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Introduction

‘I wake on a summer morning with the sun streaming through the bedroom window and for a moment I think it will be a beautiful day.  Then I stop myself becoming fully awake because I realise that my beautiful baby is no longer in her crib next to our bed.  The sound of her breathing and her sweet baby smell wasn’t there when we went to bed and it isn’t there now.  All we have is an empty room and empty lives although her presence fills the house in a way that makes me want to cry out, don’t go, please don’t go.’  (Bereaved Parent)

December 28th 2001 was a day of rejoicing for the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown and his wife Sarah.  Their first child Jennifer Jane was born prematurely, seven weeks early.   But her life was to be counted in only a few days and hours. Ten days later she died of a brain haemorrhage.  At her funeral mourners heard how the baby’s birth had brought her parents ‘a joy so deep, a love so immediate and intense, that the anxiety, the loss that followed, were unbearable’.

The loss of a child is often considered to be more painful than any other bereavement.  The death is an awful truth that defies reality.   Many parents describe the experience as having a part of themselves severed. Moreover the experience leads to the realisation of their vulnerability and the feeling that they will never be free from grief.  Often this can make coping seem even more challenging.  

Bereavement has been linked to emotional distress, relationship problems, lack of self-esteem and mental ill health.  However we believe it may also serve as the catalyst for positive growth if parents can recognise that although the bond with their child is changed, it can be continued.

Individual grief does not occur in a vacuum but in the context of close bonds.  Grief is a blend of emotional and cognitive reactions where feelings and thoughts are not separable.  When family members share a loss they may feel that in some sense they lose one another since they may become preoccupied and debilitated with their own grief.  

This article explores how some parents find solace through sustaining a ‘continuing bond’ with their child.  However the idea challenges the view that when people grieve they are able to sever the relationship they had with the person who has died, freeing them to make new attachments.  Furthermore, until comparatively recently the notion of ‘continuing bond’ relationships has been largely overlooked and undervalued in most scholarly work.

Models of Grief

Since the late 1800s views about grief have lurched back and forth between two poles of thought.  On the one hand, the emotional response to the loss of a person has been considered the cornerstone of the mourning process, and yet on the other, it is has been advocated that the deceased person’s ability to return to ‘normal’ life is a benchmark for a healthy resolution to their grief.  

Self-help literature is still published which offers advice for bereaved people, telling them that they should reach a point where they do not feel grief.  Many traditional models of grief maintain that bereaved persons must disengage from the deceased person, letting go of the past.  Therefore it should come as no surprise that the idea of being able to sustain a ‘continuing bond’ with a dead person has been perceived as symptomatic of psychological problems.  Indeed continued attachment with the deceased has been referred to as ‘unresolved grief’.  Parkes’ (1998) describes the process of mourning as a series of behaviours with the goal of breaking the attachment with a deceased person.   Therefore in Parkes’ view continuing bonds serve no useful purpose and could be perceived as detrimental, shielding a person from reality.  

Cultural and Religious Variations
Cultures differ enormously in how grief is understood and how much long-term grieving is desirable.  However most faiths seem to support the notion that after earthly life people continue to exist in some form and they provide mourners with religious rituals to sustain appropriate relationships.  For example in Shinto and Buddhist communities, when people have died they are still regarded as accessible ancestors with whom communication is possible.  Nearly all homes have an altar dedicated to deceased family ancestors.  In sharp contrast to Shinto and Buddhist communities among the Hopi of Arizona, contact with dead bodies is considered polluting and mourners are encouraged to forget people who have died as quickly as possible with a return to normal routines, reflecting beliefs about the after world.  

Parental Grief
Grief is a unique experience for each person involved.  Family and community pressure to overcome grief often seem to be based on individual person’s understanding and previous experience of loss.  Furthermore there is huge diversity in the ways in which people are encouraged to grieve and the length of time over which grieving is desirable. 

When a mother gives birth to her child she does not abandon the relationship she has developed with the baby during her pregnancy.  But the relationship changes and includes other people who are able to form bonds with the child.  At Acorns Children’s Hospice we believe that bereaved parents, like a new mother can be helped to find ways of forming a new relationship with their dead child.  

Continuing Bonds
Studies on the effects of parental bereavement are numerous and provide a strong foundation for professionals endeavouring to match the care they provide to the individual needs of families.  At Acorns Children’s Hospice we are beginning to understand more about the beneficial effects of continuing bonds through bereavement work with parents whose child has died.

Many parents have developed a capacity to retain vivid memories of their child that keep them ‘connected’. The connections are not static however.  They develop over time so that the parent-child relationship remains appropriate to present circumstances.  Memory is sustained through talking about their child and believing their child is somehow able to watch them as they go about their daily life.  Sometimes visiting a grave or a special place set aside in memory of their child provides family members with a continuing link between the past and the present and gives a sense of purpose with which to face the future.

However connections are sustained they seem to provide comfort, solace and a way of taking the memories forward to a future.  Indeed many parents tell us that maintaining a continuing bond helps them cope with their loss.  Often parents write poetry as a way of helping them to understand their experiences.  In many ways they ‘re-solve’ their grief by altering and incorporating the memory of their child in to their everyday lives rather than disengaging through putting events behind them.

‘My friends say time will help me – it will take away the pain.  But I don’t want to forget – Oh no!  I want to remember.  I need to remember, for if I forget, how will I ever live?  I’ve already lost him once, I do not intend to do it again.’

Sometimes bereaved parents describe their grief responses as affirming and they cherish the feelings they have.  They perceive the pain of their loss as equal to the love they had for their child and as a marker of how important their child was to them.  

