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​Dear Reader

[image: ]


You’ve experienced a loss. Maybe more than one. Maybe this is your first or your only. It doesn’t matter. I’m here to tell you that your grief and your way of dealing with it is exactly right. Because you’re doing it. And as long as you wake up every day, you’re doing grief right. 

As much as you’re doing it right for you, you’re going to come across stories, maybe even mine, of people who have experienced the same thing as you and their grief looks different to yours. You’re going to come across stories that seem way worse than yours and those people seem to have it all together and have this whole grief thing handled. And you’ll come across stories of people whose experience seems way easier than yours and yet their grief looks way worse than yours. 

And that’s what I’m here to say. Grief is yours. How you handle it is only about you. There is absolutely zero point in comparing your grief to anyone else’s. You don’t know their stories. You don’t know what’s going on in their heads or lives that makes them react the way they do. And they don’t know the same about you. Grief comparison is fruitless and soul destroying for nothing. 

Trust me, I know. I spent years in therapy fighting with my therapist that I was doing grief wrong. That I wasn’t crying enough, or crying too much. That I wasn’t allowed to feel as bad as I did because I made a choice. That I wasn’t pulling myself together enough to warrant sympathy. 

So if the only thing you get from this book is that grief is yours and you’re doing it right, I’ll feel that I’ve made a difference. 

People have and will experience what you’ve been through. 

Each individual will experience it differently. Their grief will look different. 

There are people who appear to have it easier than you and it affects them deeply. 

There are people who appear to have experiences harder than yours that don’t appear to be very affected. 

There will be people who completely suppress or ignore what happened to them. 

There will be people who change their whole lives because of their loss. 

There will be people who go to work right through and those that take months of leave. 

There will be people whose relationships collapse because of the loss. And those whose relationships strengthen. 

It will feel that they’re experiencing more or better grief than you and you’ll be confused. This is normal. But it’s your story that counts, not theirs. Well to them it does. But to you - as Elsa says “Let it go!”

I need to share my story with the world because “these stories don’t mean anything if you’ve got no-one to tell them to”. So here are my stories, curated, edited and in book form so that you can find the words to tell your stories. You can find the beauty in them and the way they fit together to make you wonderfully, uniquely, crazily you!

People often use words about me that I don’t understand. Words like “brave”. I’m brave to tell my story, I’m brave to have rainbow hair, I’m brave to question authority figures, I’m brave to travel the world alone, I’m brave to stand up to others. But here’s the thing - I don’t feel that I’m brave. I feel that I’m compelled to do these things. If I don’t do them, then I’ll always be scared. If I don’t feel the fear and do it anyway, then I feel that I will literally collapse into a puddle and never do anything again. Sometimes I believe people when they say the things I do are a bit crazy. I feel that I may actually be crazier than most people think that I am. I feel that being brave is one of the stupidest things I could do, and yet here I am - writing a book about the stories in my life that have made me the person I am and how telling those stories, and reliving the stories and bringing these stories to light is really crazy, and could do so much damage, but I’m feeling the fear and doing it anyway because otherwise the absolute terror I feel deep down would completely consume me. 

​Love and Support
Bianca Johnson

​Additional Resources

A growing library of resources mentioned in the book can be found on the dedicated page on my website for the book: alloftheselines.com

––––––––
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​Disclaimer

This book is a personal memoir of my experiences with pregnancy, loss, and grief. It is intended to offer companionship, support, and hope to others who have been through similar journeys. The stories, advice, and coping strategies shared here are based solely on my own life and healing process.

This book is not a substitute for professional medical, psychological, or mental health care. I am not a medical doctor, therapist, or licensed professional. The medical information, diagnoses, and treatments mentioned in this book are specific to my situation and should not be taken as professional advice.

Always consult with a qualified healthcare provider for any questions or concerns you may have regarding a medical or mental health condition. Never disregard professional medical advice or delay seeking it because of something you have read in this book.

Your health and well-being are paramount. Please take care of yourself and seek professional help should you ever need it.
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​Prologue
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(1984) Here is a seven year old little girl playing with dolls. Dressing them, bathing them, feeding them, changing them, laying them out on the bed next to her before bed, so that she can sleep cuddling all of them. The only thing this little girl is sure of is that one day she’s going to be a mother. Her own mother has just given birth to her baby sister, and she can’t imagine anything better for her life. 

