
		
			[image: Cover for This Is Body Grief: Making Peace with the Loss That Comes with Living in a Body, Author, Jayne Mattingly]
		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, This Is Body Grief: Making Peace with the Loss That Comes with Living in a Body, Author, Jayne Mattingly, Imprint, Penguin Life]
			

		

	
		
			
			Viking

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by Jayne Mattingly

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			A Penguin Life Book

			VIKING is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design: Nayon Cho

			Cover art: Overlapping Thoughts and Feelings, 2018 with cooler color palette, Colleen Heslin

			Designed by Meighan Cavanaugh, adapted for ebook by Estelle Malmed

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Mattingly, Jayne, author.

			Title: This is body grief : making peace with the loss that comes with

			living in a body / Jayne Mattingly.

			Description: [New York] : Penguin Life, [2025] | Includes index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2024032670 (print) | LCCN 2024032671 (ebook) |

			ISBN 9780593656792 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593656808 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Body image. | Mind and body. | Motor ability—Psychological aspects. | Eating disorders—Patients—Psychology. | Body size—Psychological aspects. | Grief.

			Classification: LCC BF697.5.B63 M387 2025 (print) | LCC BF697.5.B63 (ebook) | DDC 306.4/613—dc23/eng/20240822

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024032670

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024032671

			Ebook ISBN   9780593656808

			Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals involved.

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			pid_prh_7.1a_151444586_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				[image: ]
			

			Author’s Note

			Introduction

			1. Naming Your Body Grief

			2. The Role of Perceived Body Betrayal

			3. Dismissal: I Am Not Okay

			4. Shock: This Is Really Happening

			5. Apology: Sorry for Being Me

			6. Fault: Playing the Blame Game

			7. Fight: At War with What Is

			8. Hopelessness/Hope: There Is a Way Forward

			9. Body Trust: I Believe in Me

			Conclusion

			Acknowledgments

			Index

			About the Author

		

	_151444586_

	
		
			For Sean, my husband

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			As you read this book, you will find detailed stories of Body Grief as experienced by humans from all walks of life. Some of these individuals have chosen to share their names and identifying characteristics, and some have chosen to change their names while still bravely sharing their stories with the world. I hope you hold these stories as close to your heart as you would your own. I have also created some composite stories using examples from my client practice. In these stories, many details have been changed, and no identifying information has been used.

			You may see yourself, your friends, your family, your neighbor, your inner child, or your past self in these stories; I ask you to hold space for all these parts with kindness and compassion. Without storytelling, there is no healing. I am incredibly grateful to everybody who sat down with me and shared their hearts and their Body Grief with this community. Thank you; you are changing lives.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Tuck, tuck, tuck and hold. Tuck, tuck, tuck and hold. Pulse, two, three, four.

			There I was on a Saturday summer morning in barre class, the smell of coffee and dry shampoo in the air, pulsing and tucking my little ass and heart away.

			“Oh my god!” I yelped. Out of nowhere, I could barely move. It was as if someone had superglued my feet to the ground and filled my body to the brim with liquid cement. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, hoping it was just a wave of exhaustion. I just needed to push through it.

			“Come on, stop whining,” I told myself, glancing around at the other type-A white women in the studio. But then the pattern on my leggings started to blur and disappear, as if my eyes had also decided to take a time out. I waved awkwardly to the instructor by way of apology and snuck out of the studio.

			Later, I chalked the experience up to exhaustion and stress. At twenty-seven, I was graduating with my master’s in clinical mental health counseling while being a teaching assistant, nannying for two households, working at a therapist’s office, and starting my own business. I didn’t have time to question if I might be sick. Instead, I took this early departure from my workout as an excuse to get home and do some work. But as the weekend progressed, I wondered if I had pulled my neck muscles during my “piece of cake” barre class. I was in a significant amount of discomfort. Yet, as usual, I powered through.

			The following Tuesday at work, this coping strategy would fail spectacularly. The thing about your body is, when it’s trying to tell you something, it won’t stop sending you messages until they’re finally acknowledged. And unfortunately, the longer you ignore these messages, the louder and louder they often get.

