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It is 20 years this year since I last stood on this stage, and it is an extreme privilege to be here 

today so thank you to Mrs Frayne and Mrs Jarvis for inviting me. It is also an incredibly 

daunting task to talk to you today. I look out and see so many young, beautiful faces looking 

up at me, some who I know have already, in the prime of your life, experienced huge pain and 

loss, or watched your friend grieve and not known what to do. And so I want to acknowledge 

upfront all of you who have experienced grief, who have struggled to cope with loss, and say 

that I am so sorry. I wish that I could protect you from this pain, but I know that I can’t. So, I 

hope that in sharing my story I am able to give some guidance and help you see some light 

when you may only see darkness.  

 

Grief is such a taboo subject and makes so many people feel unbelievably uncomfortable in 

talking about it, dealing with it and in facing it head on. And I hope that in sharing with you 

today I am able to help you in your most formative years to develop skills that not a lot of 

people have, and ones which I know will be invaluable to you as you grow up. I am going to 

share my vulnerability with you, be really “real”, to reveal more of myself than I otherwise 

would, so thank you for holding me and allowing me to do that. 

 

I had the privilege of growing up in Grahamstown and attending DSG for my entire school 

career – all the way from the Owls class at Prep Pre-Primary through to Matric. And I use the 

word privilege specifically, because it truly was a privilege. And I think only as I have got older 

have I really realised the benefit of going to a school like DSG. I was one of 4 children and I 

remember complaining to my dad once about the fact that we never went on family holidays 

overseas. And my dad very wisely told me that the gift he was choosing to give me was not 

fancy overseas holidays but rather than of an education from a school like DSG and he felt 

that this was the best thing he could do for me. I remember at the time not really “getting it” 

but oh how right he was. My DSG friends are still my closest friends to this day, we are a huge 

support network to each other. And its really not often at all that I see this kind of connection 

between women. DSG somehow manages to cultivate some incredibly special connections. 

And some extraordinary woman. And without those my journey would have been much more 

difficult. DSG also supported me in my most significant years and gave me the tools to deal 



with the things that life has thrown at me since – that of resilience, hope, stamina, courage, 

self-awareness and self-control, never being a victim, making active choices in your life, the 

true beauty of friendship. I remember, our headmaster up until Std 7 was Mr Wynne and he 

would stand up in assembly and say “There are 3 kinds of people in this world – those who 

make things happen, those who watch things happen and those who wondered what 

happened. Make sure you are always in the first category girls.”  Whenever I have the privilege 

of engaging with any of you I am blown away by the self-assurance that you all display – the 

confidence to stand up for who you are and what you believe, your eloquence and poise and 

your ability to challenge and face the world with dignity, respect and stamina. 

 

When I was in grade 10, a woman called Alison from PE who had written a book called “I have 

life” came to speak to us. She had been brutally raped and left for dead, and by some miracle 

had survived. Instead of her entire life falling apart she used her experience to try and help 

others. She wanted to teach people that we are each one of us valuable beyond measure and 

that we need to make choices that honour us. Life can sometimes make us feel like the victim 

– problems and hardships and traumas are dished out to all of us and sometimes they can be 

divided very unfairly. We feel hard done by and understandably sorry for ourselves. Life feels 

like a survival race from one event to the next. We may not choose what happens to us in life 

– we cannot control what other people do or say, or the problems that come our way – but 

we can always control how we respond. Life is not a collection of what happens to you, but 

of how you’ve responded to what has happened to you. 

 

I am sure by now you are all wondering what qualifies me to talk to you about grief, so I am 

going to share some of my story with you. 