(1991) Seven years later and she’s a teenager - 14 years old. At boarding school for high school and needing to make decisions about what subjects to take in the last three years of school, to prepare for university. Everyone keeps asking what she wants to do when she grows up, and what she wants to be. Still the only thing she’s sure of is that she wants to be a mother. She wants to be married and have 2 children before she’s 30 and she’ll maybe have a few more children - five or six doesn’t seem that hard. Both her parents are one of 5 children, and so she’s grown up with a lot of cousins around her. She’s only one of two, so she knows her kids won’t have as many cousins, but if she has a lot of kids, they’ll all be there for each other. 

(1998) Seven years later still, at 21 she’s about to finish her Bachelor of Arts degree and is planning to travel and work overseas while she decides what she wants to be when she grows up. She’s enjoyed university, even if the degree she holds isn’t worth much. She’s lived and loved. She’s explored herself and discovered countless things. She still wants to be a mom - get married and have two kids before she’s 30. 

(2005) Seven years on and, at 28, she’s nearing her deadline. Her life has been full of adventures. She’s lived and worked on five continents. She’s explored her passions and desires along with the world, and has discovered all sorts of interesting things about herself, her desires and dreams for her life. She terminated her first pregnancy because the timing just wasn’t right, and now she’s almost 30 and has no clear pathway to her childhood dream. 

(2012) Seven years on and, at 35, she’s found the love of her life. They get married after 3 years of dating on 4/8/12 (4 August 2012) and start on the journey to creating their own family. She experienced her first miscarriage in October 2012. Assuming it’s just a fluke, and her GP blaming her “geriatric” status (yes over 35 you’re considered a geriatric mother!), they continue to pursue parenthood. 

(2019) Another seven years on and, at 42, she has given birth to two rainbow babies (babies born after a loss), along with another 4 pregnancies that ended in loss. Three miscarriages, a missed miscarriage and a termination for medical reasons. Her complicated fertility journey is at its end when her husband gets a vasectomy to stop the chances of another pregnancy and all the trauma they’ve been through. 

(2025) Not quite 7 years later, she is writing a book to share her story, and give you hope that there is a light at the end of the tunnel for any woman experiencing pregnancy loss. This book is her way of giving back to the community that supported her through her losses, of sharing the tools she’s picked up along the way, and of providing a way for future loss moms to feel just that little bit less alone!
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​Chapter 1 - One in Four, One in Eight, One in a Million - When you’re the One.

[image: ]


My first and last pregnancies were big exclamation marks on my fertility journey. They both ended in me choosing to terminate my pregnancies. Each for very different reasons. The pregnancies themselves happened almost 20 years apart. The first one I kept hush-hush, until a few years ago. At the time only a handful of people knew about it. My last pregnancy everyone in my circles knew about it through blow-by-blow updates posted on social media. Everything had changed for me, and I had learned to ask for and receive support. 

I felt like two different people apart as well. I was a different person in March 2019 when I terminated my pregnancy for medical reasons, compared to the young, care-free me in June 2000. Not only had I had 6 other pregnancies between them, but I’d grown, birthed and raised two humans. I’d loved and lost friends, romantic relationships and my sense of self. 

Emerging out of the fog of grief after my final pregnancy, (And it was my final pregnancy! We made sure of it.) I realised how much of myself I’d lost over the multiple losses I’ve experienced. The loss of self esteem. The loss of hopes and dreams. The loss of relationships. The loss of confidence. The loss of babies, and with them my belief in my own body. 

​You are Worthy

Statistically one in every four known pregnancies is likely to end in miscarriage, according to various studies, including the March of Dimes. The World Health Organisation says that around 29% of all pregnancies worldwide will be terminated. The National Health Institute UK estimates that one in eight women globally who give birth will experience postnatal depression or anxiety of some kind within a year of giving birth.

It doesn’t matter that I’m one in four, one in eight or even one in a million. I’ve been The One. And that sucks. My difficult fertility journey left me questioning my worth in every single aspect of my life. It still rears its head every now and then. 


–   Am I worthy of my children?

–   Do I deserve to feel happy again?

–   If I laugh, am I trivialising the heavy sadness?

–   Am I worthy of doing the work I love?

–  Am I worthy of love?

–  Am I worthy of the relationship I’m in?

–  Am I worthy at all?


In doing the work to heal myself through these incidences of trauma I have learned that I am indeed worthy. I deserve to follow my dreams. I am entitled to love, joy and pleasure, even whilst feeling the sadness and loss. We are complex organisms — we can hold both sides of the dichotomy simultaneously. Just like we can hold grief in our hearts and smile on the outside. 

