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Feeling grief and loss is very necessary. It’s something that happens to us all.


Someone you care about might have died or be ill – or you might be ill yourself. Perhaps your parents are separated or in jail, or your family is just not there for you. You might be confused about gender or sexuality, or anxious about pandemics, war, the climate crisis, money, the future ...


You could be living with mental ill-health or be worried about study, jobs, bullies, independence, consent or self-harm. You might be feeling alone, or that nobody understands you. Maybe it's like your life is on hold, or you don't feel good enough, or any number of other really hard things that haven’t been mentioned here.


Whatever it is that keeps you up at night, it's totally okay to be sad sometimes. It’s what we do with our sadness that matters. 
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When this book was first written, global pandemics weren't really a thing (in the first world, at least). Back then, lockdowns and stay-at-home directives only happened to your school over the endless summer holidays.


Today, we know more. Now, we’re more connected online than at any point in history, and yet there’s been a surge of people feeling grief, loss, loneliness and isolation. We live in a new and different normal where life doesn’t always happen as we imagine it will.


It’s challenging.


And although this book does contain big themes, it’s practical and sometimes even uplifting, rather than sad or scary! It is full of ideas, anecdotes based on real stories, quotes and hands-on exercises. Tricks to survive. Coping strategies to use in everyday life when you’re feeling sad, or angry, or guilty, or helpless, or lost – or maybe when you’re just feeling nothing.


There are many different tricks. Some can be used just as they are. Others you can weave together according to your needs. All the tricks are user-friendly. Some of these tricks you’ll hold close to your heart because they will work for you. Others might not be for you.


At its heart, this book is really a toolkit or ‘a bag of tricks.’ It is best read from cover to cover, but may be dipped into as required. Take the tricks in this book and put them in an imaginary bag, sling it over your shoulder and carry it with you. Use the tricks when you need them. They’ll always be there.


Our intention is to offer you hope, strength, inspiration, courage, and maybe even a smile or two, in your time of need.
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Here is a dictionary version:


Grief 
noun: 
1. Keen mental suffering or distress over affliction or loss, sharp sorrow, painful regret.





For me, grief is lots of different things. 


It is messy.


It is powerful.


It is that sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach that you go to sleep with and wake up with.


It is the air being sucked out of your lungs.


It is tears streaming down your face as you wash the dishes or walk down the street.


It is not having the words to say what you want to say. 


It is wishing that you were somewhere else. 


It is clutching and grasping at memories.


It is confronting.


It is staring into your cornflakes. 


It is surprising. 


It is unpredictable mood swings.


It is long walks to nowhere in particular.


It is being wired; up all night scrubbing the bathroom with a toothbrush.


It is being tired all day.


It is endless cups of tea and visitors. 


It is feeling edgy and raw.


It is not being able to stop something. Or start something.


It is not remembering what you did five minutes ago. 


It is hysterical laughter at inappropriate times.


It is obsession with cleanliness or cake baking or something else.


It is overwhelming. 


It is all-consuming. 


It is guilt when you forget about it even for a moment. 


It is a tidal wave breaking over you. 


It is relentless.


It is everything. 


Ultimately, each of us experiences grief in our own personal way. The tapestry that we each weave is unique, like our fingerprints. And our smiles. The grief I describe may not be your grief, and that’s exactly how it should be. 


There’s one thing I know for certain – grief is a doorway to be stepped through.
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We all have a story or two inside us. At times, our stories shine a light and help to propel us forward. 


Sometimes grief can be so black it is difficult to see out of it to a time when you will feel better. It’s helpful to know that others have grieved before you and made it through. This is my story.


A profound journey began for me when, in my early 20s, I was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s Disease – a cancer of the lymphatic system. I spent a lot of time and energy pretending I wasn’t sick, and I felt angry and guilty inside. All my reactions were aspects of grief, but I didn’t know this at the time. I was trying very hard to stay normal and to pretend that nothing was happening, even though I was having radiation treatment, taking strong pain killers and feeling awful. I began to work harder and longer hours as an actor and musician. I wasn’t going to let a little thing like cancer stop me! Or so I thought. 


But you can’t run away from yourself. Not for long, anyway. And the cancer returned to my body.


It was one year later when I finally acknowledged my fear. I was lying in traction in a hospital bed, gravely ill, and finally my grieving process was able to begin. 


I grieved through the surgery which saved my life. Doctors took bones from my leg and hip, and used metal rods and bits of wire to replace much of my upper spine that had been eaten away. 


