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Justin Speech

We are now coming up on the 10 year anniversary of Justin’s death. and I realized although there are changes and updates as to how we are coping, what we are doing, not a lot has changed, we still miss him and think about him everyday.  In some ways it has gotten easier, but in a lot of ways I find it harder as the years go by.  I want a son in my life again, I miss the boy stuff that he would do, I wanted to see Justin grow up into a man. 
So today we will talk about loss, about what happens behind the scenes, to accomplish two purposes a key one is to try and prevent what has happened to us from happening to anyone else, try to personalize our story so you can relate, and it is more than just a headline in a newspaper. Can understand better what happens from both of our family’s perspectives, the shock, the pain, the grief, and the long-term impact. 

The other objective that really is just for me is to honor my son, his life and his memory. To me this is my way of still being his; I can’t do his laundry, cook for him, shop for him anymore, talk about what he is up to, his future --  but I can forever honor him and who he was by talking about him. So part of the speech will be about Justin, the kid, the teenager, and the young man.  I lost my main job as his Mom the day he died, this is one clear and definitive way for me to be his Mom still, and to hopefully inform and prevent at the same time. 
To say we miss Justin is an understatement; he is constantly in my thoughts, always on my mind; memories of him pop up all the time. 
I always thought I could fix anything make anything easier or better, that was my what is really tough in this situation is I can’t fix it, can’t make it better. As my husband has said, losing a child is every parent’s nightmare, and we are living that nightmare everyday of our lives.  

I once read somewhere where there is not a name for a parent who loses a child. We have the terms widow and widower for spouses that predecease their spouse, but nothing if a child dies before their parent.  The author of that book made the point that perhaps because it was so horrible, not a normal act of nature, that there could not be a word, noun attached to those people that would or could describe the state of losing a child.  I totally understood that statement. And recently reading a book in the book it had a very similar statement, but the hardest thing that was asked is the sibling still a sister or brother if they have lost their only sibling. To think about that with my daughter in mind was really very hard. 
Recently reading this same book it had a number of mothers that had lost their sons in the war.  As hard as it was to read it also taught me I am not alone in my view of this grief. This kind of grief, there is no real closure in this situation; no real moving on, you don’t get through it; you never forget, you never feel alright, rather you learn to manage the pain. 
One thing I know for sure is that who and what we have situations we live through will define us, for us it is losing Justin that will always redefine us.  We are no longer be the same people, no longer the same family, our sense of joy has changed;. As I have said to our daughter, we are no longer normal, we have a new normal. 
What we have been doing is to take you a chronology of the events, and days leading up to the accident and including afterwards, we are now adding updates, where we are what we are doing.   Before I start the chronology and the update I want to take a few minutes and just talk about Justin.
I am his Mom and Justin was the love of my life, I adored him, my role has his Mom really defined me from the day he was born.  Justin was a very bright energetic young man with an unlimited potential in his future.  He had a smile, quirky sometimes but he managed to light up the whole room. He had worked hard all through school, attaining not only high grades but also exceptional SAT scores.  He had a tremendous diversity of friends and was an avid baseball fan.  He loved the Boston Red Sox. He was on the verge of his independence and was looking forward to going to college to pursue his dreams.  Because of his excellent grades and SAT scores he was accepted to and was planning on attending Washington University in St. Louis.  This is one of the finest non Ivy League schools in the country, so you can see why he had a tremendous future and why we were so proud. When we lost Justin not only did we lose our son, our sense of purpose, our sense of peace, we lost our dreams for our family, dreams for Justin, and our future with him.  We now think as we watch his friends what would Justin be doing, when they had the VP debate at Wash U we wondered if he would have attended.  He would have graduated, wonder if he would have gone on to grad school, would he have a girlfriend, where would he be living. 
The impact on his father has been just as tough.  He no longer has a son, I know he misses all that companionship and male bonding has been taken from him. Some of my happiest memories of Justin are with his Dad doing sports, practicing in backyard, going to the field to pitch and hit; that is all gone.
Losing Justin has also had a major impact on his sister she no longer has a brother, no one to look up to, to conspire with, to take vacations with, to talk to, to tease, to fight with, to laugh with, she is now an only child.  She struggled with her grief, has had some bad days, and truthfully it has changed her whole life, her perspective of life, and how she will fit into this world in the future. Shortly after Justin died Sasha was back in High School, she came to me in the morning said she was having a bad day, she stayed home and we talked about Justin, I asked her what did she miss the most, she responded, everything about him,
 The extended family feels the lost also, his cousins, aunts and uncles.  The key here is Justin was not anyone different from you and your fiends, he was well loved and is missed by a community.. 