​The alleged stages of grief. 

If you’ve spent any time researching grief, you’ve probably heard about the stages of grief. Depending on which theory you’re listening to there are anything from three to twenty stages. Most theories include - anger, denial, sadness and suggest that once you’ve been through the stages you’re done. Except it’s never really like that for anyone I know. There may be various emotions in your grief journey but it’s always going to be there. Grief doesn’t just resolve. 

This has been one of the most comforting images to do with grief that I’ve seen in all these years of journeying: 
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The Kübler-Ross model of five, later seven, stages of grief model is the one that most of the models about distinct stages of grief are based on. It was the first model to suggest that there is a linear progression through the stages. Those stages are as follows: 

Shock, denial, anger, bargaining, depression, testing, and acceptance.

Humans are not very good at fitting into models though. Although her work has been described as the stages of grief, it was from a study done on people who were dying from terminal illnesses, and so was more a model for dealing with the anticipatory grief of dying when you knew it was coming. However this is the most common theory around grief that is widely used, and so it’s often something that is used to suggest that grievers should be in the acceptance phase by a certain time frame. It’s this flawed model that society loves to use to dictate where we should be in our grieving journey and that we should get over it at some point. 

The thing with grief though, is that it is neither linear nor cyclical. It is its own special thing. 

Grief is unique to each person. What’s more important is that grief shows up in our lives at different times. Not always when we expect it to, and often in ways we least expect.

Another grief model suggests we look at grief as a ball in a box with a button on one side. The box is life and the ball is our experience of grief. The button is pain or triggers. There are two kinds of explanations to this model. The first is that the ball (grief) stays the same size, but the movement of it changes in relation to how intensely you are experiencing emotions. The other is that the grief starts out large - so that however you move around in life, it hits the pain button - but over time the grief diminishes in size and hits the button less frequently. I prefer the idea that when the grief is the focus of your life, it has a lot of energy. It bounces around the box of life at a frenetic pace, and hits the pain button quite often. Because the bouncing in the box is erratic and random, there can be many hits in a row, or there could be times, even in the height of the grief experience, where it’s calmer and less of a focus. As we grow to carry our grief, the frenetic energy with which the grief bounces around the box of life reduces and it starts to bounce more quietly and less often. It’s still going to bounce into the button once in a while, but it’s not going to happen as often. 
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I will say that as you get further in your journey, when it does suddenly hit into the button out of the blue, it can take you by surprise. It still does that to me now. 

Lois Tonkin suggested an alternate way of thinking about grief in 1996. Rather than grief diminishing in size, our lives grow around the grief. I really like this idea. If you consider the fact that our grief itself doesn’t change size, but rather our ability to be able to handle more life around the grief happens as we grow and learn ways to live life around our grief. 

[image: ]

This model appeals to me more than some of the others because it assumes that grief stays with you forever. There is no longer an expectation that grief should largely go away. With this explanation the heavy, deeply grief-filled days are explained, and the richness and depth that the grief experience brings to our lives. There is no suggestion in this model that I should forget about my babies and be over my grief. 

One aspect of all these models of grief though is that it’s not really clear what happens when you go through multiple grief inducing situations - is your ball getting bigger? Are there now multiple balls? Are there more buttons in your box, but the grief ball is the same? As my life has grown, has the ball gotten bigger now too?

It’s for this reason that I’ve always appreciated the scribble diagram of what the stages of grief really look like, there will be triggering moments that take you back to anger, or bargaining, or depression. There will be moments where you go from shock to acceptance faster than anyone expects you to, and you skip some of the other stages, and there will be times where you’ll jump between denial and depression and back and forth. 

These models all have aspects that help me understand the cyclical nature of grief better, and I am grateful for them in helping me see my grief in new ways. I hope that these models can do the same for you. 

In this book I will share with you the tools and techniques that I have used to grow around my grief, help me find myself again and to heal my broken heart. I’ll offer a variety of options - take what resonates with you, and skip the bits that don’t. I won’t know. This is your journey and I am here to provide guidance and support, but sadly I can’t take the journey for you. 

​Journaling

Journaling has been an incredibly healing part of my journey and recovery. It’s probably the only reason this book even exists. Sharing your story, if that’s ultimately what you want to do, takes courage. Journaling helped me to tap into my courage. 

