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Dedicated to all who have loved and lost. For my dearly departed partner, Michael Doherty; my friend, Paul Soden; my father, Arthur Martin; and my mother, Margaret Martin, who together taught me the hard, holy work of love, grief, and forgiveness.
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Slippers In The Attic

"Life is a balance between holding on and letting go.”- Rumi

The slippers lay there on the kitchen floor, empty and filled with sadness. My father had left them behind as he walked through one door to another, but seeing them again, they felt like a container for all the grief soon to be felt. They represented a point in life when time stood still, waiting and wondering when he would return to take his place and fill those worn-out shoes, but he was gone. Our protector had gone.

The slippers left behind a memory frozen in place of a man who worked hard to provide for his family and make sure they were okay. A legacy he left behind of a kind, warm soul whose smile masked his own grief and loss. He left his struggle behind, leaving his family to pick up the pieces and feel the absence of his bright spirit. The world rocked beneath our feet, and life was never to be the same again.

Life is a journey we all must take, but we are never prepared for the epic losses we are to experience. Losing someone close feels like one of the most life-altering experiences. Nothing ever prepares us for what happens, what we go through, or what we feel. And even if we have had one epic loss, even ‘that’ doesn’t fully prepare us for later losses.

My father passed away when I was 26 years old; he was 53, and he left behind my mother, who was in her early 50s, and my sister, who was 13. I never expected to lose my dad at such a young age, because, to me, he was the closest person I had in the family. I had always felt a bit of an oddball, a black sheep, an outsider of sorts, because I felt and saw the world very differently. I was a hypersensitive child, always looking for danger around every corner due to my childhood experiences. I was an empath who felt all the feelings of those around me. My dad was my protector, and he always felt like he would be there no matter what. He felt like a part of my soul group; even if I didn’t feel as connected to the rest of the family, he was the most close to me. I was definitely a daddy’s girl, even if during my teens, when my sister was born (she was born when I was 13), there was a larger disconnect between us. I still felt he would be there if any problems arose or I needed help.

Being someone who can sometimes be quite psychic and predict life events in dreams, after he had his first heart attack in the summer of 2002, I had a dream a few months before he died. In this dream, me, my sister, and my dad were walking along a local beach, throwing pebbles into the sea. And even though it was never mentioned in the dream, I woke up in tears, with this strong feeling that my dad would not be alive by the end of the year. It felt like his soul, on some level, was saying goodbye to me.

Three months later, after I left home for the first time to live in Gloucester, UK, on my own, I received the phone call we all dread to receive. That morning, I had been feeling really heavy, like a dark cloud was over me. I didn’t want to go to work; I didn’t know why I was feeling like the world had ended somewhere, but when I picked up the phone, I knew why. My father had had a heart attack that morning. His pacemaker kicked in, but the defibrillator in his chest had not been fitted properly, so it didn’t revive his heart. He died early that morning, on December 1st, 2002, on the bathroom floor.

Slippers In The Attic revisits this first loss, allowing me and hopefully those of you reading the opportunity to embrace your experience and understand how and what you feel, which is necessary, albeit heartbreaking. 

And as I write, I am on another grief journey. After two big losses back-to-back, The last loss was the loss of my best friend, who I lived with for 20 years, who died on May 1st 2023. 

So, for me, Slippers In The Attic has become an unexpected book—not something I had planned to write but something I needed to write during the grieving process—not far off into the future, but here now, when I sit knee-deep in sorrow and loss. At times, the world feels covered in grey coloured snow, wondering how to get through to the other side of grief and how to experience the light of joy again when all hope feels lost.

I can’t promise you an expert way through your own grieving process. I can’t promise you a quick fix for the pain you are experiencing right now. I’m not a psychologist or a psychotherapist, but someone who has been overwhelmed by the tidal wave of loss too many times to go untouched or unchanged by it. My wish to you is that as you walk this journey day-by-day, Slippers In The Attic gives you a reference point for where you are and comfort at times when you feel deeply alone on this journey, as I was and am, at this time.

I'm walking this road alongside you; let’s take this journey together.

From one grieving heart to another, I wish you well
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​SHOCK DENIAL 
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The Earth Shakes

Be extra tender as your whole world rocks beneath your feet. 

Give yourself permission to break apart and let the tears roll down your cheeks. 

That still quiet voice inside won’t be heard at this time, for the energy you need right now is one of naked, raw surrender to what is happening and has happened.

Your world shudders. 

The trees have been uprooted. 

The birds fly off, shaken by the whirlwind that tumbles through the branches; the sky is bleak; 

The thunder prepares itself for its ultimate peak; 

The building up of a crescendo of loud claps; angry gods screaming from behind the storm clouds brewing. 

Life is never going to be the same again; this much is known to be true. 

Collapse under the weight of fallen visions and long-held dreams; let your weight bend you until you surrender and weep an uncontrollable loss. 

This time has come to let the wounds bleed; life, in its somewhat seemingly cruel taking, has removed that which you held dear, and your life no more shall be the same.

Shock has the power to catalyse the new.