Now we will quickly go over the chronology of events

· June 13th, Monday Morning, Justin and his friends go to the Graduation Rehearsal, they came back from the shore to attend, and graduation will be tonight.  We had dinner with his cousins, aunt and uncle at his grandmother’s house and then headed out to ceremony.  It was a wonderful ceremony, most of the seniors were just glad to get through the service and on with their lives.  Who could blame them; I remember standing for a prayer and wanting to bless everyone in the auditorium, I felt so blessed and happy. I really felt like I could just burst with joy.  Back at home Justin’s friends came over they were heading back to the shore.  I was in bed and he came to the door, to say good-bye.  I warned him to please be responsible, don’t drink and drive and don’t get in the car with anyone who is drinking.  He of course said ‘don’t worry Mom’; I remember telling him I had a pit in stomach that would not go away until he came home on Saturday, so to please take care of himself.  I said I love you, he said loved you more, I said not possible because I am the Mom – that is the last time I saw my son alive.

· June 15th Wednesday, sometime shortly after midnight –we get a phone call from his cousin Missy, she is screaming and crying, all I remember her saying is Aunt Linda – Justin has been hit by a car and the guy left the accident.  I said is he okay, is he okay, she said I don’t know – I think so, I don’t know. I run downstairs to get my cell, and frantically try to call Justin’s cell phone, but get no answer.  I run back upstairs and call Missy back, I remember shaking so bad I can’t hit the numbers.  We then get another call from someone at the scene, they tell us he is hit and the guy left, we are not sure whom this person is that is talking to us.  We then get another call and they tell us Justin is gone.  All I remember is screaming, screaming what do I do, what do I do, and then it all goes blank.  I know we must have called Elliot’s family; someone called my family in Florida.  I remember being on floor crying and unable to get up, I could not stand, and feeling very sick.  
· I do remember going into my daughter’s room waking her up and telling her brother had died.  It was probably one of the saddest and hardest things for us to do; we had so many more of those moments ahead of us.

· Slowly over the night the reports started to come in the driver was drunk, he did come back, he was speeding, and there were people in car.  All this information came in bits and pieces.  
· What we were able to piece together was that Justin and a friend were running across the street, Justin’s Red Sox hat had blown off and he went back to retrieve it.  Apparently he had retrieved the hat and continued on across the street, and then was hit. 

· I honestly do not know how the next days passed, I know family was here most of the time; we met with people to discuss the service, who would speak.  Elliot –his Dad – insisted on speaking because this was his son and if others were going to speak he also felt he should.  I do remember thinking I don’t know how he is going to do it.

· I do remember going to see Justin in the funeral home, it was a private viewing, and we elected to go.  Because of his injuries we could only see half of his face the rest of him was covered up. I kissed him and felt his hair and squeezed his arm, I wanted to crawl up with him and just go to where ever he was going, I wanted to be with him.  Later we went back and put in some personal items in the coffin with him. I put in his puffalopicus, it was the first toy I ever bought him and he loved it, he still had it on his bed.  Sasha put in a red sox t shirt and Elliot a baseball hat, we all cried and said our goodbyes on our own to him.  Looking back now it almost feels like we were just going through a dream, actually a nightmare, but it all seemed like it was in slow motion.  
· The funeral…I remember the synagogue being packed, and very quiet, just sad. I was crying and trying to keep it together for Sasha but not really doing a good job.  Elliot went up to speak and wanted me to go with him, I really did not want to but he needed support, so he went and read a beautiful tribute to our son, I am so glad he had the strength to do that.  Afterwards members from our families spoke along with two friends.  I felt numb as if this wasn’t really happening to me or to us, going through the process as the rabbi and others led us – we just followed.  When Justin was buried the lowering of the casket was awful, I felt like jumping in with him, it took a lot just to stare ahead and not take in what was really happening.  After we left his friends all stayed and filled in the gravesite, one shovel of dirt at a time.  They finished the task, god bless them for caring for him.  
· Over the years…I was treated for depression, having some very physical and mental effects from our loss.  Find myself staying, busy, not participating in big events like I used to do, preferring to stay close to home and with small groups of close friends. Too hard to reach out.

