” I offered help, I prayed, I did everything I knew to do.

But guilt and remorse moved in any way. Consuming thoughts of… if only I would have, if I could have, if I had only known…then maybe he would still be here. 

In my mind, I replayed what must have been his last moments. I pictured him going through the motions of getting his shotgun. I pictured him silently whimpering as he held back his tears. I don’t believe he wanted to die. I believe he thought he was doing his family a favor. 

Ricky was a husband, active father, successful businessman, and preschool Sunday school teacher until an undiagnosed mental illness destroyed a twenty-six year marriage, and eventually his life. His first “episode” struck at the age of forty-six, and later an accident resulted in a traumatic brain injury. Life just kept pulling him down. He chose to quit taking his medication. He could not recover from the depression. Discontinuing the medication was a fatal decision.

He was found slumped in his chair - a blood soaked Bible was open at his feet. “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord”  (Romans 8:38-39). 

It has been four years since Ricky’s death. I miss him. I think of him every day.  I no longer replay what might have been his last moments. I picture him smiling, looking like he did in happier times. I can hear his chuckle and often feel like he is assuring me that all is well. I remind my daughter to remember him that way - the “real” Uncle Ricky. 

If he could see me now, he would see my tears dripping on the keyboard – my pauses to stop and sob. He would see how much I still hurt. I can almost hear him say, “Don’t cry, it won’t be that long before I’ll see you again.” 

And I cry every time I hear the song, “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother.” I would have carried him for a lifetime.
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