 

From what I can remember I had an idyllic life until the age of 8. And then one Wednesday 

evening my until then completely sheltered life changed forever. My mom Lindy, who was 

actually the assistant san sister here at DSG at the time, died from complications post a car 

accident leaving me, Matt (6) and Sam (3) and my dad Murray. In that moment, the path of 

my life was forever changed and I truly believe that it was the loss of my mom at such an early 

age that has equipped me to be able to face the rest of the challenges in my life as I have. I 



am the only one of my siblings who really has any memory of my mom at all, but those 

memories don’t feel like enough and they have certainly faded over time. When I think back 

to her now, I often wonder if I actually remember her or if I only think I do because of photos 

I have seen or stories people have told me about her. I remember very specifically how kind 

people were to us over this time. Grahamstown really did rally around us in so many ways! 

But I grew up feeling different, in a time where all I wanted to do was desperately fit in. I had 

to grow up very quickly, become a mom to my brother and sister in some ways, and I lost a 

part of my childhood. I didn’t really grow up speaking about my mom, not because we weren’t 

allowed to, but we also weren’t encouraged to. Because talking about grief and loss is hard. 

And I know that my dad found it incredibly difficult to talk about her, and still does to this day. 

Looking back now, I realise that our family went into survival mode and I don’t think that any 

of us really grieved my mom at all, certainly not at the time anyway. The focus was on 

surviving and “getting on with things” and society 29 years ago was not in tune with helping 

people with their loss. There was certainly no such things as a school counsellor or 

psychologist and people tended to be more closed and private about things. Generally the 

approach was, get on with things, put it in a box, you will be fine. But I think that we all know, 

while this may work for a certain period of time, sometimes even years, at some stage that 

box opens to bite you in the bum. 

 

I remember about 9 months after my mom died, I had just started in Grade 4 at DSG after 

being at Prep, and my piano teacher told me to please ask my mom to cut my finger nails 

because they were clicking on the piano. I couldn’t at the time find words to tell her that I 

didn’t have a mom because she had died, but I also refused to go to my piano lessons for a 

week or 2 after that, until I picked up the guts to tell my dad what had happened. A lot for a 

little girl to have to try and verbalise. I also remember refusing to go to a psychologist for 

many years after my mom’s death because I didn’t see the point in talking about “my stuff”. 

About 18 months after my mom died where I was behaving badly and someone turned around 

to me and said “Just because your mom has died doesn’t mean you can behave however you 

like.” And while this was very harsh at the time for a 10 year old to take in it was such an 

important life lesson which has really defined my life going forward. Because as Alison said, 



we may not choose what happens to us in life – we cannot control what other people do or 

say, or the problems that come our way – but we can always control how we respond. 

 

When I was 10, my dad married Debbie and at the age of 23 she took on the mammoth task 

of parenting 3 little children who were biologically not her own. When I was 18 years old they 

got divorced. This was also not an easy time for me at all, as the family unit that I had known 

for 9 years was no longer, and I went through a period of grief around this too.  

 

I was diagnosed with cancer for the first time when I was 23 years old, and I got off relatively 

lightly first time around, but the at the age of 29 it came back a lot more aggressively, this 

time in my lymph glands. I had a few operations, radiation and life went back to being 

“normal” again, besides the beginning of my struggle with lymphedema. I was also told that 

because of the area they had had to radiate, I would potentially be infertile. At the time, I was 

so focused on beating the cancer, that I never really paid too much attention to this. I then 

met my darling husband James, we got married, and we were informed after medical tests 

that I would never be able to have a child of my own because I was not producing any eggs. I 

remember being very upset, but James, in his forever positive way, told me not to worry too 

much about it, as you never know what might happen. And lo and behold, 3 months later I 

was pregnant! Our darling son Murray was born on the 7 October 2013. I truly believed that 

he was our miracle baby and that we wouldn’t be able to have any more children, and then 

when Murray was 7 months old, I fell pregnant with darling Bella. She was born on the 1 

February 2015 and I felt like the luckiest person in the world. An amazing husband and 2 

precious children. I remember thinking how blessed I was, that despite what we had been 

told, our dream of having children had been relatively easily fulfilled. 