			Sitting at my desk in the therapist’s office, I suddenly realized I couldn’t move my upper body. It was just like that book I’d read when I was young, about the girl who had polio and lived in an iron lung. I felt paralyzed. Then the pain came, pain like I had never experienced before. My eyes felt as if they were being pushed out of my head, my skull felt like it was about to explode, and my spine felt like it was made of lead. Every time I blinked, my sight got blurrier.

			When my boss came out of her appointment, we immediately locked eyes.

			“I’m not okay,” I admitted shakily. “I think something is seriously wrong with me.” In an instant, she grabbed her keys, took my hand, and locked the office doors.

			“We’re going to the ER,” she said sternly, leaving no room for argument.

			I had never been to the ER as an adult, yet this would be the first of many visits. Five similar episodes later, I would receive my first official diagnosis: pseudotumor cerebri, now called idiopathic intracranial hypertension (IIH).

			Intracranial hypertension is a rare neurological disorder that causes the cerebral fluid surrounding your spinal cord and brain to build up to a dangerous point. The high pressure this puts on the spine and brain can cause blurred vision, blindness, severe head pain, bruising to the brain and spinal cord, confusion, nausea and vomiting, sleep disturbances, dizziness, numbness and tingling in the hands and feet, disturbances in gait, and ringing in the ears—in other words, a litany of symptoms that matched what I was experiencing.

			The doctors explained that this would be a chronic issue that would need to be closely managed by the neurology and neurosurgery teams, and that I would need to be on medication and receive routine lumbar punctures simply to be able to function day-to-day. My diagnosis led to the first of many brain surgeries, and I became a frequent guest at the hospital.

			As my abilities dwindled and it became impossible to keep up with my packed, high-achieving schedule, I felt my self-worth begin to ebb away. I was confused and distraught. How could this be happening to me? I had my entire life ahead of me, and now I felt like I was preparing for a funeral every day. A passive sense of doom pervaded my existence. I was in mourning, but I didn’t know what for.

			The day I realized there was no going back to the way I used to be, I was lying on a musty, cold hospital bed, unable to function. I had gone in for an ultrasound of my inner thigh. Following my initial surgery, my thigh was swollen, hot, and causing me severe pain at the site where they had injected the catheter. The doctors were puzzled by my ongoing symptoms. As they scratched their heads, a dawning dread crept into my veins, and I felt a deep, pervasive current of sadness wash through me. A truth tugged at my heart: my situation was no longer temporary. I was devastated.

			In that moment, I was experiencing what I now know as Body Grief.

			What Is Body Grief?

			Body Grief is the sense of loss and mourning that comes with living in an ever-changing body. We’ve all experienced it. When our body changes in ways that seem beyond our control and therefore no longer feel like our own—this is Body Grief. When we realize our body will never get back to how it used to be or look, and the truth of this unravels our sense of identity—this is Body Grief. When we feel like our bodies have betrayed us in some way—this is Body Grief. When we move through the world feeling uncomfortable in our own skin, knowing we might be harmed simply because of what we look like or who we love—this is Body Grief. Given the systems of oppression that operate in our world, this means that Body Grief can be even more intense for people in non-white, non-cis bodies; the more our body deviates from what is considered “the norm,” the more pronounced the Body Grief. We will be talking about this in depth throughout this book.

			Body Grief is universal, but it is also incredibly personal—as are the experiences that can thrust us into Body Grief. You get sick and are no longer able to accomplish your to-do lists or work toward fulfilling your goals. You find yourself gaining or losing weight unexpectedly, and you worry you no longer fit into the impossible, socially imposed beauty standards that hold so much power over us. You might get into an accident and lose your mobility for a while, or even permanently. You may enter perimenopause much earlier than you “planned,” grieve a pregnancy that you weren’t quite ready for, or grapple with the lack of options as a larger-bodied person while out shopping with friends. Perhaps a cool new restaurant opens but isn’t accessible to your mobility needs, or your feelings are yet again intellectualized and diminished when you tried to open up about racial inequality in the workplace.