You may need more than journaling to start rebuilding your story, and I highly recommend finding a therapist, coach or mentor (or all three) to work through everything with. I still have a need for therapy more than five years after my last loss. There is so much healing in taking care of yourself this way. 

In each chapter I will provide prompts for journaling. Take what feels right for you. You are not required to do any of it, and you are more than welcome to find your own ways of processing your story. I just hope that my prompts will help you think through some of the aspects of your story that you maybe haven’t considered before. 

​Exercise - Prepare for your journaling practice.

Gather some of the supplies that you will need for journaling or telling your story. This may not even always be written. And definitely doesn’t have to be pen on paper. 

Here are some options to spark some ideas: 

1. Create a space that will be your journaling place. 


–  It may be at your desk, at a table, in a comfy chair. Find something special that you can use to signify that this is your journaling time - a candle, a special mug, a flower in a vase - anything that helps you set the scene for your journaling time.


2. Pen and paper journaling


–  Get a new journal, blank book or pile of paper that you will dedicate to this process. Decide what feels most like you. 

–  Gather or purchase some new pens, coloured pens or pencils and set them up together in your space for journaling. 

–  Gather your items together in a bag, container, basket etc that can hold all your journaling items together. 


3. Digital journaling


–  Research and download an app that you can journal in (I use https://diarly.app/, but a Google Doc is sufficient, or any other journaling app). 

–  Set up prompts or create a new document for this purpose. Spend a bit of time making it your own. 


4. Schedule Time or set a Reminder


–  Schedule time in your calendar to spend some time journaling. When you set the time up, you’re more likely to keep the appointment with yourself. 

–  Set a reminder - either in the reminder app on your device, in your calendar or from your journaling app. Honestly the more reminders in the beginning the better. 

–  Work it into your daily routine. For me, I chose to journal every night before I went to bed. It cleared my head and actually helped me sleep better. Maybe for you it’s first thing in the morning, or over lunch, in the afternoon sun, or what ever time you can have a few minutes for yourself. Either way, work journaling into your daily routine. Even a few minutes of daily journaling can make a huge difference. 


Journaling is a way for you to build up your own courage, as you start to piece together your own story. 

​Music is Medicine

My life has a soundtrack. I have songs that when I hear them I feel all the emotions of why they’re significant. Here are some of those special songs for me. 


–  Away in a Manger was my lullaby as a baby. It was also the first “grown up” song I learned all the verses to at the tender age of about 6 or 7.

–  Girls Just Wanna Have Fun by Cindy Lauper, Perfect by Fairground Attraction and I think We’re Alone Now by Tiffany were on the only cassette album we had available on a Girl Guide trip to Kruger National Park when I was 11. I remember all the words of all the songs on that tape, and the order that they played in. When I hear one of those songs, and the wrong song plays next, I’m ever so slightly disappointed. 

–  Any of the well known songs from Grey’s Anatomy have always been my go to for sad music. The show was my catharsis when I just needed something to let the tears out. The title of this book comes from one of the most significant episodes for me ever. 


My midlife coach, Sonja McKaiser, says that music is medicine and she’s so right. It’s always been my medicine, even when I didn’t realise it. I can use it to help me cry, I can use it to express my rage and I can use it to find comfort. 

This book will have a soundtrack that you can download from the website page for the book. I’ll mention songs in each chapter and let you know why they’re significant for me. If they resonate with you, add them to your playlists. Use them to tap into your own memories and feelings around songs and create your own prescription. Music is medicine after all.

This chapter is all about courage — mine and yours. My song for courage is Try Everything by Shakira, from the movie Zootopia/Zootropolis.

The part that resonates for me is the chorus:


“I won't give up, no, I won't give in, 

’Til I reach the end, and then I'll start again. 

No, I won't leave, I wanna try everything, 

I wanna try even though I could fail.”


​Final Words

So here are my stories, shared with the tools that have served me and the music from my soundtrack to life. 

I am a creative integrator who is a technical ninja, but is so scared to show people who she really is, because the stories of her life have left her hanging onto the recognition of others for her self worth. So I’m writing a book. To get recognition. To feel the fear and do it anyway. To get the words out and maybe discover that being who I truly am is not as bad as I fear. 
And this book is for you! 
This book is my outlet as well. To process my grief in a way that works for me, to share my story and help women realise that they’re not alone, that their grief is not strange, that they do not need to keep with someone else’s idea of what grief looks like and to know that doing grief the way you do it is perfect.