 

And then it all changed. At about 2pm on the 15 September our darling Belsie, at 7.5 months, 

died when she asphyxiated in her cot. Our life was changed in an instant, forever. It is 

impossible to find words to describe that day, or the days that followed as we tried to get to 

grips with the fact that our darling Bella had died. That we would never see her again. That 

life as we knew it, the future we had imagined, was no longer our reality.  

 



Everybody’s journey with grief is different, some of you will already know this, and James and 

I were no exception. We grieved completely differently. For the first few months I was in 

complete shock and just went into cope mode, trying desperately to hold everything together. 

Holding onto any semblance of “normality”, continuing to work and to function, or at least I 

thought so at the time. James on the other hand grieved and wept solidly for those first few 

months, falling apart and I was able to hold things together for our family (he is a crier, unlike 

me who finds it almost impossible to cry). And then as James started to feel a little more able 

to cope with life, to function, I fell apart, and James was there to support me and give me the 

space I needed to grieve. I must just add here that my husband is also no stranger to grief and 

loss – his father committed suicide when James was 8 years old.  

 

Very soon after Bella died James and I fell pregnant again. I truly believed that this little boy 

that I was carrying was a gift sent to us directly from Bella, that he was going to help to put a 

bandage on to our broken heart (quite a responsibility to place on an unborn child!). And for 

the first 6 months our pregnancy went according to plan and I received a huge amount of 

comfort from this little life growing inside me. And then at 26 weeks and 3 days he decided 

to enter this world after being impacted by several medical complications that had effected 

him and I. Our little boy Thomas was born weighing in at a hefty 700 grams. He lived for 3 

hours and despite every effort from our incredible medical team, he suffered from huge 

internal bleeding and died.  

 

This was when I really hit rock bottom and James was able to pick up the pieces to enable me 

to grieve as I needed to. Many of the months that followed are a complete blur to me, as I 

grieved for my 2 children who had died. It was like I was watching my life from above, 

completely disconnected from the world and what was going on around me.  

 

I have had many people tell me that if their child/mom/dad/partner died they wouldn’t be 

able to cope, that they wouldn’t manage. And some of you will know that this isn’t true. You 

have to carry on, you need to keep on living. You are forever changed and you will never go 

back to who you were before, but life does continue even though sometimes you really don’t 

want it to. Your life becomes divided into BD and AD – before death and after death - and 

everything in life now fits into that timeline.  



 

Our little boy Murray also kept us going. We had to get out of bed every day. We had to 

continue to function. On that afternoon that Bella died I still needed to bath him and put him 

to bed. That day and every day thereafter. And thank God for this. We have been determined 

to not allow Murray’s entire life to be impacted by the loss of his siblings, for it not to result 

in the loss of his parents as well. Because Murray is the gift and miracle that we still have, and 

we need to embrace and appreciate this with every fibre of our being.      

 

 

So that’s a bit of insight into our lives and why I find myself 

standing before you today. Just after our precious Belsie died, 

James came home and told me he had started a blog – 

Isabella1509. I had a freak out – how could he be making our 

tragedy so public? How could he open up like this and make us so 

vulnerable. We were putting stuff out there with zero control 

over what people were going to do with what we were sharing. 

However, what I’ve come to realise is that our blog has become 

one of the most powerful tools in both the processing of our own 

grief, as well as helping others know how to deal with us. What 

has also become extremely powerful is how our blog is being used to help others who have 

experienced loss. It is often so hard to find words to explain how you are feeling and I gained 

huge comfort from reading others insights. So if we in turn can use our blog to help others 

and to empower those close to them to support them better, then somehow our children’s 

loss doesn’t seem so in vain. It also allows their lives and names to live on beyond their time 

on this earth.  

 

  



Support 

Both James and I have been so 

privileged to have been 

supported incredibly in so many 

different ways by our family, 

friends and community not only 

in the loss of our children, but 

when we have had other really 

challenging things happen to us. 

And this is largely why I have 

been able to share on this subject, because we have been blessed in the best way and really 

know what it means to be carried and protected by others.   