			All of these situations—and the losses associated with them—might trigger Body Grief. These losses may be related to control or autonomy over our body and its functions, or something about our body that once gave us some sense of worth. Our body now looks, feels, and works differently. This is not fair, we might think, and we feel let down, perhaps even grappling with the question of why me? Yet each of these experiences represents a loss, and with each loss comes Body Grief.

			Until now, we have had no language—and therefore no tools—for how to process the complex range of emotions that make up this experience. The reality is, our culture doesn’t believe in or support our process of grief. Grief is messy. It isn’t linear. It takes time—sometimes a lot of it. Many of us are taught that our value lies primarily in our ability to produce and be productive members of society. So our tendency is to shy away from any feelings of sadness, loss, and despair. Instead, we push through our pain. We muscle through. We feel we must be “brave” and “strong.”

			But grief does not go away simply because we don’t want to feel it. Instead, when left unacknowledged and unprocessed, it starts showing up in other ways—as reactivity and anger, unregulated emotions, isolation, eating disorders, addiction, and even trauma. It also further disconnects us from our bodies, escalating our grief and pain. The cycle goes on and on.

			Body Grief, as with all grief, is a layered and complex experience. In fact, it is trifold: we are asked to hold the sadness for our loss, find respect for our body and the functions it once had, and find gratitude for how it is right now. But when we try to “fix” our Body Grief, we set ourselves up to fail. Just eat. Love your body. You are beautiful at any size. Time heals all. As well-meaning as these aphorisms can be, they leave zero space for the multifaceted emotional experience of Body Grief, which must be felt, fully, in order to find our peace with the body we are in.

			Because the truth is, our body has not and will never be against us. Our bodies can always be trusted, and they are always on our side. What a relief to know this, right?

			But trust requires reciprocity. Body Trust is a two-way street: in order to trust our bodies, our body needs to trust us to take care of it, be kind to it, and nourish it in all ways. This is a crucial component in the journey toward Body Trust—which is a journey without end.

			Acknowledging and engaging with our Body Grief means connecting with all the parts of ourselves, including the ones we keep hidden, and committing to healing what hurts so we can confidently say yes to the possibility of comfort in our body. In your willingness to meet your body where it’s at time and again, you can begin to healthily grieve with your body and embrace kindness and compassion as a vital part of the process.

			Why Me?

			I wanted to write this book because I know firsthand what it means to experience Body Grief. A year or so after my intracranial hypertension diagnosis, I was also diagnosed with a genetic disorder called Ehlers-Danlos syndrome (EDS). The EDS, which I’d had since birth, was unlocked by IIH. Many people go decades without a diagnosis for EDS, which can display as being super bendy and having hypermobile joints—assets that often worked in my favor as a dancer! Now it was like the puzzle pieces all came together, though my EDS started causing me much more serious issues.

			As a newly disabled woman, I wasn’t prepared for just how different my life would be moving forward. In the years that followed my diagnosis, I would undergo nineteen surgeries and countless other invasive medical procedures, receive diagnosis after diagnosis, experience loss of mobility, loss of agency, and loss of hope. My life would change in ways I could never have imagined, and that I would never have chosen for myself. And all the while, the pain of Body Grief would continue to throb in my heart, as I was forced to slow down and face the truth: there is no cure for the loss that comes with living in a changing body.

			But I’d also experienced Body Grief long before my diagnoses. Having experienced early onset puberty at age nine, and grappling with the first symptoms of my as yet undiagnosed genetic disorder, I developed an eating disorder as a kid that would last until my early twenties. I can see now that restricting food, overexercising, and managing my bodily functions through laxative use were all ways I found to cope with my unnamed Body Grief around the loss of my innocence and control over my body. My body no longer felt safe.

			I have seen these same themes come up time and again in my work as an eating disorder recovery coach and disability advocate. Many of my clients feel as if they are losing or have lost a part of themselves and are therefore grieving—for the loss of what they looked like, what they were able to do, and who they were in the world. In other words, they were experiencing Body Grief. As their helping professional, my job is to guide them through this grief.

