To the fathers and mothers who came together tdo come whenever and how often they feel would
form the August group a very warm welcome was be most helpful to them. This is occasionally,
given. regularly or just once. Throughout the night notes
Although all of the parents had been a part ofwithout names are taken to help create the
previous groups we spent a little time revisiting newsletter. The newsletter is a resource and a
the aims and processes of the group. It is hopedneans of connection between families.

that the group is an opportunity for parents whose

child has died to share their experiences tmd Each parent who comes to the group has their
learn from one another in a safe, respectful own unique history and current context. Their
environment. Participation is thought of as children who have died also have their own
listening, talking and reflecting on the themes of stories. With an open group like the PBSG and
the evening. Parents are invited to talk as much othe quarterly Recently Bereaved Parents evenings,
as little as they feel comfortable. We noted alsoevery group can mean a mix of parents,
that within the group, it may be that hearing the experiences and concerns. The size of the group
stories of other families powerfully touches the can also vary.

minds and hearts of parents. Group members are

encouraged to be aware of this @andook after  This is a little about the parents and children in
themselvesSometimes this may mean taking a the August group. Parents had been living with
few moments out of the group either alone or with their grief for six months to a few months
Carol or Jane. It could also be by spending timebeyond thdfirst year. The week had marked, for
after and between groups with those they trust.one couple, the first anniversary of their child’s
Carol and Jane are available between groups taleat . &
talk with parents more privately either in person

or on the phone. They can be contacted on (03)
9345 6111. The parent groups are open to parents




The parents had children who had died in infancybecause | was an expert” he said with a continuing
late childhood, late adolescence to youngtone of sad irony. When he went to the Coroner’s
adulthood. Several parents in the group hadoffice he became “angry... I knew all this stuff
experienced the death of a child from sudden acutéecause | was an expert”. Over the next few days
illness while for others their child had been ill and “I travelled though the process of arranging
receiving treatment for some time. Some of theRebekah’s funeral service ...very professionally
children’s lives had ended through accident orthat's what | do.... People would say you're
through the complications of disability. amazing David”. They would see how he seemed
to be managing and ask him how he “was doing it”.
Later in the evening a mother wondered the
whether theneedto be perceived as copingas
The parents in the August group were joined by theheightened for David because of Wigofessional
Reverend David Peake. David is a bereaved fatherole... for you to get on with it... was more
and an Anglican Priest. In the theme for the expected of you? David responded that his
evening, ‘One Man'’s Journey’ David shared somecolleagues were “fantastic” but that he had “unreal
of his personal and professional insights andexpectations” of himself.
reflections since his daughter's death. When we
first spoke with David about being a guest, oncelnitially after Rebekah’s death David recalled that
more, at the Parents group he was very mindfulhe became “project driven to fill my time, to not
that the experiences he would she@uld be his  spend any moments reliving the experience. | was
and that he would and could not be prescriptive forholding it altogether... | was the professional face
other people. He wanted to respect the uniquen the family, | was doing fantastic stuff’. As part
experiences and knowledge of the parents in theof that relentless drive to be busy and distracted
group and hoped was that there would be “points ofDavid spoke about how very soon after Rebekah

connection” and affinity with other parents. had died he gave a lecture at Rebekah’s school
about sayindNo. It was applauded by the hundreds
The story begins. of those in attendance. He also made an active

David began by noting he wanted to prefix his decision to participate in media interviews to
remarks tonight by saying that prior to the third of encourage safe behaviours in young people. David
July 1994 hethought he was “an expert”. An Was on television and in the print. David later
Anglican Priest “who professionally had dealt with commented how his wider family and we would
innumerable numbers of families who were imagine the wider community had “a profound
grieving”, David said “I'd read all the books from sense of the injustice of Rebekah's death.” Other

back to front, | could recite Kubler-Ross, | knew parents in the group know this type of feeling well
all the stages but then it all changed for.me and later this would be underscored in parents’

Rebekah my fourteen year old daughter had gocomments.
into a car with an unlicensed driver and four other David was very very busy. His professional life
young people. Rebekah was fourteen years oldWas “busier and busier”. He explained how he was

The car hit a bridge and four young people diedbuilding a house and working fifteen hour days six
instantly”. days a week. David described himself as “a shining

example of how to run away”. It seems that this

David was in Tasmania at the time when he gotbehaviour after Rebekah's death may unwittingly