 

Loss, it’s all around us all the time. Nobody is unaffected by loss, and everybody’s response 

to loss is different. What I have learnt however is that society in general is completely ill-

equipped to deal with grief. Your minds would reel at some of the things that have been said 

to me about our children’s death. It is quite bizarre as it’s the only thing that is certain in this 

world, and yet we are not given the tools we need to know how to cope with it or how to 

interact with those that are grieving. What I have found is that while everybody grieves 

differently there are certainly a number of commonalities around what people need and want 

when they are grieving and I would like to give some insight into that today.  

 

ADVICE TO GIVE TO THOSE TRYING TO HELP 

Acknowledge:   

When you see someone who you know has 

experienced a loss, even if you don't know 

them well, always acknowledge it! More often 

than not it will be so appreciated. Remember, 

you aren't "reminding" them of their loss by 

mentioning it. It's with them all the time, 

pretty much every second. I never forget that 

Bella, Thomas and my mom died. And so by you acknowledging it, it's making the other person 



feel okay, their feelings allowed and validated, like they can be real and authentic with you, 

and for most it will feel like a huge relief. 

 

What to say: I am so often told "but I don't know what to say". Not knowing what to say is 

okay! In fact, there is no right thing to say, in my opinion saying nothing is the only wrong 

thing to say. "I am sorry" perfectly suffices! You don't have to find something profound to say, 

just those 3 simple words will do.  

 

Don’t try to "fix" the situation or the 

person.  

Sadly, our culture has treated grief as 

a problem to be solved, an illness to 

be healed, or both. In the process, 

we’ve done everything we can to 

avoid, ignore, or transform grief. As 

a result, when you’re faced with 

tragedy you usually find that you’re 

no longer surrounded by people, you’re surrounded by platitudes. When a person is 

devastated by grief, the last thing they need is advice. Their world has been shattered. This 

means that the act of inviting someone into their world is an act of great risk. To try and fix 

or rationalize or wash away their pain only deepens their terror. Instead, the most powerful 

thing you can do is acknowledge. Literally say the words: I acknowledge your pain. I am here 

with you. Sit quietly with them, saying very little, but letting them, through your presence, 

know that you are there. 

 



Say our loved one’s name often, over and 

over again. We are desperate to hear it, to 

know they haven’t been forgotten. While it 

may make you feel uncomfortable it will be 

so much appreciated. Any opportunity is so 

welcome!  

Don’t be scared to bring up your friends’ 

mom or dad who has died, to ask them 

questions about them, to help keep their memories alive, even if you didn’t know them. Also 

don’t be scared to talk about your parents in front of them. Often you think that its better not 

to because you think that it might be hurtful for them, but if it’s done in a sensitive way, I am 

sure that most times, they will really appreciate being included in the conversation, rather 

than being excluded and made to feel like a leper.  

 

Don't ask what you can do to help, take the initiative and just do it. Mostly it will absolutely 

be the right thing and will be so very appreciated! For us it was meals arriving and us being 

fed, grocery shopping done etc. It was also amazing how people would just arrive at our house 

(sometimes people we didn’t know), unannounced in those early days, just to give us a hug. 

For you it might be going for a walk with your friend, helping out with some homework when 

they just cant concentrate, letting your room be a safe space for them, picking them a flower 

every now and then to remind them that they are loved. 

 

Our loss will change us forever. Be patient 

with us and understand that. Don't expect 

your "old" friend to emerge again after 

the socially allowed 2 weeks of grief. It's 

very rarely going to happen that way. A 

loss that is not within the "normal" course 

of life will change you forever. I will grieve 

for a lifetime. There is no “moving on” or 

“getting over it”. There is no fix. It is not one finite event. It’s the continuous loss that unfolds 



minute by minute over the course of a lifetime – it's every missed moment, every should have, 

could have, would have been. 

 

Anniversaries: Know that there are at least 2 days a year we need a time out – your loved 

ones birthday and the day they died. And the days leading up to these 2 days can often feel 

like impending doom, like it’s impossible to breath. Sometimes worse than the actual day 

itself. Be particularly gentle around these times. Put these days in your diary so that you won’t 

forget them in the years to come. Don’t take offence if your friend is very abrupt, 

uninterested, maybe even actually a bit of a bitch, remember to try and cut them some slack.  