But shock from such a deep loss at such a traumatic beginning feels as if all doors are closed and you feel trapped in an empty room, witnessing this tidal wave of fear, denial, and disbelief.

You bear witness while another part of you drowns, and all you may do is watch as your world now crumbles beneath your feet. 

There is no steady ground to stand on.

There are no supporting structures to hold you up.

Weak and weary, you hold it together while quietly or loudly falling apart.
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​Shock and Denial
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Chapter 1

That moment when we receive the news someone we love has died or as we hold their hand as they take their final breath is one of the most surreal and mind-altering experiences you can have. To me, it can only be likened to being in a serious car crash. You hit another car or vehicle or a tree, spin out of control, and you’re sitting by the side of the road, blood pouring down your face, wondering what just happened—was it real? Your behaviour can be out of the ordinary, or so super ordinary people wouldn’t know something major just happened.

Some of the ways you may respond to this loss are:

- Crying uncontrollably

- Cleaning the house

- Checking if other people are okay and not even considering yourself

- Complete numbness, a feeling like you just left your body

- Cold or hot

- Angry, violent, screaming

- Walking around shouting, ‘no, no, no, he or she isn’t dead’.

The ways in which we handle the shock of loss are incredibly diverse and can be different with each subsequent loss.

When I received the news of my dad's death, I had 4 hours to wait for a friend to drive down south to pick me up and take me home to my parents house and my family's home. I cried momentarily and then began wrapping Christmas presents. It was December, and my brain was activating a fight or flight response that took me out of the experience of loss into organising and planning. Often, trauma can make us do things that, to the outside world, may seem insane. We are looked upon, and people are expecting us to cry uncontrollably and not stop, but sometimes the protective instinct kicks in during the shock and inability to process the deep sorrow that we reach for activity. I wrapped presents; you may start cleaning the house or doing some other planning activity.

My heart felt like a sudden wall had surrounded it, like I wasn’t allowed to feel what was in there; it would be too overwhelming, and I would explode. So a part of me protected me from the pain through what I did.

PRE-GRIEVING

And sometimes, when we know a death is coming, we respond in another way. We knew it was coming, so we began pre-grieving the person months or years in advance of the diagnosis. So when the news comes that they have finally passed away, we may cry a little and continue with our daily chores, or we may feel an unexpected temporary feeling of relief if it had been a long-drawn-out process. For me, when my friend Paul, whom I had fallen in love with and cared for during some of the final weeks of his life, passed away, I just cried every night in my bedroom for months. Occasionally, my best friend Michael, whom I lived with, would come in and hold me. He had held me after my father died too; he arrived in my world a year after he passed away, and when we first started living together, he was a container for my grief and gave me a safe place to express it.

Unfortunately, after Michael passed away from sepsis, he also had cancer and was diagnosed in December 2022. His death came as a massive shock to me. We both felt he had much longer and that we had time to prepare for his death, but we didn’t. Sepsis came one week, and by the following week, I was holding his hand after staying in the hospital with him as he took his final breath and died. My response this time was massive.

Michael had been like a husband to me in many ways; we had spent almost every day together for 20 years. We hugged each other good morning and kissed each other goodnight. We had a deep, unconditional love for one another, and no matter what happened, I had his back and he had mine. Even when I felt alone after Paul had passed or distant from relatives, he was my family, chosen family, not by blood. He filled the void in my heart left after my dad had died; he helped me put myself back together again, and we went through so much together in what was nearly half my adult life.

I left to go home when he was rushed in initially after 48 hours of trying to keep my eyes open on a hospital chair in a cubicle in our local hospital. He was still semi-conscious when I left, so I reluctantly went home to get some sleep. I returned the next morning at 11 a.m. and the hospital had put him on a morphine drip without my knowledge which made him unconscious. He was unconscious from that moment on, occasionally making sounds or mumbling words to visitors, but never to me. The last time we spoke was on April 26th, 2023, and I held his hand in the early evening of the 1st of May, watching the pulse on his neck slow down, sitting on the edge of my seat as his breathing began to have long distances between breaths, until his breathing finally stopped and I saw the pulse in his neck stop pulsating. He was gone.

My initial reaction was disbelief and denial. As the nurses left me alone, I kept touching his skin, which was still warm in parts, and saying to him, ‘No, you’re not gone; come back; you’re not gone; you’re not allowed to go.’ I kept kissing his head and his lips, willing him to come back. 

After a couple of hours, my friend came to pick me up. I had packed all my bags; I had about 6 bags because I had been living there for a week and was trying to organise things while there. I didn’t know he was dying until the palliative care nurse came in to see me on April 27th. I honestly thought he would recover. I was so distraught I was shouting at nurses for not noticing his vitals going down. I think I became such a thorn in their side that they called the palliative care nurse to talk to me, and that is when we got a room of our own. I was wondering why they weren’t taking his heart rate and blood pressure once we moved to that room. I was still in denial at that time; I didn’t even know he had sepsis; otherwise, I would have been googling it to find out what the prognosis was.
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