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What I Learned  
About Losing a Stepchild

The title of an article by Paula Stephens “What I Wish 
More People Understood About Losing a Child” 
quickly caught my attention on my friend Lisa Payne’s 

Facebook page the other day. With the article, Lisa posted: “I 
haven’t lost a child. I know people who have…. While I felt 
the article was well-written and insightful, I do not know if 
it accurately depicts the feelings of those who have suffered 
this type of loss …” in preparation for her pastoral care final.

Unfortunately, I know this type of loss … from a different 
angle. The perspective I am about to share with you is from a 
unique position – the step-parent.

My tendency is to begin with: “My husband, Besh, lost 
his son in 2012 due to a motorbike accident” but what I’d 
really like to say, for the purpose of this article, is “I lost my 
30-year-old stepson, Carl Beshara, in 2012.”

Since that awful day in September I have been on the 
wildest roller-coaster ride of my life. I know I will never be 
able to completely get over the shock and Besh will never 
be the same again. The “new normal” as they call it … and 
that’s the closest description there is.

I wasn’t fond of the term “step-parent” from the minute 
I married into my two “kids,” Carl (21) and Tiffany (17) – 
flashbacks to Disney movies with evil stepmothers or some-
thing. I had always said I wanted kids who were already born, 
could take care of themselves and we could hang around, 
have a drink and a laugh. And that’s exactly what I got. 
These kids were already cool independent people who didn’t 
need a stepmother and I wasn’t looking to be a mother either 
so it was a perfect match!

So for almost 10 years, these two kids became a big part of 
my life equation without me even realizing what had devel-
oped along the way.

Then when we got the call late one Saturday night on 
Labour Day weekend, I automatically and instinctively went 
into support mode for Besh and Tiffany. I just needed to 
make sure they were OK. That was all I could concentrate 
on and that was my sole purpose through all this. It helped 
me survive the shock, I realize now.

As I said to Lisa on Facebook: “The hardest part is to just 
be with someone while they’re falling apart without trying to 
make them better.”

I hadn’t noticed that in this process I had put my own feel-
ings of loss on the back burner. This was the “for better or 
for worse” situation at its finest. I needed to be strong. How 

could I be a wreck on a day where Besh was feeling good? I just 
couldn’t do it to him … or me. Those happy moments are so 
precious after a life shock that we have to let them happen as 
long as they can … before reality and sadness hits again.
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That being said, I still had/have my 
moments of tears and Besh has said 
many times, “It’s OK for you to be sad 
too.” And I know it’s true but it’s still 
difficult sometimes. I have cried and do 
cry, but it would usually be while I was 
talking about Besh and Tiffany’s loss. 
Their loss makes me the saddest – even 
more than my own.

The awareness of my unique posi-
tion came to me awhile after Carl 
passed away when my longtime friend, 
Carolyn, asked me one day how 
Besh was doing and out of my mouth 
fired: “What about how I’m doing?” I 
shocked myself! Her eyes filled up with 
tears because she realized she hadn’t 
even asked about me all this time. We 
both cried and I talked about how hard 
it is to juggle all these things at once – 
being strong, holding the space, hoping 
with all my heart that Besh is going to 
survive this and practically praying for 
Tiffany to find her happiness and live 
a good life … and experiencing my 
personal loss.

Sometimes I felt guilty talking about 
my grief even when the time was right. I 
thought: “How can you talk about your 
pain when it wasn’t even your son?” It 
was a self-imposed comparative dialogue 
in my head that I just couldn’t shake.

Two-and-a-half years later, having 
done a lot of inner work and accepting 
that Besh and Tiffany are OK and they 
will survive, I’m finding I can feel and 
talk about my own pain a little more, 
with less guilt and hesitation. I believe 
that if they can survive this then I cer-
tainly can too.

What I have also learned through 
this process is that the grief of a step-
parent is under-acknowledged and has 
to wait its turn sometimes. It’s just the 
way it is and it makes sense.

So my advice for those of you who 
know a step-parent who has lost one of 
their kids – from time to time, ask them 
how they are doing and just let them cry 
and spill when they break down in front 
of you. Stay with them knowing there is 
nothing you can do to make them feel 
better but just asking them how they are 
doing acknowledges their loss too. And 
that helps to mend the wound. 
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