“the call that changed our lives”. David recounted have given messages to other members of his
“numb”. “l was able to recognize this family. Messages not only about hdwe was but




also about not expressing grief. Messages aboutConnecting with these observations, like other
being ok, about masking feelings and abdiging parents in the group, David has been asked “the
getting on with things But then about five to six  ridiculous question — have you got over it". He
months after Rebekah’s death “| fell in to a cow of responds “you never get over it you learn to live
a heap....those resources | had been giving out towith the ongoing pain as it changes”. As David
others were gone... they were meant for me to holdwould observe “My whole life changed because of
on to. It was overwhelming, the pain ...it is a the experience”. Seconded by a father who said

profound intrusion into your space”. “it's bloody hard”. The hardnesscomes in
various guisesAt times those who are grieving
As it is now. may become “immobilized in the journey

At this point in the evening David said he wanted Physically and emotionally you can't get up and go
to “leap ahead a bit” in his story. Thirteen years to work or you may run so hard you don’t want to
later the struggles, the issues and the questions$top” David remarked.

have changed for David. Now what he often

grapples with is “the question what was hoped for From the group: the questions— How long does

in our daughter... what would have been possible grief last?

for her”. Thoughts, possibility and change in David said that he would be pleased to answer any
family life have emerged as the family has questions and to explore with the group “points of
journeyed on with their grief. The births of his connection”. From David's offer a number of
grandchildren including his fourth grandchild who questions and reflections were shared by group
is a little girl have given “opportunities to dream, members. Not unexpectedly one of the early
it's fantastic”. Yet it also “means that we think questions related to the perennial topic of time and
about what our own child would be like now. The grief —just how long does it last?This question
joy of the grandchildren raises its own challenges”.linked with some of David’s earlier comments and
Looking into his granddaughter’s eyes for David is in exploring this further once more it became clear
like gazing at Rebekah. that grief like parental love is enduring. Expressed
What has not changed is Rebekah’s place in hepy David in this way- “Our love is so strong and
family’s life. “Almost every day she’s in our ongoing for our child it will always be there”.
company... Rebekah is intrinsic in our family”. “In Parents asked David whether he thought there had
reflecting more on the landscape of the pastbeen particularpivotal turning points” in his
thirteen years” David observed that “there’s beengrief.

change but the intensity is as profound today as it“There were no markers every year there's a
was years ago”. Over the years “nothing has reallyChristmas, there’s a birthday, a mother's day a
changed if you're expecting a miracle it won't father's day and anniversaries. Some moments are
happen however what does happen” David shared more significant. You fly through the day......then
over time our skills of dealing with the moment something kicks you in the head... I'm used to the
improve... it allows us to be in charge some timesidea of those days...It's just a long journey, there’s
and sometimes not. Another change is that unlikedncremental stages of our capacity to cope to
those early days now David finds that he does “notstrengthen us up inside so we become resment :
tell the story in lots of places ...
spect the enormity”.




Glancing backwards he can see there has beel\ group member spoke about how as partners,
movement in his grieDavid would add later “l| was - “we’re doing it a bit differently”. While another
so bloody numb (immediately after Rebekah’s said“There’s big struggles in our relationship...
death). | can’'t honestly remember | tried to fill the he’s buried in projects and we can’t connect...
days with claptrap because | was too scared to let ityou think that if there’s anyone in the world you
get too me”. can connect with it should be them”.
After hearing David's reply a father commented The sense was that the connecsbould be in and
“in one sense I'd like to get over the pain I'm through wordsthis may not always be possible.
tired of it but if | got over it would it devalue her “Personality” and “the guy thing” were cited as
life... | want to honour her... it (the pain) comes  possible reasons for this. As well David suggested
and goes in waves”In thinking more about what “We get messages from male models from our
the father had shared David said his view is thatfathers and grandfathers as how to react”. This is
“grief doesn’t always have to be put out there on the often not to express emotions. It was suggested that
table but there has to be the freedom to grieve anda “third person...a counselor...social worker”
for grief to raise up of its own accord”. A father might be helpful to a couple who are grieving and
said that he’dread in all the books on grief in finding obstacles to being able to be there for each
two to three years it does get better” Upon other. But it was recognized this can’t be forced.
reflection, thirteen years after Rebekah’s death Continuing this thought a father remarkedguy
David feels “it's as intense but different... | grieve can’t express himself... it has to be dragged
now a twenty-seven year old and the potential out...” However as David challenges, gentlypu
embodied in her spirit, what might have been or know how you feel”.Another fathershared with
should have been”. the group his experiencess “I'm more
comfortable with others to explore the pain...
Through the authentic exchange between Davidwe don't have much to offer each other...
and group members which happened during theperhaps more with women friends than men”.
evening, we heard of some of the particular “It's important” David reflected to recognize the
struggles with grieving and relationships - difference and realize that intimacy may be
relationships with partners or older children. An expressed in different ways”. Not just through