			As I began speaking about Body Grief in my practice, my clients, trainees, and supervisees started to use this language, too, and I slowly found myself developing a framework to help us all make sense of this journey. Over time, I realized the experience of Body Grief could be broken down into seven phases. Not everyone experiences them in a linear way. Sometimes the phases overlap, or we skip one altogether. But for most of us, the journey through Body Grief looks something like this:

			
					
					Dismissal: I’m fine. No, really.

				

					
					Shock: I can’t believe this is happening to me.

				

					
					Apology: I’m sorry my body is an inconvenience.

				

					
					Fault: Something must be to blame for what is happening to me.

				

					
					Fight: If I try hard enough, I can go back to the way things were.

				

					
					Hopelessness/Hope: Everything is lost…and the only way is forward.

				

					
					Body Trust: My body always has been and will always be on my side.

				

			

			The seven phases outlined here reflect the natural course our mind and body take when we experience Body Grief. In this book you will learn specific strategies for how to understand and work proactively with each phase as it arises.

			What You Can Expect

			In this book, my hope is that you will learn how to live alongside your Body Grief, accept it as part of you, and let go of your need to control your body and begin to be with what is. In these pages, I will first show you how to name your Body Grief for what it is, and to begin to dismantle the narrative that your body has somehow turned “against you,” what I call Perceived Body Betrayal. Then I will walk you through the seven phases of Body Grief, from Dismissal to Body Trust, and show you how to identify the telltale signs of each so you can move through them. Along the way, I will teach you how to forgive your body when you perceive it as having failed you—which it never does—and find new ways to cope with strategies for self-compassion and actionable steps that you can take toward acceptance of self and others as you learn how to focus on your value beyond your physical body. To help ground the teachings of this book, I’ve also included tools and exercises throughout, including reflection questions, affirmations, journaling prompts, and more.

			In addition to my own story, I will be sharing stories from humans from various walks of life to illustrate how Body Grief is both universal and deeply personal. With the help of these narratives, we will step into the Body Grief of individuals experiencing a range of loss: miscarriage, postpartum depression, mental illness, genetic inheritances, gender dysphoria, acute allergies, disability, body image issues, racial inequity, chronic illness, medical gaslighting, cancer, aging, accidents and injuries, food allergies, chronic pain, and sexual assault. As we will learn, while the origins of our Body Grief will always be specific to us, the feelings of devastation, confusion, betrayal, and anger toward our body that accompany this journey are universal. I see it in my practice every day.

			And while there is no hierarchy to suffering, a note here on privilege—which absolutely colors all our experiences of Body Grief. I may have experienced my fair share of difficulties, but I am still a white, cisgender, heterosexual, neuro-normative, straight-sized female living in the United States with a master’s degree. That’s a ton of privilege, and I will never know how it feels to experience the Body Grief of racism, homophobia, or gender dysphoria—all of which inform our individual experiences of Body Grief.

			Before We Begin

			Now, there is no “right way” to process your Body Grief. I give you full permission to engage with it in whatever way feels safe and right for you, at whatever stage you are at in the journey. Because living with Body Grief is a process—a process that is unique to us, and that can often bring up feelings we don’t want to face. After all, change and comfort cannot and do not coexist. This phrase was carved into my brain in graduate school, and it reminds us that pain, discomfort, and the grief that accompanies loss are all normal, healthy facets of the human experience. But I have also learned that, with awareness, acceptance, and a willingness to share our stories, ask questions, and receive support, we can find peace within our Body Grief.

			The truth is, your Body Grief will not magically disappear as the result of reading this book; it may even become stronger—but so will you. When we learn to live alongside it, we are able to function with less pain and find ways to live with more ease and acceptance in our day-to-day lives.

			At the beginning of my Body Grief journey, I thought that the destination was a place where I felt no pain. But then, as waves of Body Grief hit me over and over again, I realized that this would be a continuous journey. This sucked. I wanted a solution. Instead, it has been in learning how to access my Body Grief fully, feel it, name it, and claim it, that I’ve landed here—a place where pain is still part of my daily experience, but I can feel completely impartial to the fluctuations of my body. A state of Body Neutrality. No longer do I label what I am experiencing as “right” or “wrong,” “good” or “bad.” It simply is. My job is to show my body kindness and the utmost care, however I am experiencing it.