It’s the book I wish I could have read at the beginning of my journey. It’s here to help guide you through the experiences and emotions that you’re likely to feel on this journey. Most of all it’s here to help you not feel alone. To know that whether you’re one in four, one in eight or one in a million, you are never alone, even when you’ve been the one.
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​Chapter 2 - Blame it on my Youth
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I’d like to tell you a story about Pre-loss Bianca. That Bianca was loud, friendly, relaxed and felt pulled together most of the time. She lived a nomadic life from early on, and that coloured how she saw the world. She loved to read and particularly enjoyed reading biographies. It’s often hard to keep track of the when, where and who in these sorts of books, so here is the quick and dirty history of Bianca. 

​In the Beginning

My formative years were rather nomadic. I was born in Pretoria, the first child to my parents. We lived in Grahamstown for a few years while my dad was studying. When I was about 4 years old we moved to Pinetown as my dad started his career as a Methodist Minister. My sister, Camilla was born there, just before I turned six, half way through Grade 1. My memories of her early years are of her being sick. I brought home chickenpox, whooping cough and various other viruses from school, all within her first 18 months. 

When I was seven we moved to Johannesburg for my dad’s work. I called the Southern suburbs of Johannesburg home until I finished school.

My parents have always said I was a born performer. I started ballet classes at the age of three, and in primary school, I expanded my repertoire by delving into modern dance, piano lessons, drama, and poetry. Additionally, I actively participated in various Eisteddfod events during senior primary, showcasing my talents in dance, music, choir, and drama through both group and solo performances. My passion for the performing arts was at its height during primary school in Johannesburg.

My mother and I had had a strained relationship for most of my childhood, so I was determined to attend boarding school for high school to put some distance between us. A school that didn’t require sport prowess for leadership roles was a deciding factor for choosing my high school. My mother had been Head Girl, and was a competitive athlete at school. Two things I knew she expected from my sister and I, but I was less than interested in any sort of sport. So when needing to choose a high school in Grade 7, I decided on Johannesburg School of Art, Ballet, Drama and Music (ABDM) which went on to be renamed, in 1993, The National School of the Arts (NSA/NSK), with a focus on Drama. 

Pretty soon after arriving at the school, I realised that I was now in a class full of excellent performers. I was no longer top of the class, and I gradually developed a love and passion for the backstage work. This was my way to find my niche in a class of exceptional actors. I was actively involved in building sets, creating lighting designs, learning sound board techniques and managing the actors and other people back stage. I was the first student stage manager of a main school production. The school even created a colours award for me — Stagecraft — as I didn’t meet the requirements for colours in Drama. 

At the end of my Grade 11 year, our family moved to a small farming town in the Drakensberg (the biggest mountain range in South Africa). Since I was already in boarding school, I stayed on at NSA for my final year of school. 

I hadn’t had a large social circle that saw me for who I was growing up. I had a lot of people I was surrounded by. A village really, in the olden times sense if it — people with similar beliefs and values as my parents, built up (mainly around the church) to help raise kids in those similar beliefs and values. I’m not saying there was anything inherently wrong with the beliefs or values, just that as I’ve grown up I’ve realised that they really weren’t the beliefs and values that resonated with me. 

But the church-provided village meant that I had a large circle of acquaintances, but because we moved so often, I didn’t really have any peers who I’d known my whole life. None except for cousins. So although there was always a group of caring adults and a bunch of play mates around me, I didn’t have any really close or enduring friendships throughout school. 

This was the village that supported me through the last year of school before I was off to university. 

​A Whole New World

When I went away to the University of Natal — Pietermaritzburg Campus — it was the first time that my social circle and the people who I was surrounded by were my own choosing. They didn’t really know me as anyone other than who I was in front of them. This made a difference - I was no longer the minister’s daughter. I developed a group of close friends who were my inner circle for most of university. 

We all met on the first day of orientation. And we were all staying in the same girls residence (Res) that first year. We also had all signed up for Psychology 101, although we were all doing it with other majors. We always laughed because one of us was doing a BSC in Psychology and Botany. We joked that she was going to “talk to the plants and find out what was wrong”. 

Varsity was the first time that I felt I could be myself. There was no one judging me as the minister’s daughter, and I was finally able to really get into discussions around beliefs and values and figure out what it was I truly believed. Turns out, you don’t actually ever figure that out - it’s a constantly evolving system, but it was so liberating to be in a situation where I was encouraged to figure it out and think about it for myself. Although I believe in a Higher Power, I don’t feel that organised religion provides the kind of support and belief structure I
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