overview of these follows. words or physical contact even though these may
be powerful. Parents may feel close over an
Living with grief: Living with others activity. He suggested looking together through a

We learnt how some people who are grieving may photo album can “get us going”. Earlier David had
at times use alcohol or drugs helpthem manage  spoken about how emotions “a sad movie to get me
their suffering. Drug usage brings particular going... Boystown”. Often David noted “a catalyst
consequences. Alcohol, seemed to the group, tos needed... it gets the stuff that's been repressed
numb the pain, to loosen the tongue or release pairihat | have not let go off”. As othaidsto grieving

and feelings. But sometimes what is said by the@ mother in the group spoke about how she had
person who has been drinking at those times can bdound that books about father's grief had been
hard to understand or relate to. It may also makeuseful in opening up a conversation with her
being with the person in those moments difficult. It partner “you want them to feel with you”.
feels uncomfortable approaching such behavioursAnother parenhamed this as dhat momentary

is a very sensitive matter and needs much thoughthonour”.

What else could help?



A father shared how he had félthaven’t been closeness with Rebekah. “It's a reminder of
allowed to grieve when | do (his partner) blames  Rebekah... the girls who were party to her life”.
herself so | turn it off... | shut it down.. | don't

want to add to what she feels... | don’t grieve  Once more we were told of the variety of response,
properly....it's a guy thing you know that...but both good and bad from the community to those
we do relate and we relate well it's just not at  who had had a child die. A familiar experience to
the level of grief...". some within the group, as David said is how
Without giving advice or easy answetise group people would avoid him in supermarkets or in his
wondered whether it would be useful to let neighborhood, to not see him in the driveway of his
partners know, how their reaction impacts on them. home. However, once again highlighting the
But not as a criticism, there’s enough pain. During differing experiences that parents had, one member
the conversation David said “blame is an intrinsic of the group commented-how he felt he was more
part of grieving — big stick that you get out and hit inclined “to cross the street to avoid people
yourself around with”. In reply a parent sdics because | don’t want to spoil their day”

part of being a parent as a parent we all blame David has found “The telephone calls diminish
ourselves, could we have done more...we now even from family ... it's not the same “how are
accept that we did all we could...no matter what  you?” in case you may tell them. They don’t have
it was going to happen”. In grief, parents the language or a sense of the loneliness, the anger
frequently it seems question their past competenceand grief that you and | have. We share that
and skills —*Did | miss something”? Joining with connection, it's powerful in this environment”. In
such doubt parents can lose confidence in theirthis context a mother observedther people
future ability to make future decisions about their move on it's an isolating experience).. you lose
living child’s wellbeing. We listened in the group the connection... you don't want to bg alone or

as to how guilt flows beyond parents. Brothers and forgotten”.
sisters can feel badly tot should have been

me”. .-

In contrast tonot speakingof the impact and
experiences of a having had a child die with
family and friends, a parent was to reflettneed

to talk... I've processed it in words... we write...
we’ve insisted on our right to talk not to have
the platitudes... we’ll feel right when we do”.
There had been a sensitive response to the couple’é&s thoughts continued on this path, David usexg the
loss and pairithe opposite experience...flood of  analogy of physical injury to help explain tRe
connection people making themselves reactions of others. “If a person has a broken vist
available... the out pouring hasn’t stopped”. they can see it but for grief there’s no bodily sign
We noted the honesty and care of a little boy whothey don't know” he suggested. The grofp
said to the father when he knew his daughter hadexploredwhy it seems so hard at times for others
died “that's awful” (and it is). Through the to be supportive to them. Awkwardness, fear and
evening David also shared his delight in talking distress were suggested as possible emotions that
with Rebekah’s friends. This has continued since the non bereaved persoanderstandably wants to
her death and is accompanied on occasions withprotectthemselves from.

