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SHARING A MOTHER’S
STORY: Louise Bates at
her Leamington home.
PHOTO: Mark Williamson

Dear Matthew...
After her son Matthew died of cancer aged 27, Louise Bates found herself writing to
him, a way of connecting to him and channelling her grief. The letters have been
gathered into a book and published on what would have been his 30th birthday. She
tells Gill Sutherland about the book and her family’s journey through bereavement

T

he Bates live in a lovely home with a lush, well-cared for
garden in Leamington Spa. There are friendly greetings
when I arrive and we chat about birthdays – Bill Bates
and myself happen to have turned a year older in the week,
and coincidentally both celebrated by going for a curry, as
you do. As I laugh about being kept up all night with
indigestion, Bill casually says in a throwaway line ‘Of course
we don’t sleep anyway’. It’s not said self-pityingly, just a fact.
And it hits me, of course not – when your child dies, life is
never the same.
However this is no simple misery tale. Although
heartbreaking, mum Louise’s book, Letters To Matthew,
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published in August, is a celebration of her son and a brave
and intimate journey through her grief. Louise is a holistic
therapist and throughout the book she shares coping
mechanisms and poignant snatches of poetry and wisdom
she has gleaned from writers and philosophers, and stitched
it all together with a family’s love.
Matthew was a journalist. He studied at Brighton University
before returning home to work at the Stratford Observer. Skip
forward four years and Matthew, aged just 25, had the chance
to land his dream job as news editor on the Stratford Herald.
Louise and Bill aren’t sure where Matthew got his journalism
chops from – they both deny it was them, although given
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FOCUSwellbeing
Louise’s literary
about how the writing had
Matt on
achievement, I suspect
really
helped me, a release to
Brighton
she’s being too
get everything out of my head,
beach while at
modest. “When he was university in
and I just felt surrounded by
younger he had such an the summer
this energy of Matthew. I felt he
eye for detail – he
was there with me in that
of 2011
would read the
moment – it was this real
newspapers and find
connection. I was crying but not
mistakes, he was always
upset, it was joy and bliss, he
proofreading even
was
then. He loved reading,
with me. Then I just got this
journalism, politics and
image in my head – a book with
history,” says Louise,
clouds on the front with the title
marvelling at his ability.
Letters To Matthew, Life After
“He was good at
Loss, Louise Bates. Matthew
networking. He
was spelt out in flowers. It
remembered people’s
sounds bonkers talking to you
names, and played
about it, but that’s exactly what
sport, so met a lot of people, he
it was like.
could talk to anybody, at any level
“It was like Matthew saying to me, ‘Mum this needs to be a
– everybody liked him.”
book.’ I don’t know how long the moment lasted – a minute,
Sadly Matthew was only at the
a couple of minutes. When I think about it now I still tingle all
Herald for a few weeks before he
other.”
got the bombshell cancer
Initially Louise was cautious about putting together a book.
diagnosis: Type 2 Papillary Renal
“What would people think, especially Bill and Sarah,” she
Cell Carcinoma, an extremely rare
says, remembering the agonising. “For me my husband and
and aggressive tumour. He died
my daughter were my filters; if either of them had said ‘I don't
two years later aged 27.
want you to do it’ I wouldn't have done it. I thought it was
Anyone who met Matthew has
important for them to be included in the book – for people to
spoken of his dedication (I only
know how they were doing as well. So the first part of the
met him once, when he popped
book is my thoughts and my feelings until the first anniversary
back into the Herald office to see
of his death. Then the second year was introducing all the bits
his friend, former deputy editor
that had helped me, making it into a book that people might
Chris Smith, whose
want to read. It took two years to do, so I finished on the
recommendation had seen him
second anniversary of his death. There are lots of weird
land the news editorship). I ask
synchronicities that were like Matthew saying ‘You are on
Louise if she thinks about how his
track mum’ – and yes it’s published on his 30th birthday.”
life would be now.
A month before his diagnoses Matthew went to the doctor’s
“Yes you think ‘what if’. I think
five times and was dismissed with antibiotics, his alarming
what would he be doing now?
symptoms not taken seriously until his mum went and caused
Would he have children? Where
‘a fuss’. Thereafter Louise says the care wasn’t constant. “You
would he be in his career? As
were constantly on the phone chasing hospitals that only
long as we live we’ll always think
communicated with each other by fax.
that, you can’t help that.”
“We’ve seen the best and the worst of the NHS. There’s a
Louise tells me how the book, Letters to Matthew, came
lot of things I have to make peace with. If I start talking about
about.
it I get angry, but I’ve made peace with Matt’s death.”
“I never thought I had a book in me, I didn’t think I was that
During his illness Matthew kept a blog (www.mattsort of person. I used to journal, but that was part of my own
bates.co.uk). One thing that struck me was that both he and
benefit. I’d intermittently sit and write about my thoughts and
Louise say that period was the best and worst time – can she
feelings. I didn’t share with other people. I didn’t have the
explain that?
natural talent like Matthew had.”
“We got through life on automatic pilot and when you have
It’s obvious, just from my short time with them, that Louise
that diagnosis you start to enjoy every day. So for him to say it
and Bill are just super lovely people, warm and friendly and
was the hardest and the best part of his life – it gives me
who despite being broken by their loss are doing their best to comfort… None of us know how long we have got and to find
love and care for each other and their daughter, Sarah,
that peace is amazing. Even when he was told he’d only got
Matthew’s older sister, who is 33 and lives in Warwick with her days to live at Warwick Hospital, he was so at peace with it.
boyfriend.
He was thanking the doctors and nurses, he was so accepting.
Louise continues her story. “After Matt died we were all a
I think when you are told that you have terminal cancer you
mess. So when he died I didn’t think ‘I will sit down and write
go through the different phases – shock,
a book’. But because I’m self-employed my business had
anger and he had just over two years since
gone a bit dormant, and Bill had gone back to work, I just
his diagnoses to sort of come to terms with
didn’t know what to do with myself, so I would just write in
it. He had his dark moments, he was living
my journal. I found myself saying ‘Well today Matt’, and then
at home so we saw him at his lowest and
it would just come out… thoughts, feelings and what I’d been to see him come through that…. It
doing.”
doesn’t make it any easier but he had a
Louise had been keeping her journal, writing her letters to
good death – he was surrounded by his
Matthew for about four months when she had what can only
loved ones. He wasn’t in any pain and
be described as an epiphany.
he had made peace with it.”
“ I was stood at that sink,” she says, wafting a hand towards
See extracts from Letters To
the kitchen, “and had just the weirdest feeling. I was thinking
Matthew over the page.
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Letters To Matthew