· We find every year…The holidays are tough for both of Elliot’s and my families, traditions are changed, it is not the same without Justin. Over the years the cousins will write something about Justin in an essay for college or a paper, the impact this loss has had on the whole family is starting to really show.  
· Sasha seems to be coping, but she is not the same.  The first year she has really started to feel her lost.  She would have breakdowns, had to leave school, dance, dropped additional activities.  She will never have that secure feeling in life that she once had..  She struggled for a while with depression, had a couple of breakdowns while in college. One the hardest and saddest times for me was when I went up to see her due to a breakdown we had a meeting with the school’s counselor, she said she felt like she had to be okay for us, because if she was okay we would be okay.  I think that is how we all were working with the grief just trying to be okay.  She also said she was scared that she would never be happy again, at 19 years old that is a hard thing to hear your child say and know she is struggling with her own grief.  Sasha is now so good I am so proud of her.  She will be graduating from graduate school in June, hoping to get a internship but either way a ‘real job’. Working in Nutrition. I admire her strength and am so very proud of her. 
Looking back over the years what I have learned is that no one wins in these situations. Ben made terrible mistakes that night; drinking and then drinking and driving, he was 19 years old and will have to live the rest of his life knowing he killed someone.  There are no winners, no one walks away from this without their pain, because a there was choice made to drink, to get drunk and then a very bad decision to get behind a wheel of a car.  

· The Trial … The trial has been avoided although there is court proceeding.  Ben has agreed to plead guilty and will be sentenced.  We have to attend court and provide a victim impact statement.  That day was one of the hardest I have ever lived.  As I said no one wins, Ben’s parents were sobbing and hugged me they were so sorry, it was very hard.  We are all now living a nightmare, two different sides, and two different outcomes.
· Currently … there are still a lot of ups and downs, we a learning to act okay. I think about and miss Justin every day. We have to celebrate his life and we do continue to honor him.  10 days after Justin died a group of his friends got together and held a Softball Tournament in his honor, to raise money to fund a Memorial Fund. How they managed to do this to hold this 3 weeks after he died I will forever be in awe and grateful.  This little softball tournament that started with 4 teams has now grown to be 22 teams, with Men’s and Women’s division, we have over 300 players, with a lot of volunteers, and fans.  This year will be our 11th annual tournament, over the last 8 years we have donated over $275,000, to Parkland HS graduating senior scholarships, LV Miracle League, JCC, Allentown School District, Boys and Girls Clubs, WE Youth Center and Second Harvest and others.  We will continue to donate to local charities throughout our community, and we will continue our work to keep Justin’s memory alive and to honor our son. This is all good stuff; we are very touched, honored, and proud of these accomplishments. 

The message is not new if you are not 21 drinking is illegal and if you are going to experiment with any drug or alcohol do not drive.  First think about the first choice, and do not drink,  and understand if you do your brain does not function the same way, you will make a bad decision and if that involves driving it could be fatal.  The minute you get behind the wheel impaired it is as if you have put a weapon to kill in your hands.  All of this pain both of our families are feeling is so senseless, so unnecessary, and did not need to happen.  My question to the group is where were Ben’s friends?  Why did they not try to stop him from driving?  This isn’t just about you making the right choices but to also watch your friends, don’t let them make a stupid, life-threatening choice.  A friend of mine once told me her daughter was at a party and there was drinking going on.  She was getting ready to leave and Justin was there and went up to her and asked her not to drive home to let him take her, he thought she had been drinking.  She insisted she had not and a friend backed her up so she did drive home, but he cared enough to ask, to stop her and make her think about it, was she okay, could and should she drive home.  Ask the tough questions, be the bad guy if you have to, or the uncool one, but look out for yourself and each other, it is a community effort, teenagers looking out for teenagers, caring about your bud, your friend, your fellow student.  Make your community a safe one. 
What can we say: the tragedy that occurred that night continues to haunt all involved and impact our lives.  Ben is not a monster, or even a bad person, he did make a some really bad decisions that night, and continues to suffer with the guilt, we are still suffering with our loss.  We can’t bring Justin back, Ben can’t do a redo, it is done a life was lost due to senseless decision and we all continue to live with the outcome. Choosing to drink and then to drink and drive can change your lives, your families and your friends lives for ever, please think and choose with our story in mind. 
In closing no one should have to live a life that has this much pain and grief to handle.  Don’t be part of a scenario that can lead to a tragic end. Think and act, it is just too important and critical.I want to end this with two more short quotes; the first one is a poem, written by one of Justin’s friends. 
 I will never forget it

As long as I live

The feeling that went through my bones,

You’re not there,

Pick up the phone,

They told me you were gone,

I wish, I wish I was dreaming,

But I am wide awake,

When we got to the house everybody was there,

Amazes me how you can bring us all together

We love you our friend, wait so patiently, RIP – J. J. S.

The second one is quote I found in a book ‘A Broken Heart Still Beats’ which I read shortly after Justin’s death, it is from a mother at Verdun, France a site of a WW1 battle, on a little plaque, she wrote, my son, since your eyes were closed mine have never ceased to weep. 
 I will never forget my son, I hope you will not forget our story and will make your choices and decisions accordingly.  
Thank you.  Introduce Cindy Walter
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