sunflowers. In such conversations he feels




The understanding of what the death of loved group spoke about how she had to alter her
child- no matter their age or physical status, meansdaughter’s room “almost immediately” in

to a family is hard for others to grasp. The mother returning home from the Hospitallt“was the

of a young adult son who had disabilities was space that she wasn'’t in...we needed to process
prompted to safa lot of people didn’'t see himas  and reframe her things”.

a person so it's a relief on your behalf... you A father spoke about how throughout the house
should be happy but he was our son and we and garden he couldsée” his daughter antfeel
grieve for him...you can understand how they  her presence”.The images were a weave of happy
feel but it negates your grief you do as you want and more anguish filled as we saw how the illness
you just don’t know what to say”. Another parent  took its toll on her young body affecting on how
whose daughter had been ill from birth said she walked that it wdsinfair”.

rather she was here...they don’t get it...they're

not intending to be cruel they don’t know what The question of rooms and houses prompted one
to say”. Several parents had found that if a death father in the group to ask whether David felt that
was expected then people assumed it would have'Rebekah’s spirit had moved to the new house”.
less impact. David responded “you can never beThe fatherfelt that for him his son’$spirit and

prepared for the intensity of the moment”. energy are in that place... | couldn't move
out.... we don’'t know what to do with our house
Their room and other special places to move or stay. ..move and lose the
Another matter which parents raised with David connection”. After reflecting on this important
was that of their child’s room. question, David responded “I don’t think of her

David was asked whether he and his wife Barbaraspirit being harnessed in that way ...she was a free
had left Rebekah’s room as it had been when shespirit entwined with the lives she had touched so
was alive. David said “some things had remained her spirit goes with her ...” David said “he had no
the same until we moved house that was aboutidea whether there would be a point at which the
twelve months on”. David explained that some father could make that decision”. While another
things that were particularly Rebekah’s including parent addedthey’re always with us no matter

her running shoes travelled with them to their new what”.

house. The house they had moved to had been a

very special place for Rebekah. It was the home of Remembering

a relative she loved very much and Rebekah hadThrough the night there was some talk about how
spent a lot of time there. In its garden David and children were memorialsied. Some memorial
Barbara had discovered a small bucket thatenable the chilto be held physically close to their
Rebekah had written on. It is precious. The new parent.

house includes an artist’'s portrait of Rebekah thatFor example David has an earring it was Rebekah’s
has captured the young and aging Rebekah and igarring that she wore on the night that she died.
over a cabinet which holds some cherished things.Other parents spoke about tattoos (the ones they
David saids “it's not a shrine” but something that have and the ones they would have if the pain
when he looked at it across the room “feels good”. numbing jell really worked).

Similarly a mother sharedthe room thing, |

haven't touched or cleaned it... | won't... “as he

left it basically before he came here....| feel |

never can | don’'t want to lose the smell”’From a

contrasting perspective, another member of the



In looking back at the evening’s discussion David
observed that there were “both differences ar |
similarities in the room”. David reflected “we can’t
change our history we would love to... we are a
writing our own books about we are how we are
what’'s important to me may not be to someor
else... it's all in the room”.

As this part of the evening drew to a close Davi
drew on what he now says to those who mourn t
the funerals he conducts. At the end of funer
services he says “be kind to yourself”. He
encouraged the group to recognize “where you a 2
everyday, at morning at night and at lunchtime i # $ %
the journey, it’s there. Opportunities like tonight tc &

see each others journey to encourage us”. Da\ 1 :

wished the group well in its continuing journey an
his hope that God (however group membel
understood this to mean) would be with then
David very generously offered to be available to
members of the group should they want to talk wit"
him at another time. His email address was ma
available for those who met David at the Augus

group.

The evening had been a profound discussion. V
are deeply grateful to David for his intimate sharin
with the group and for the conversation that t
enabled to happen in the group and over supper.
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The Brothers’ and Sisters’ Afternoon

W On Friday 10™ August we ran the annual Sibling Bereavement Group, “Gather ‘round, there’s treasure to
‘;)Q

be found”.

o
o0
\/ We had nine participants who joined in the activities of the day. The theme for the group was chosen to
connect with the RCH Memorial Service. This year’'s service was entitled “Searching for the treasures of

the heart”. The day’s activities were organised to encourage the children to think and talk about what they
treasure about themselves and their brother or sister who died.