I grieved through chemotherapy, hair loss, the loss of my voice, loss of my normal bodily functions, loss of independence, loss of the use of my legs and arm – called incomplete quadriplegia.


I grieved for my happy little house, and for my family and friends. I grieved for the future I had dreamed of. I grieved for my life as I had known it. Not as a general thing, but for all of the parts, individually, which made up my life. 


And over the months, as I wept and became less physically dependent – I began to heal. Somewhere during that eternal time, I looked deeply into the darkness inside (even though I didn’t want to), and acknowledged that I was afraid. Afraid of dying, and now, afraid of living. What if I never got out of hospital?


I was also grieving for all that I had lost. I was grieving over old wounds, like my parents’ marriage breakdown years earlier. I was grieving for a friend who had died in Grade Two. For failed relationships. And for every disappointment or feeling of ‘not being good enough’ that I had ever felt.
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In short, I opened up a place within me that had been closed down for a long time. It was a slow and painful process. At times it felt like torture. 


I wept. Hours every day for months on end. And even now, I am moved often. Sometimes I cry as I remember my three young children smearing Vegemite all over the wall. I cry because it’s a miracle that they are here on the Earth at all, as I wasn’t expected to be able to have children. There was also doubt as to whether I would walk again. I can work up to a slow jog these days if I’m careful! 


Grieving has been a huge part of my healing. And now, I am able to identify that when I am having a sad feeling or being unkind, it is often connected to an aspect of grief. Whether big or small, I’m learning to acknowledge my feelings. This opens the way for them to be released. 
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Are you grieving? It’s time to find out. 


One of the trickiest things about grief is that it can sneak up on you. It might take time to figure out that you’re grieving. Acknowledging this can be very difficult because the next step means that you have to take an honest look at what’s going on inside. And it ain’t always pretty in there.


Grieving checklist


Read through the following list and take an honest look at what you’re doing and how you’re feeling. To answer yes to a question, place a tick in the box beside it. Otherwise, leave the box blank.







	
[image: ]  	Are you more tired than usual?




	
[image: ]  	Do you get grumpy with people more often than usual?




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel like smashing something fragile? 




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel unusually touchy?




	
[image: ]  	Do you want to talk to someone about something but just can’t quite manage it?




	
[image: ]  	Do you find yourself asking ‘why?’ a lot? 




	
[image: ]  	Are you suddenly feeling vulnerable?




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel that you have no control over what happens to you? 




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel that you just don’t want to be around people, that you want to be by yourself a lot?




	
[image: ]  	Do you flare up and feel like hitting out at people?




	
[image: ]  	Are you using drugs and/or alcohol, or hurting yourself to numb your feelings? 




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel like everything is ‘hopeless’? 




	
[image: ]  	Do you feel numb, like everything is going on around you but you’re not really there?




	
[image: ]  	Do you miss something or someone so much that it physically hurts?




	
[image: ]  	Are you doubting yourself, or feeling like you’re worthless?











Emotions





	Anxiety and fear 	Inadequacy




	Sadness 	Hurt




	Anger  	Relief




	Guilt and shame 	Loneliness






Physical sensations


Hollowness in stomach 


Tightness in chest


Tightness in throat


Over-sensitivity to noise 


A feeling that you’re not present, like life’s a dream


Breathlessness or feeling short of breath


Weakness of muscles


Lack of energy


Dry mouth




Thoughts


Disbelief 


Confusion


Preoccupation


Feeling that someone is present when no-one is physically near


Hallucinations




Behaviours


Sleep disturbances


Appetite disturbances


Absent-minded behaviour


Social withdrawal 


Dreams of what or who has been lost


Avoiding reminders of the loss


Searching and calling out to someone who’s not there


Sighing


Restless over-activity


Crying 


Visiting places and carrying objects that remind you of the loss


Treasuring objects that are associated with the loss




Grief can cause your behaviour to change. Sometimes, things you do might become more pronounced or exaggerated – you might speak louder, jiggle your foot more quickly, chew your nails or get really pissed off over nothing at all. This is normal. People who are grieving can be very different from their normal selves. 


Of course you will be affected and changed by grief – it’s sort of obvious. When you deal with any crisis you can expect that there will be change. It’s the same when you grieve. The changes in you can be quick and dramatic and, because of this, scary. 


Grief is isolating, it can be very depressing and at times it’s downright frightening. Some pretty annoying things can happen, too. When you are feeling alone and vulnerable, other unhappy emotions from the past may come back to bother you. On top of coping with your present grief, you might have to deal with old feelings of guilt, or abandonment, or whatever else it is that keeps you up at night. 