 

Social situations that you can't control or 

predict can often be extremely challenging. 

You don't know if people know, how they will 

react, how you should react. It's easier if you 

have "your team" of people around you who 

can shield and protect you but sometimes 

that isn't the case. Be sensitive to this when 

including somebody who has experienced a 

loss into a group event of any sort. Perhaps give the other people who might not know what 

happened a heads up so that difficult questions can be avoided. And understand that there 

may be many invitations that they may turn down, pull out of at the last minute, or leave early 

from. Be patient, kind and understanding. 

 

And ensure that you are consistent in your support. And I know that this can be really hard. 

Because while for those who are not directly impacted, you grieve and then get on with your 

life. You don't mean to forget, but you do. Be there, not just when it happens, not in the weeks 

after, but in the months and years to follow. The grief gets worse in the months after the 

event, once the shock has worn off and the terrible reality starts to set in. Once everybody 

moves on and you are still stuck in your dark, deep hole. That's when a grieving person really 

needs you. And I know that we are not always the easiest people to be friends with. In fact 

we can be pretty difficult sometimes, but please try and continue with your support even 

when we can’t find the words at the time to thank you. It means so so much.  



 Depression: Most people who experience grief 

will probably feel some sort of depression and/or 

anxiety. For some people this may be relatively 

short lived and for others this may be very 

protracted. Understand that in this time, this 

depression can really fundamentally change your 

brain. You will not retain anything, you will have pretty much zero recall, and unless things 

are written down they absolutely won't happen! You will feel like you are standing above 

yourself, looking down on your life, existing but not partaking in any way. You will feel like 

you are going crazy, and sometimes, maybe you are, but for most this cognitive gap will get 

better. But it's real, very very real. If it's you, try and be patient with yourself, and if you are 

watching somebody experience this, have zero expectation of them. Remember this quote. 

 

I found it very difficult to be told that my child is in a "better place". Because while we know 

you mean it in the best way possible, no mother will ever believe that any place other than 

right there in her arms could possibly be better. Also, never say “everything happens for a 

reason” as this quote shows you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



So I have spoken a lot about what others should learn and be aware of and how you can help 

those that are grieving, but I have also done so much self-reflection in this journey, and 

realised things about myself which I want to share. Things that have been really hard to 

experience and accept but which have shaped me as a person. 

 

Things I have learnt about grief: 

 You don’t grieve in a straight line. 

Grief has its own timeline and 

rhythm. We all know about the 5 

stages of grief – denial, anger, 

bargaining, depression, acceptance - 

and while everybody feels most of 

the stages over time, it doesn’t move 

in a nice measured, linear fashion (this doesn’t go down well with control freak, goal oriented 

me where I like to be able to tick things off a list), we can get stuck on certain stages for long 

periods of time, and we may go back to certain stages at times. And that is okay. As long as 

you are doing the work, and allowing yourself to feel, not shutting down, you will reach some 

form of acceptance (or so I have been told!). I can’t stress enough how important it is to allow 

yourself to grieve and feel and not to put it in a box, as can be so tempting and which I did 

with my mom’s death for a long time.  

 You never go back to who you were before 

– people speak about bouncing back, but 

that doesn’t happen, not in my experience. 

Because bouncing back implies that you go 

back to how you were before.  

I have found this loss of who I was before 

very hard, I have mourned for this too, not 

just the loss of my children. I have mourned 

the simplicity of how life used to be. Getting to grips with letting go of that notion of what life 

should be is tough. You are forever changed. And this isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but you 



have to accept this and not fight against it. Then once you have done this it’s about moving 

from just surviving every day to trying to thrive again. I know that I am not there yet, but I am 

making steps in the right direction.  