L

Following our welcome the children agreed on the group rules for the day and showed their support by tracing their
hands on the document. We then spent time getting to know each other’'s names before splitting in to two smaller
groups; one for ages 4 to 7 years and the other for 8 to 12 years.

The aim of the younger group was for the children to share their story and explore the feelings of loss in a safe place
with other children who have had a similar experience. The children were read a story called “Tough Boris” in which a
pirate’s parrot dies and Boris, like all pirates, cries. Throughout the story we asked the children about their own
experience with sadness and other emotions they may have experienced, and reflected upon Boris’ loss. We used
pictorial resources called ‘Bear Cards’ to help the children in talking about emotions associated with their sibling who
died. Each child received an activity book, ‘The Book of Treasures’ to take home. The younger children completed
some of the activities to encourage discussion about their own story. These included ideas such as the best thing
about themselves or their sibling’s favourite things.

In the older group, the activities undertaken were also aimed at encouraging thinking and talking about their brother or
sister who died, and their feelings. Our first activity utilised ‘Bear Cards’ to facilitate the introduction of everyone to the
group and begin discussion about the children’s brother or sister. An activity was completed out of the ‘Book of
Treasures’ to promote thinking and talking about their experience of having their brother or sister die.

The older group then moved on to helping to create a new pamphlet for other brothers and sisters that might help
them when a sibling dies. Once again, various pictorial resources were used to encourage talking about what did and
didn’t help them, and what their experience and feelings were like then and now. Our approach was flexible to allow
exploration of issues that were immediately relevant and raised by the children. Suggestions from the children were
readily offered and we will be sending out a blank pamphlet for those children who would like to continue to offer their
ideas to help other brothers or sisters. These ideas will be collated into a new pamphlet that will be available at RCH
and will be sent to the children who contributed.

After coming back together for afternoon tea and a lively game of Pirate Simon Says, we moved on to a group activity
that involved a Treasure Hunt to find treasures for a Memory Treasure Chest. This activity was to support thoughts
about what the children treasured in themselves and/or their brother or sister. The children selected various ‘treasures’
to decorate the outside and inside of their Treasure Chest that reflected themselves or their sibling. The children
showed great creativity in expressing their memories and feelings about their experiences and many were able to
articulate clearly their choices and how they related to their experience. The children appeared to engage meaning-
fully with the activity and produced some very beautiful Memory Treasure Chests.

Our last activity of the day involved creating a Footprint Mosaic that would be displayed at the RCH Memorial Service.
In this activity, the children traced their footprints onto coloured paper and then decorated the footprints with various
coloured and textured pieces of paper that represented their own experience of losing a brother or sister. The children
were supported to reflect on the concept of their own experience being unique but nevertheless shared with other
brothers or sisters, and that as such they were not alone. This was achieved through coming together at the end to
join the footprints together as one patchwork display. This demonstrated the link they share with each other and the
mark they have left through participating in the group.

Throughout the day, the children involved participated enthusiastically and most often engaged meaningfully with each
activity. Comments from the children themselves about the group were readily offered, with many wishing to stay
longer, and to be in the group instead of school. All this seemed to be positive feedback about the afternoon.

Joining with the parents again, the achievements of the children during the group that day were celebrated and
acknowledged with a certificate.

Being involved in preparing and running this group has been a great opportunity to learn firsthand about the
experiences of brothers and sisters who have had a sibling die. We feel we are now more able to understand the
unique and complex experience of losing a brother or sister from the open and honest participation of the children in
the group. This will help us with future work in the area of child grief and loss. We would like to thank the children once
again for their wholehearted participation and for sharing their experiences and ideas with us, and especially for their
great support for other brothers or sisters through creating a new pamphlet.

Jessica Slinger and Caitlin Wilks
Student Social Workers 8
Royal Children’s Hospital
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We are without a parent contribution this month, so included the follog/wwvords.
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I our guest for the evening will be Ms. Helen Stev&wtial Worker in the Oncolog&
I Unit. The theme for the evening's discussion With our Family Always]

I remembering, loving and relating to your child [
| |
I Please join us for the September group. I

The newsletter is always a team effort. Thank you to Reverend David Peakegtits phathe
Parents' Bereavement Support Group, Carol Quayle, Jane Miller (Chieff \Bockaer) and to our
skilled, committed Administration Team- Aleisha Desmond, Carly 8iiand Rebecca Welsh, for
their work with the newsletter.
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