			This is what it truly means to live with our Body Grief. I will be engaged in this process for the rest of my life. And you will, too.

			Ultimately, this is a book about truth, the hard truth that pain, loss, and devastating change are part and parcel of living in a body. The truth that Body Grief is truly a universal experience, and that no one is immune to it. But when all of us are able to know and name our Body Grief for what it is, we get to heal together.

			

		

	
		
			one

			Naming Your Body Grief

			
				[image: ]
			

			“You know the drill,” my nurse said. Then she slid the IV catheter into the top of my left hand with a sharp poke of a needle. The familiar rush of saline filled my nose as she flushed the line, and I geared up for a four-hour infusion of the antibodies that my body could no longer produce on its own. This had been my life for the past twelve months.

			As I sat there, my thumb scrolled my social media feeds, where my friends were busy getting on with their lives. I started cramping and feeling nauseous. The nurse pushed more meds, but there was no medicine for the grief that I felt watching my youth drain away in front of my eyes. After I received my diagnosis of intracranial hypertension, and then Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, the following two and a half years would bring loss after loss. As I traipsed from doctor’s appointment to doctor’s appointment, and underwent surgery after surgery, my friends traveled the world. As I lost my ability to drive, my peers danced at bachelorette parties. As I lost my ability to walk without assistance and lost control over my bladder, the rest of the world opened up post-pandemic and swiftly got on with getting back to normal. Sitting there attached to the IV, tears made their way down my face. Who even was I now? What did my future hold?

			It was in asking myself these questions that I first began to name my Body Grief for what it was. With each new twist and turn of this medical journey, I was grieving the loss of my health, my mobility, my identity, and my dreams.

			Body Grief is something we will all experience on some level. For some of us, it will be the result of illness or injury. For others, it may arise in response to puberty, pregnancy, menopause, or aging. Given the very narrow societal definition of what a normal body looks and performs like (more on this later), Body Grief is also there in our experiences of mental illness, neurodiversity, and disability in all its forms.

			Body Grief can be overwhelming because we have not been taught how to manage its accompanying feelings. So as we begin this journey, I want us to first spend time with the concept of Body Grief itself, and the importance of naming it when we are experiencing it. The better we understand what Body Grief is, why it comes up, and how it manifests in our bodies, the better equipped we will be to navigate the big, powerful emotions that arise when our bodies are hurting, when all we want to do is disconnect from ourselves and run. This is what I will be guiding you through in this book, as we take it phase by phase.

			To be very clear, it’s worth repeating: this is not a book about how to “fix” your Body Grief. Grief is not something that can be fixed, only navigated. When we learn to invite Body Grief into our lives, we are able to process it in a healthy way.

			We All Need to Grieve

			But we can’t talk about Body Grief without first talking about grief and grieving. Prior to my clinical training as a therapist, I believed that I would not grieve until I experienced the loss of a loved one. Many of us can probably relate. But the reality is, to be human is to experience grief, because grief is intertwined with any and all experiences of change.

			Think about it: What feelings arise when we go through a transition or lose something that feels important or integral to our lives? Whether it’s a new job, a move to a new city, a divorce from a longtime partner, or recovery from an addiction, regardless of the benefits these changes may elicit, they can all induce grief. We grieve for the people we used to be, for the lives we used to live, and for the futures we thought we’d have.

			
				Grief is…

				
					Feeling like the rug has been pulled out from under us.

					Questioning our identity and our reality.

					Wondering how we will survive without what we have lost.

					Overwhelming feelings of sadness.

					Being confronted with the unfairness of the world.

					Wanting to hide or withdraw from the world until this is “all over.”

				

			
			Yet despite grief being our instinctive physical, emotional, and psychological response to loss, as a whole, society doesn’t treat grief as a natural part of the human experience. Instead, it is something to be avoided, pathologized, and compartmentalized. Or, if we can afford it, we learn that grief is best dealt with behind closed therapist’s doors. But this only stifles our grieving response, which in turn makes us more prone to stress, deepens our trauma, and exacerbates our emotions.