‘ I was afraid I would forget the colour of his eyes and the sweet smell of his hair.  In a strange way the intensity of the pain I felt brought me comfort – it was familiar.  As the months went by I began to realise that the memory of his life stood for more than pain.  It meant fun and living.  It was then that I realised that nobody could ever take away what had been mine’.

Memories of joyous times together are also tremendously important.  Remembering the sound of their child’s laughter, the tender feeling of holding their child or a child’s mischief can help form a link with the past and provide an affirmation of the possibility of an ongoing relationship. 

	‘I remember your steady heartbeat
as the gentle lapping sound of waves against a rock.
I remember your smile like the summer sun
spreading warmth everywhere.
I remember your laughter
like ripples on a pool.
I remember your tears
like summer showers
unable to dampen those golden hours.
I remember the calm before the storm.
I remember your love.’

Mementoes of the child’s life become important ways of maintaining links with the past and sometimes they are also used to provide tangible comfort as parents invest in a future.  The child’s presence is experienced through parents feeling that they watch over the family especially on shared occasions such as birthdays and holidays.  Reminiscing about happier times also beings solace in the face of despair and loneliness.

Parents often develop an elaborate array of strategies through which they feel connected with their dead child.  Sometimes they seem to maintain a relationship in which they reach out to their child’s spirit in an interactive way.  They talk about their child being in ‘heaven’.  Being able to locate their child’s presence when they visit the place where they are buried is an important cognitive activity and seems to serve as a pre-requisite of an ongoing relationship.  Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of parents’ stories is that almost without exception they talk to their dead child, sharing their feelings, daily events in their lives, prayers or even jokes.  Moreover mothers in particular feel their child is able to communicate feelings back to them, particularly in reassuring ways.

Through activities such as these parents are not trying to deny the reality of death but to mitigate the pain and anguish they feel.  Some parents describe the feeling that their child still influences their life as a ‘welcome presence’.  Sometimes this presence is perceived as a reality in the physical environment in which parents find themselves. At other times it is described as the positive influence that the child’s life had on them.  

‘Sometimes I just know he is around.  And other times I don’t.  When I sense that he is, it is such a strong feeling, I am one hundred percent certain it is real.’

To say that parental experiences of the ongoing relationship with their child are always positive would be unfair and untrue.  Some parents have a real sense of unfinished business and it is not unusual for them to experience dreams and nightmares in which they reach out to their child to discover that they are not within grasp. 

	‘Tumbling, careering, spiralling down,
	totally out of control, I dream that I crash, smash and cascade
through the depths of an abysmal black hole
reaching out, grasping for you.
I scream your name but find that I am voiceless
And wake to find you are really gone.’

Death is always a traumatic experience because it cannot be reversed.  It robs us of the present but it has no firm grip on the past.  As parents move on with their lives they seem to incorporate the past as part of the present.  Memories are probably the most precious gifts they have. They are accessible links that do not have to be created, only revived.  Talking about the child who has died and thinking about them helps to make the death real.  Many of the children become immortal within the hearts and minds of their bereaved parents, not only as memories, but also as guides to living.

Bereaved parents do not simply let go of the ties they have with their children but create new bonds that are likely to shape their future lives.  They adapt to what has happened rather than denying the reality of the event.  Therefore grieving does not entail severing the bond with their dead child but integrating their memory into a way of living that was different from when the child was alive. 

Bereaved parents care whether other people share their loss.  People outside the family who are deeply affected by the child’s death often seem to validate the enormity of what has happened.  Conversely where parents perceive that the pain they feel is not felt within their community, they often struggle with the social reality of what has happened.  People refuse to mention the child’s name in their presence or even worse tell them that their child is better off with God in heaven.  In short, when a child dies, it often seems to parents as if their lives have stopped while other people’s lives go on lives.  It should however be acknowledged that for some parents their employment may provide a haven in an otherwise stormy sea – tasks can bring a sense of normality.  Others find working difficult and their performance can diminish.

As parents move on with their lives they seem to experience their child as present, yet absent. Being bereaved parents will always be part of their lives, but it isn’t the only part.   We never cease to be amazed at how families become stronger in their brokenness. 

‘I shall never forget the moment when I realised that I think more about his life that I do about his death.’

Conclusion
Adjusting to loss demands that individual family members are helped to develop a language for talking about the person who has died.  At Acorns Children’s Hospice we believe that many parents also develop a capacity to communicate with their dead child.  We endeavour to help parents to understand that their grief is their bodily response to the pain they feel.  The bonds they have with their child are complex, so growing through their grief may be a long and exhausting task.  The memories they have are deeply personal and intensely connected with a one-of-a-kind bond each person had with the child.  

Through continued support in the community and through parent groups we encourage individual family members to:

	Express their grief

Find ways to affirm their child’s life, making it count for something
Integrate the memory of their child into the present
Keep treasured mementoes
	Accept that investing in a future may be fraught with feelings of anguish or ambivalence.

Bereavement is a complex process.  It demands that people remember the past yet they are able to live in the present.  There is no fixed formula, no way of arriving at a resolution.  People need to make sense of what has happened at their own pace.  Bereaved parents need support that recognises their ongoing needs over a period of time.  They need people who are able to share the bond they have with their child who has died and who are prepared to recognise that bond as part of an ongoing relationship.

Only Gordon and Sarah Brown and their family know the personal loss of Jennifer Jane’s tragic death, but one thing is certain, the memories of her short life with them have provided the Chancellor and his wife with riches beyond price.  Love did not end with her death.  Jennifer Jane has left a legacy not only to her parents but one that will be inherited by her new baby brother John.
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