 The benefits of therapy. For some reason there is still 

a massive stigma around therapy and there is the belief 

that people need to be suffering a debilitating mental 

illness or going through an interpersonal issue before 

getting this sort of help. I think this was the reason that 

I pushed against therapy so much when I was younger, 

because I didn’t want someone to think that there was 

something “wrong” with me, that I wasn’t “normal”.  In 

almost every other aspect of our lives, we embrace 

upskilling ourselves, learning more, to make us better at the things we do. We do additional 

courses, read extensively, and are generally proactive about learning how to do new things 

and getting help. There are very few areas where we are just expected to know how to do 

something. Want to learn to speak French? Go on a course. Want to learn to surf? Get a few 

lessons. And yet for some reason, when it comes to ourselves and our emotional needs and 

feelings we tend to be incredibly slow and reticent about equipping ourselves at doing a 

better job at coping with our emotions. If we have a cough or flu or aren’t well physically we 

go to a doctor, seek some help and get better. Why should battling emotionally be any 

different?  

A psychologist is objective and can be honest with you without being scared of offending you. 

We all have people in our lives we can rely on and talk to, and this is amazing, but a 

psychologist forms a very different role. They help you to process things that would otherwise 

often be too difficult to think about. Not only do you talk through issues but you develop 

invaluable skills to help you deal with things in your life going forward. One of the most 

powerful tools that I found to help me deal with my grief has been the relationship that I have 

built with my psychologist.  When I first started seeing her, we really just focused on the 

practical aspects of getting me through each hour and day without feeling like I was going to 

implode. As time passed and I started to find some strength to cope with everyday life, with 



her help I was able to work on processing the bigger things that I had to think about - what to 

do with Bella and Thomas ashes, Bella’s belongings and bedroom, my husband and I grieving 

differently, how to help our grieving child. I would not be in the place where I am today had I 

not chosen to make this investment in myself and I encourage each of you to make this 

commitment to yourself.  

Resilience – it’s a subject I have spent so 

much time thinking about and reading 

about.  

Resilience is the multi-faceted ability to 

process, adapt to and overcome 

adversity, challenge and change. It 

enhances our potential to grow in 

significant ways, to build a life that is not 

just about surviving, but thriving. What 

makes some people more resilient than 

others? Is it life experience that shapes resilience? Or is it your approach to life that drives 

resilience? We all learn something about ourselves in difficult times. Through these times, 

certain people manage to maintain their emotional balance. Instead of slipping into despair, 

they remain optimistic and focused enough to generally keep going with their lives. One thing 

I know for sure is that DSG has an amazing ability to raise resilient young woman! DSG girls 

bounce!  

What interests me about resilience is, is it something that develops because of challenges or 

is it something that already pre-exists as a personality trait? Sheryl Sandberg, the COO of 

Facebook, wrote a book called Option B and she talks about resilience being like a muscle – 

we all have it but it needs to be exercised to be developed and built. I recently did a resilience 

retreat. It was one of the most difficult but rewarding things I have ever done. I won’t lie, 

before going I thought I was pretty sorted when it came to resilience. As one of the initial 

exercises we did, we had to answer 40 questions around resilience and then you got a score 

depending on your answers. I was sure that I would get full marks for this! And when it turned 

out I didn’t I immediately started looking for where I could have answered differently to 



improve my score and be the best at being resilient (competitive much?!). Ridiculous I know!! 

But the area that it highlighted that I needed to work on was allowing myself to be vulnerable. 

And particularly for me the inability to reach out and ask for help.  

 

And so this brings me to one of the biggest things I have learnt in the last 3 years and one I 

still really battle with. My ability to be vulnerable. And I think its something which has been 

entrenched in me from very little. That I can cope with everything on my own, and that I don’t 

need to look outside of my very small family circle for help. But this isn’t health or right. What 

vulnerability looks like is different for everybody. For some it is saying “I love you” for the first 

time. For others its initiating intimate contact or speaking about how much they miss their 

mom or dad. For me it’s asking for help and acknowledging that I can’t do it all myself. Brene 

Brown puts it perfectly. 