			This is what can make Body Grief so much more complicated, emotionally charged, and hard to navigate. There are very few dedicated forums in which we can openly grieve a death, let alone our own loss of bodily autonomy—hence this book, where we will build the skills and resources to lean into our emotions and our communities as we rebel against common avoidant standards of bereavement. Our Body Grief is just as big of a grievance as a death in the family; the loss creates just as deep of a wound.

			The thing is, grief in all its forms wants and needs to be felt and expressed. This is what allows us to heal. With each difficult, messy emotion that is brought to the surface, acknowledgment is how we are able to tend to our wounds.

			As a kid, my parents allowed me to express my grief however I needed. When I was a baby, I quickly imprinted on my “blankies,” a pair of pretty cotton-and-lace comfort blankets that began life as my crib bumper paddings. (I think I heard all current and future mothers gasp at the thought of millennial baby Jayne sleeping on her tummy—yes, tummy—with bumpers in her bed, but I turned out fine…or maybe I didn’t…which is where we laugh awkwardly.) They came to be known as “little blankie” and “big blankie,” and little blankie went everywhere with me. I cried, coughed, snotted, rolled around in, hugged, and adored my little blankie. I just loved how the soft lace edges felt on my cheeks. When the padding started to spill out of the inside of the blankie, I would interlace my fingers with the silky-soft fibers, almost as a meditative practice to help put me to sleep.

			I was seven years old when I lost my little blankie somewhere on a trip to the Florida Keys. The loss felt insurmountable, like a weight that was too heavy to bear. I wept, sobbed, and fell to the ground, my body literally shaking as the grief overcame me. I didn’t have the language for the immensity of what I was feeling, but my body’s natural biological response was to forcefully grieve in a physical expression of a sadness that felt too big to be contained.

			Can you imagine expressing grief this way as an adult? In Westernized cultures, we give children some grace when it comes to expressing their emotions in a dramatic and uncontrolled way, but by the time we are grown, and as our experiences of grief become more serious and compounded, we tend to dissociate from our grief. This is partly to protect ourselves from the sheer pain of a loss that feels too big to bear, but partly because we are taught that succumbing to our pain—whether it’s physical or emotional—is a sign of weakness. And so, we smush our grief back down, blocking it out by scrolling on our phone, drinking, smoking, bingeing on Netflix and ice cream, you name it. All because we are not taught what grief is: the body’s natural physical, emotional, and psychological response to loss.

			
				Exercise:

				Throw a Tantrum

				When was the last time you allowed yourself to feel your grief like a child? When did you last allow yourself to throw a tantrum because the world (and perhaps your body) wasn’t cooperating the way you wanted it to? Tap into this moment, really feel it. What was stopping you from throwing that tantrum, and would that primal scream have made you feel more connected with your body?

				Screaming and crying are neurotypical responses to grief. But once we exit childhood, we often stop allowing ourselves to emote freely and fully. So again, ask yourself: What is stopping me from throwing a tantrum, from unleashing a primal scream of grief, and how would it feel if I actually did it?

				To throw a tantrum, first, name what you’re feeling. For example, “I miss the size my body was before I had a child,” or “I miss being able to eat whatever I want without an allergic reaction.” It may be helpful to set the mood. Engaging the senses can help us loosen up, so find some music that helps you lean into the feelings that correlate with your named Body Grief.

				Now, allow these feelings to bubble up in your body and be expressed in whichever way they need. Being mindful of your safety and others’, cry, scream, punch a pillow, spit, scrunch your eyes closed, and clench your teeth as you seethe and shake. Lie limp on the floor as if you have no bones in your body. Refuse to get up. Feel it all without needing to follow the “rules” about what sort of emotional expression is okay.

				Feel it, don’t fix it.

				Feel it, don’t know it.

				Feel it, don’t explain it.

				Feel it, don’t analyze it.

				Feel it, don’t moralize it.

			

			How Our Unprocessed Body Grief Shows Up

			All unprocessed Body Grief needs somewhere to go. If we do not name our Body Grief for what it is, it can manifest in maladaptive behaviors meant to help us cope—including body image issues, envy, comparison, anger, self-isolation, apathy, anxiety or depression, addictions, dissociation, and other self-harming behaviors.

