Family Farewell

Renee and Robert Cruickshank-Chase, after receiving support from others in their support group, Parents of Stillborns, in Seattle, were able to plan a family memorial service for little Jasmine. Their two-year-old daughter, Chelsea, participated. Renee gives an account of their grief experience, the memorial service and other ways she has done her grief work.

Note where they held the service, who attended and how others were encouraged to participate. Also note the variety of things Renee and Robert have done to process their grief.

We hooked up with a support group in Seattle called P.S. (Parents of Stillborns), and worked on the long process of healing. We found that grieving involves a wide variety of emotions that must be dealt with. One day you feel together and the next you couldn't be worse. It comes and goes—the shock, denial, anxiety, anger, self-doubt, guilt, depression, forgetfulness, emptiness, loneliness, aching arms, difficulties with sleep, and distortion of time. I craved privacy, yet I couldn't tolerate being alone. I often felt anger that the society in which I lived didn't seem to accept any grieving that took more than two weeks. I felt that my body looked as if I had just had a baby—I had. I wanted to get my body in shape as soon as possible. I thought I wanted to get pregnant again very soon. The pain would subside, only to come flooding back again. At times I relished it—it was a part of Jasmine.

It's taken us time to get where we are in the grieving process. Four and one half months after Jasmine died we finally found a place where we were comfortable having her memorial service. We called it a gathering. As we made plans, we would get comments from others implying we should let it rest. We would cancel plans only to make them again and cancel them again. With pain and difficulty, we finally made the decision—we needed this. Those who did not want to be with us had a choice; we did not want anyone to feel obligated to be there.

On a sunny September morning we drove out to the valley, passing the strawberry fields and cow pastures. We went to a state park that had an open field surrounded by a swiftly flowing river and towering cliffs. We walked to the center of the field and stood there in the wet grass with the sun warming our bodies. In a circle we celebrated the life we had. At this gathering, I shared a letter I had written to Jasmine (see next page).

Some spoke or read writings; a couple played their guitars. Chelsea, our two-year-old daughter, asked if she could sing a song. In her shyness, she decided she wanted all of us to sing. She chose "Happy Birthday." We gave everyone a baby rose. Some people took theirs when they left and some of us placed them in a hill of dirt. Chelsea took pockets full of dirt home.

We needed the gathering. We felt glad that we waited until we could "officiate" it ourselves. It created a warm feeling and helped fill a void. The gathering was something we could do for Jasmine, ourselves, and our people.

I recently completed Jasmine's scrapbook. It includes my journals, as well as every piece of Jasmine-related stuff we could find. Robert and I have had our ups and downs; it has brought us together and torn us apart. Chelsea, too, has had her share of ups and downs relating to Jasmine's death. I think she is developing a healthy attitude about life and death.

I've take time to grieve. I've made every effort to avoid situations which I feel will interfere with my healing. I've been patient. At some point we made a decision to postpone any future pregnancy until after we have given ourselves more time to heal. I've sought out the support of others in our position. I've made some special friends. Some of my friendships are much stronger; sadly, others no longer hold the meaning they once had. I've read a lot about grief, especially grief over the loss of a baby. I've talked to friends as well as professionals. The respect I needed to give myself was immense. It was essential to eat well—whole foods in their most natural state. I needed daily exercise. To get some body movement in I enrolled in an exercise class where I would not be likely to slack off. I tried to get adequate sleep, napping daily if I needed to. Sleep was one of the most difficult things because I also needed private time to sort through my feelings and thoughts. There was always something that had to be tended to, something that I would like to have let slide but didn't feel that I could.

I still have times when I am overcome with emotion about Jasmine. I usually write or talk. I call these times "Jasmine attacks." They are not unpleasant; they are welcome.

We still have Jasmine's ashes which we had planned on returning to the earth. At one time we were unsettled in knowing exactly what we would do with them. Occasionally people ask what we plan to do with them or when are we going to "get rid of them." Right now they sit on my chest of drawers in a box wrapped in a beautiful shawl from India with a fringe that resembles Jasmine's hair. They are not a centerpiece. I no longer have any anxiety about whether or not they should be here or there or anywhere. Momentos and memories are what we have of her—is that not all we have of anyone?

On our sometimes easy, sometimes difficult, often intense road toward feeling whole again, we have learned and grown. For Jasmine, the circle is complete; she sings her songs elsewhere while we remain here to complete ours.

Jasmine was stillborn but none the less, she was still born and deserves that respect.

Jasmine

Jasmine, my little friend,

Like all other children, you came into this world with a mission.

You have fulfilled your role.

Sometimes your purpose is clear, sometimes it is vague. You were here and gone—so little time to share with you.

So many things seem clearer, yet so many questions unanswered.

The day of your conception has come and gone. The space you once occupied is now empty —I cannot turn back time.

Like the tides, you came to us with great power and intensity and you leave us ever so slowly, only to come back again...and again.

In your death you have a greater power than many have in life. But then isn't that a power all children possess—the power to encourage new growth.

I am not the same person, nor will I ever be. There is birth—

there is death—there is evolution. I have had to create new directions. I have had to reassess my relationships with the world, you dad, your sister.

In your life and in your death, you have aroused great wonder in me.

I recall the moments you lived within me—how delightful— the wonder of new life at its most intimate. I recall the moments surrounding your death—how painful—the wondering of death at its blossoming.

Sometimes I feel sadness, realizing that each day I lose you a little more, knowing that someday it will be difficult to remember your little baby smell, your long fingers, your deep-red lips. I know that letting go is a part of parenting. As a mom I must always let go, yet maintain a loose grasp. But letting go of you is seemingly so final. And time—it takes so much time —more time than they allow. I am patient.

I need them to be as well. Who or what created this conspiracy of silence that shrouds the death of our babies?

Don't they know that if they reach out to catch them—your secrets can be ours?

You have shared with me the truth of our mortality. Thank you for being a part of my life. It was a great joy to know you. I will forever cherish your being even as deeply as I cherish Chelsea's being and the other children who have been, are, and will be.

You have shared so much already. The tears I cry are not tears of weakness—they are the tears of strength.

Jasmine, I always have room for you here with me. Love—Your Mom