 “Daring greatly means the courage to be vulnerable. 

It means to show up and be seen. To ask for what you 

need. To talk about how you are feeling. To have the 

hard conversations”. Vulnerability is not weakness, it 

is courage. To allow ourselves to be honest and 

exposed. As a result of courage we are willing to let 

go of who we thought we might be in order to be who we really are. Again from Brene Brown, 

“The difficult thing  is that vulnerability is the first thing I look for in you and the last thing I’m 

willing to show you. In you, its courage and 

daring. In me, its weakness”. Just think 

about that. For me personally, one of the 

best things a friend can do is ask me to help 

them do something – cook them a meal, 

look after their kids, do a grocery shop, I 

am sure a lot of us here feel that way, and 

yet, for me, asking for help is almost impossible unless I am paying someone to do it for me! 

And so this is something I am needing to work on. Its also not thinking that people should just 

know what to do and how to help you (they don’t even though they want to), its learning to 

communicate what you need and how you need it. It will make you vulnerable, but should 

hopefully reap huge rewards and develop more real relationships.  



I realised at this resilience retreat that my circle of support had become smaller and smaller 

out of my own doing. I had pushed people away because to continue to share my life and 

story and be vulnerable became more and more difficult, especially as each tragedy and 

hurdle emerged “Oh my word, its those bloody Blanckenbergs again!”. It was also that as we 

had continued to face challenge after challenge, people stopped sharing their lives with us 

because their problems didn’t seem “big enough” (a common response but couldn’t be 

further from the truth). And this became a vicious cycle. As we showed less vulnerability and 

shared less, people shared less with us, we then felt even more ostracised and alone, shared 

even less and so it went on.  Vulnerability involves listening, validating, and sharing common 

experiences. When we are in the depths of grief, to have someone open themselves up to the 

pain of our emotional experience, hold that space with us in a non-judgemental way, and 

capture the very essence of those feelings by sharing their own stories of grief and 

vulnerability, is essential. It’s the ability to be able to share common experiences and not feel 

alone in this journey, the loneliest thing I have ever had to do, that ultimately aids your ability 

to heal in such a big way. 

To cry – I hate crying and I find it really 

hard to do. But I also know how 

important it is to this healing journey I am 

on and is part of me exploring my 

vulnerability. You never get over your 

grief, you carry it around with you always 

– you will always be recovering, rather 

than being recovered. Grief is 

complicated. It is ever-present, though 

its shape may change form.  As Kubler-Ross states “…you will not ‘get over’ the loss of a loved 

one; you will learn to live with it. You will heal and you will rebuild yourself around the loss 

you have suffered. You will be whole again, but you will never be the same.’ On some days 

you will be feeling okay, like you might be starting to deal with this a little. That the happiness 

to devastation ratio isn’t always at 0:100 anymore. And then something happens – a 

photograph, memory, significant date, insensitive person - that takes you back to that dark 

dark place. But what does become easier, is that you don’t stay down there for as long as 



before. Your ability to duck under the wave instead of being dunked by it, does become a 

little better. 

 Having an attitude of gratitude. Often, when you 

are thrown into grief it feels like it impacts on 

every single part of your life and that your entire 

life is awful and that nothing will ever go right. 

Sheryl Sandberg talks about it as the 3P’s. 

Personalization is the lesson that not everything 

that happens to us happens because of us. 

Pervasiveness is the belief that an event will affect 

all areas of your life. The lesson is that there are 

other things in life that are not awful, and these 

are the things you need to hold on to. Permanence 

is the belief that the sorrow will last forever. But it isn't true as hard as that can seem at the 

beginning. Accept your feelings, but know they won't last forever (or at least their depth 

wont).  