			There’s no breeding ground for these unhealthy coping mechanisms quite like puberty. During puberty, our still-developing brain is beginning to grapple with the realities and injustices of the adult world, and as adolescents, we have very little control over our daily lives. Our body is also changing in ways that feel out of our control, at a time in our lives when we start to absorb societal messages about what an “attractive” adult body is supposed to look like. All of this makes us even more susceptible to developing unhealthy ways of dealing with our unprocessed Body Grief.

			When my eating disorder developed, it was a response to the Body Grief I was experiencing due to early onset puberty—and it brought its own Body Grief. I began bleeding into my days-of-the-week undies at too young an age. I quickly outgrew my child body and was bashfully being fitted for bras when my friends didn’t even know what puberty was. I remember feeling confused as to why boys would stare at me. There was no AC in our school, but their young-yet-powerful male gaze made me want to cover up even on hot September days.

			At the same time, I was beginning to grapple with the first signs of my as-yet-undiagnosed genetic connective tissue illness, or what I now know was EDS. As I mentioned, the disease affects and severely compromises the connective tissue in the body, including the brain, the spinal cord, joints, muscles, organs, and the digestive system. This impacts how I move, how I feel pain, how I digest food, how I grow, and how my body feels in space and carries itself in certain positions—all of which also affect me emotionally.

			Depression also runs in my family. Add in a sprinkling of undiagnosed OCD, a shit ton of anxiety, and the immense societal pressure to be thin, and you have the perfect storm for Little Jayne to develop an eating disorder to distract herself from the confusing and overwhelming feelings of Body Grief that were stirring in her.

			Inside, things were chaotic, but on the outside, I seemed fine, because I had already learned that my distress caused other people to be distressed, too. As early as age five, loud noises like the vacuum being turned on would cause me so much anxiety that I would hear people in my head screaming at me. Frightened and inconsolable, I remember relaying this to my mom. Concerned, she immediately turned off the vacuum to comfort me. Looking back on this scenario with adult eyes, I am sure she was terrified: her five-year-old daughter was hearing voices. Now with my master’s degree in clinical mental health counseling, I understand this was most likely my OCD showing up. But at the time, it was brushed off as me having a big imagination and being overdramatic, and eventually, I internalized these beliefs.

			My little anxious mind was doing its best to self-regulate and find a comfortable homeostasis, so I began to fixate on my body. I noticed that my belly looked drastically different from my friends’ after I ate. In response, I began eating less, became hyper-focused on my bathroom habits, and would beg my parents to make me brush my teeth after dinner so I wouldn’t have to eat dessert. From time to time, I would go to the gym to take a spin or Pilates class with my mom, often “forgetting” to have breakfast and insisting on packing my own lunches. All of which was just my psyche doing its best to control and make sense of the chaos that was happening in my body—in other words, manage my Body Grief.

			For a long time, no one noticed. Perhaps because they thought it was just a phase, or perhaps we live in a world that normalizes this kind of behavior. But I don’t blame Little Jayne for developing an eating disorder. Seeking control in a body that feels completely out of control is resourceful, especially for a child.

			Many times, as you will see in the stories throughout this book, our coping mechanisms are a means of harm reduction, a way to lessen our distress, no matter how maladaptive. Unacknowledged Body Grief can look like:

			
					
					Inexplicable feelings of despair, rage, anxiety, and depression

				

					
					Constantly doubting and questioning your pain

				

					
					Overworking and ignoring inner cues telling you to stop and rest

				

					
					Purchasing endless products that promise to make you feel better or “cure” you

				

					
					Numbing with substances or dieting and restriction

				

					
					Compulsively googling what is happening with your body

				

			

			In the end, we are all just doing our best to get by with the resources that are available to us. My hope with this book is to give you a powerful new set of tools for working

			
				Reflection

				
			
			
			
			
			
			
				We can say “This is Body Grief” anytime we ask:

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Dismissal

			
			Shock

			
			Apology

			
			Fault

			
			Fight

			
			Hopelessness/Hope

			
			Body Trust
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