continued from page 15

Dear Matthew,
celebrating and having fun. I remembered
I’m feeling so lost and empty. My life has
how much you enjoyed the New Year and
changed forever, and I still can’t believe you
how you always dressed so smart when you
will never come home again. I lay on your
went out. It seemed cruel that you were no
bed today surrounded by your things trying
longer here. You should be out there
to make sense of everything.
celebrating, enjoying life, drinking and
I cried so much today and I wished this
having fun. I cried myself into the New Year.
grief would just swallow me up and take me
When the fireworks started, I knew we had
to a place where I couldn’t feel any more.
entered 2017, a New Year, not the year you
The pain is unbearable but there seems to
died in and I suddenly felt an overwhelming
be no other way to be.
realisation that you died last year. Why is this
How am I going to get
upsetting me even more?
through your funeral?
Last year, sounds so far away!
I found myself daydreaming
I felt so many emotions but mainly sadness,
and visualising your funeral in
a deep, deep sadness.
my mind. I had done this many
“Having a rough day?
times before but I used to stop
Put your hand on your heart and feel it.
myself and change the film role
That’s life – so don’t give up.”
to a happy ending where you
would go into remission and
Dear Matthew,
eventually be classed as cured. I
Nobody seems to talk about you openly
can’t do that now because your
these days. When I mention you in
Music was a big part of
death has become a reality.
conversation, a tumble weed moment
Matthew’s life – as a
I know you are not in that
young boy and in a guitar happens. One of your cousins shared
coffin. I know you are in
a
shop in 2016
something about you on Facebook today and
place where time does not exist and only love counts.
it made me feel so warm and happy. Your
That same energy I experienced on the beach. This thought
Grandma mentions you, but most people try to avoid the
comforts me.
awkwardness. People probably think it will upset me, so I’m

“If I can still breathe, I am doing well.

Dear Matthew,
Now the funeral is over, it seems like life has to go on but
there’s nothing to focus on any more. There is this big empty
hole which cannot be filled. Everyone else is getting on with
living but life will never be the same again and I don’t know
what to do with myself. Your Dad has gone back to work and I
am pottering around at home, but my thoughts are consumed
with memories of you.
How did you get so ill?
Was it caused by an emotional trauma?
What could I have done differently as a Mum?
Should I have forced you to eat more fruit and vegetables
when you were little?
Was it because I smoked when you were young? Was it all
those wine gums you used to eat?
Or, was it a soul contract arranged between us before we
were born?
I keep tormenting myself with my thoughts.

“Falling down is part of life but getting back up is a choice.”

Dear Matthew,
We are not eating properly at the moment and you would tell
us off if you were here. We have gone from eating so well when
you were around but it’s different now.
How can we sit at the dining table and face your empty chair?
Tonight, we had salt and vinegar crisp sandwiches for dinner,
in front of the TV. I just can’t be bothered.

“I can no longer see you with my eyes, or touch you with my
hands but I will feel you in my heart forever.” Author
unknown

Dear Matthew,
It’s New Year’s Eve and we’ve been home for a few days. We
went to bed about 10pm because we felt sad and sleep would
be an escape. I couldn’t sleep, so I sat in your room for a while
and I lit a candle. I thought about all your friends out
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sure their intentions are good, but it upsets me if they don’t
talk about you. Sarah and I talk about you all the time.

“We talk about you because you are still part of our lives.”

Dear Matthew,
I didn’t cry today – yay!
This is the first day without tears since you passed away!
I still miss you loads and I want you to know that my tears are
just love in liquid form.
Dear Matthew,
Your cricket bat is still in the same place in the dining room. I
visualise you occasionally picking it up and practising your
swing just like you used to do. We’ll never be able to move it.
It’s part of the furniture now. I’m still finding golf balls in the
most unusual places and I’m sure you’re playing games with
me. It’s strange we never have any sport on the telly any more
unless it’s rugby. I was just getting into cricket too. Your Dad
says, sport isn’t the same any more.
Dear Matthew,
It’s been four months now since you closed your eyes for the
last time. I remember closing them for you. It was the last thing
I could do for you as a mother. After 27 years of being a Mum
to you, especially the last two years supporting you through
the difficult journey, it all ended there, in that moment.
My thoughts are still consumed by memories of you. I think
about you all the time. When I wake up in the morning you are
my first thought. I think about you all day and you are the last
thought before I go to sleep at night and then I dream about
you. A lot of my dreams are about you and Sarah. When I wake
up in the middle of the night for a pee, I am still thinking about
you. I miss you so much.
I don’t think I ever want to stop missing you. Life without you is
bad enough and what would it be like if I stopped missing you.
Purchase the book and read Louise’s blog at
www.letterstomatthew.co.uk/

