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Grieving with Buffy 20 years on

Twenty years on, Buffy the Vampire Slayer
remains a clever and intense show. lts
best episodes were infused with wit and
guile, which belied the title’s silliness. The
series moved with remarkable ease from
battles to comedy, taking in romance and
tragedy, and keeping it all within a context
of growing up in high school.

Yet Series 5 took the show into a battle
with an enemy that Buffy had no chance
against: the death of her mother.! Her
mom begins suffering from collapses, then
losses of consciousness and episodes of
confusion. The initial denial of the problem
reflects the reality of many patients with
serious conditions that we all see every
day. However, eventually, thanks to Buffy's
persuasion, her Mom gets a CT scan and
then a biopsy.

The anxious wait for results is echoed
by the coldness of the hospital waiting
room and the harshness of the impending
diagnosis. When the doctor appears, we
see one of the most realistic depictions of
breaking bad news.

Your mother has ... It's a brain tumour.”
The first words from his mouth stun Buffy
into silence. The doctor keeps relentlessly
pushing information and trying to fill the
silence with hope, unaware of the impact
of these words on Buffy. Yet the sound is
turned gradually lower. Words such as
‘glioma’ and ‘excision” are barely heard,
while the camera instead focuses on
Buffy's face, her mouth gasping to try to
contain the shock, her eyes bulging at a
horror that she cannot fight. Soon, not one
of the doctor’s words is audible.

| often use this example when training
registrars and medical students. Patients’
minds often fixate onto the most serious
condition possible, once told they have a
brain tumour. Any other words become
white noise and static, and float past on
empty currents of dead air. What Buffy
needed here, and what our patients
need, is safe space with their doctor to
understand and process the implications of
explanations.

The series portrays Buffy's mother as
she is treated, and the audience is led to
believe that her treatment is working as
Buffy's life returns to its normal routine of
battling the forces of evil across Sunnydale.
Until the episode The Body'.?

Filmed entirely without music and
containing many shots in a single take, The

Body' is a harrowing yet realistic take on the
emotional landscape of death. Buffy arrives
home to find her mother unresponsive and
not breathing. Buffy's futile attempts to
resuscitate her mother are shown in their
obscene physical reality, with her mother’s
ribs cracking, and then the paramedics’
brief final statement. She’s cold.

Between these scenes alternative happy
endings play in Buffy's mind, wonderful
miracles of her mother’s life being saved
and dinner parties with friends. These
flashbacks are coarsely interrupted by her
mother’s body, and cuts to Buffy having to
tell friends the awful news.

Buffy is trapped. One scene has her face
squeezed behind the immovable body of
the paramedic informing her that there is
nothing that can be done. This is followed
by her looking out of the window at a world
completely ignoring her, a world she can
no longer face. Scenes are later shot by a
camera looking down on very vulnerable
people, in static positions, paralysed by
grief. A patient earlier that week who
expressed that she couldn’'t move or leave
the house because her body simply would
not let her move on.

The silence is eventually broken by one
of Buffy’'s companions, Anya, who with a
child-like innocence says what everyone
is feeling, There's just a body, and | don't
understand why she just can't get back in
it and not be dead any more. It's mortal
and stupid.” A sentiment echoed by many
grieving families, particularly with patients
who identify themselves as strong people.
An undefeatable enemy causes them to
crumble.

Buffy's friends suffer from the desperate
need to be helpful, common to any
bereavement, yet the characters end the
show stuck in the cold light of the hospital
morgue, unable to find the comfort of
darkness and dreams. They are strangely
torn apart, unable to find any understanding
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or vindication. Around them, a universe
intolerant to their grief moves on, as one
of Buffy's friends gets a parking ticket
and her friends hold onto small details
about their funeral outfits to try to escape
the emptiness. Buffy even has to fight a
vampire over her mother’s dead body.

It is tempting to act like Buffy's friends,
trying to fix everything. Yet bereavement is
very often accompanied by helplessness,
and we would do better to spend time
with patients, listening to their stories
and helping patients to understand the
emotional journey of loss. Signposting
interested families to join Buffy on her
journey for 45 minutes would be a good way
to encourage emotional engagement.
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