I have tried to steer clear from these 3 Ps as much as possible and to remember to count my 

blessings every day – Murray, James and our marriage, our home, my work, family and friends 

to mention just a few - and not to allow the tragedy in my life to dwarf everything else. One 

of the things that has proven to help resilience is taking time to count one’s blessings, rather 

than dwelling on what you have lost or what you don’t have. So, I have a gratitude journal 

where I take 5 minutes at the end of every day to count the things I am grateful for that day 

and to write them down. I also listen to a TED Talk or Podcast every single day where others 

share their stories and where I learn something new, and often realise how extremely lucky I 

really am.   



Another biggie for me, and something which I am 

only really getting to grips with now. The fact that I 

can’t control everything and that I need to learn 

that some things will be what they will despite every 

effort to the contrary. And I expect that this will be 

a challenge for a lot of you. DSG girls are generally 

moulded as type A personalities who like to be in 

control of everything. And there is nothing wrong 

with this, but it is also understanding that even this 

has its limitations. 

When I was growing up I was taught that if I tried hard enough, worked hard enough, that 

nothing was out of my control and I could achieve anything I wanted. All nice in theory and 

very inspirational, but unfortunately in practice it isn’t always realistic or possible. James says 

that I am the most stubborn and pig-headed person he has ever met. I prefer to think of it as 

being determined and focused, but I have learnt that even this doesn’t always work! Through 

our challenges the last 3 years and my single-minded determination to have another child, 

our fight with infertility which very nearly cost me my life last year (that chapter is for another 

speech), I have learnt that sometimes, it doesn’t matter how hard you try and how much you 

push something, some things really are unattainable. The only thing certain is change. We 

need to learn to let go of the dreams of what we thought life should look like and embrace 

what life is instead. Because the one thing you do have control over is the choice you make 

to how you live your life. You have a choice to thrive rather than just survive, to make this a 

wonderful life and to live it to the full, if for no other reason than to honour those who didn’t 

get this opportunity. Bad things happen to everybody. It’s what you decide to do in the 

aftermath that really reveals who you are – to yourself and to others.  

 

So, in conclusion I would like to leave you with a few things:  

To the person comforting a grieving friend: It is ok if you don’t know what to say. You don’t 

have to try and “fix” them. Although your words can’t make their heartache better, your 

presence and stillness can help ease their loneliness.  Just show up. Listen a lot and say little. 

Understand that your loved one will be forever changed. Nurture them, love them, feed them, 



envelop them in kindness and patience. Remember that for them every day is a struggle and 

the best thing you can do is to be there. 

 

To the person grieving: You won’t think it possible now but you will get through this. 

Somehow you will have the strength to crawl along this dark tunnel, which seems to never 

end. There will always be a darkness inside you and around you, but as time goes on you will 

start to see and experience a little more light. You will be a different person, forever changed 

by this event. You will never “get over this” but you will learn to live with it. People will tell 

you that it will get easier. It doesn’t really. But its gets different, softer perhaps. You will learn 

to find some kind of acceptance. The nightmare that you feel you are living becomes less vivid. 

And while it’s always there, a lifelong sentence, you won’t remain doubled over in pain 

forever. 

 

And so, when you're face-to-face with an undeniable sorrow that you can neither alter nor 

reverse, you're given a unique opportunity to learn what many are (fortunately) spared. You 

learn about yourself, the people around you, the potential of the future, and your undeniable 

strength; all beneficial as you move forward with your life, an altered life, but life nonetheless. 

Grief gives you a resilience you didn't know you had. I think more often than not people are 

surprised by their own resilience, what they can withstand, the fact that life actually can carry 

on and you can find joy again. This feeling can often make you feel guilty as well. That if you 

enjoy yourself, sing along to a song in the car, enjoy dinner out, just feel lighter, that you are 

forgetting your loved one, that you are moving on. And one needs to keep on reminding 

yourself that this is not the case at all. That being able to live again, in an altered reality, 

doesn't mean that you have forgotten the person, or love them any less. It just means that 

you know that life is worth living, that the person who has left our earth wouldn't want you 

not to carry on. That they would want you to live your best life, if for no other reason than in 

honour of them and the life they didn't get to live. 

 

 

 


