How Children Carry Memories Forward
Jeanne Blake: Children will carry memories of the pandemic forward – the rest of their lives. For perspective on this, I
spoke with Dr. Archana Basu, a clinical psychologist at Mass General Hospital, our Advisor, Dr. Paula K. Rauch, a child
psychiatrist at Mass General, and my friend 105-year-old friend Ruth. Ruth's father died from the Spanish flu when she was
two and a half.
Ruth: One day I went looking for my father who was the warm and fuzzy one who hugged me. I'm wandering around
looking for him. I tried to open doors and they said, ‘No, you can't go in there.’ Only later did I realize he was dead in that
room. The feeling was just terror, emptiness, fear. He's here yesterday and now he's not here anymore. That had a huge
impact on my life. I think that I would have been a completely different person.
Jeanne: So, certainly Ruth experienced the worst possible outcome from a pandemic. As she says, it was never spoken
about. This underscores the importance of age-appropriate communication and providing a sense of protection and
support for children.
Dr. Archana Basu: It was just so vivid and visceral. That's often how traumatic experience and memories live on in our
minds. That feeling of confusion, of not knowing, that Ruth so vividly describes. That's where open communication could
have really helped. She described feeling incredibly alone. Our whole goal is talking to kids even about painful experiences.
That's what helps kids not feel alone and their worries, helps them feel connected.
Ruth: I think the most that anybody can do for any child is to hold them close and say, ‘I love you. I believe in you. You will
always be important. And make them feel that every day in the way they live.
Jeanne: Paula, no one talked with Ruth when her father died. Did that mean the opportunity was lost as she grew up?
Dr. Paula Rauch: No. And it’s such an important observation. It would have been wonderful if Ruth had gotten that extra
connection and love at the time her father passed away, because it would have helped her to feel more safe and secure.
But the opportunity wasn't lost. She needed to talk about that transformational life event at each phase of development.
She needed to understand what happened when she had more capacities at five, seven, 10, 12 15 and 18. Through her life,
she needed important adults to look back on her life story and help her understand it better. That is the real resilience
story.
Jeanne: We all lost something in the pandemic: opportunities to connect and be involved; we've heard from children
talking about missing their group activities. So, you mean it in a broader way?
Dr. Rauch: I absolutely do. Children will look back – maybe some who never thought about what they missed at the time –
and say, gee, I wonder what it would have been like if I had this opportunity. I would have met these other children. Or, I
would have done these activities. The questions a child needs the help of a caring adult to make sense of evolve as a child's
thinking evolves over and over and over again, through our lives and into adulthood.
Jeanne: And it helps create and strengthen the connection, so children grow up more emotionally connected and healthy.

Dr. Rauch: And curious about their own life story. Curious about other people's life stories. Interested in what has affected
other people. And I hope a little kinder, a little more understanding, a little less judgmental. When we recognize what’s
been hard for us, it’s an opportunity to open our hearts and minds to other people and the challenges that they may face,
and to make a kind next generation. That’s something we call all lean into because it's so important.
Ruth died at the age of 106.
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