In grief, it’s normal to feel very sad and to experience a huge sense of loss. It’s also normal that different situations will bring up the same grief feelings such as anger and loss. 


Grief is a deep, sometimes life-changing experience that every person will encounter at some point in their lives. 


It’s important to identify when you are grieving, because if you don’t know what’s happening you can’t fix it. 
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Our bodies and minds are interconnected, and in grief it’s important to look after both. 


But if your mind and body are tense, this can be hard. The good news is that there are loads of weird and wonderful ways to help you settle, slow down and relax. 


Sometimes, a little time-out helps with healing. It’s totally okay to do nice things for yourself, even when you’re grieving. 


You may have heard of mindfulness, which is about being where we are. Studies show that human beings: 


a) spend 49 percent of the day thinking about the future (that’s half our LIVES!)


b) spend 34 percent of the day thinking about the past (that’s a third of our LIVES!)


c) spend 15 percent of the day being where we are (Holy cow! That’s not very much!) 


The following ideas will help you to be where you are – which is essential for healing. They may seem unusual or indulgent, but they can boost your body and mind – and push you higher up the mental health ladder. Why not try one or two!
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A bath. A simple, deep, rejuvenating bath with essential oils (you can get these from the supermarket). Lavender, chamomile and bergamot are good for relaxation and healing. Just swirl a few drops into the water. 









A walk. Around the block, along your street, through a park. Just focus on the sounds around you, or on each breath you take. 









A moment. Light some candles and turn off your lights. Put on your favourite chill music or breathe into the silence. Watch the shadows flicker on the wall. 









Aromatherapy. Burn essential oils in a burner (you can get these wherever you buy the oil) or dab a little lavender oil on pulse points – your wrists, neck, inner elbows and the sides of your forehead. (Keep oils away from your eyes and only use lavender on your skin – the other oils are too strong).  









Online laughs. Tune in to whatever you find funny. If it makes you snort out loud, that’s good. If it’s got a cat in it, even better (just saying). 









A good book, a comfy chair and a warm drink are all winners in my house, especially if the book’s a cracker. There is something so good about turning off completely and escaping into the pages of a book.











Devices off. Turning off an hour or so before sleep can really help. 









A head massage. A large percentage of the body’s nerve endings are found in the forehead. Place your palm on your brow and consciously relax the muscles around your eyes and in your whole face. A gentle smoothing and stroking of your forehead, or even just the warmth of your hand there for a few minutes, feels really good and releases tension. 









An open fire. Hypnotic. Watch the flames as they leap and curl about the logs. If you don’t have an open fire, try a virtual fireplace app!









A foot soak. Feet walk you round all day – the average pair of feet walk 180,000 kilometres over a lifetime, so they deserve some love. Pamper them! Throw warm water, lavender oil and marbles/golf balls into a bowl or bucket. Soak your feet and gently massage the muscles by running them over the marbles or golf balls. Try a foot rub on yourself or give one to a friend. Tickly, but worth it! 









Sky-gaze. Study the sky through the branches of a tree. Squint your eyes and make shapes in the leaves or branches to immerse yourself in the moment. It’s like a mini meditation.









The ocean or a river. Watch water moving and the light dancing as it flickers and reflects the sun, to take your mind into a gentle and healing place.









Connect with nature. Sunsets from a great vantage point are awe-inspiring. Sunsets from your street or doorstep aren’t too shabby either. They take us to a bigger realm where it is possible to forget our problems – even for a moment. Watch a sunset or sunrise whenever you can – set a timer if you’re never up early enough, or to remind yourself to go outside!









The stars. If you’ve never seen the sky at night, go into your backyard or, if you can, get right away from the city lights. Take a journey and lose yourself in the stars.
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And then, if you can’t do any of these things where you live, why not create your own sanctuary either for real or inside your mind. Even a small room can work – if you have a bedroom, start there! Stick up a photo of a favourite place. A forest, the beach, a water way. Make cheerful, colourful heart or star cut-outs and stick them on your walls. Cover your ceiling with glow-in-the-dark stars. Build your own water feature or get a small one from a plant nursery. Make your space cosy and safe. Play your favourite music or be still and quiet. Write in your journal. 


If you can’t visit nature in person, imagine your ideal escape inside your head. For me, it’s a paddock full of wildflowers like daisies and those wavy, fluffy grasses, with a big shade tree that I can sit under. There’s birds and animals and it’s a place I can come to rejuvenate and ask questions of my ‘higher’ or inner self. I know I won’t be interrupted, and I can come any time that I choose. I just have to close my eyes and travel there.
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