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Figure 1 Schaller, K. (2016). Movement  [acrylic paint].

“Shroud
(noun) \‘shraud

burial garment 

something that covers, screens, or guards

obsolete: shelter, protection” (Merriam-Webster).
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The surprise

After my husband died and life had settled somewhat, 
I returned to my studies. My arts-based inquiry into 

presence took me to a place where I sought to find my 
artistic voice. I poured myself into experiencing, I painted, 
I drew, I wrote, I searched for presence everywhere. The 
world was my data; every song, every book, every radio 
program, or film seemed to be a place for me to gain more 
knowledge about presence. I was alert, I was obsessed. I 
devoured material and yet I felt I had learnt nothing. A 
simple walk to the shops would be an exercise in trying to 
live in presence.

‘All is OK in the present,’ I would tell myself. But presence 
was not a place of comfort. A comforting presence eluded 
me, there was no shift.

I didn’t feel the same as I had felt when I had 
experienced presence before, in those two pivotal 
chapters in my life, where they had anchored me, when I 
was a foster parent and when my husband died. In those 
times, my experience of presence at crucial moments had 
held me safe, guided my actions and thoughts, kept me 
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focused. I had known presence. I recognised it, I valued it, 
I aimed for it. Where was it now? I was looking but I could 
not see. I was waiting for an epiphany; a piece of knowing 
to fall into my lap. I was waiting for a logical, flowing piece 
of knowledge about presence; a knowledge, a truth that I 
could share. It would be unique, original, and profound, I 
anticipated. 

I was at the Royal Talbot Studio with Dr Jenni Harris for 
a group supervision session. I knew this studio. I knew 
Jenni. This was a studio which held memories for me. This 
was the studio where I had done hours of supervision 
for my Masters’ research; experiencing multi modally: 
painting and dancing, sketching, dramatizing, making 
3 dimensional structures with found objects, sharing, 
writing and reading with small groups of study colleagues, 
under the warm, holding presence of Jenni as I tried to 
‘know differently’.

It was also a place of special significance. It was the 
place, I came to from the hospital one day to meet up 
with my small group of peers, as they met for supervision, 
to tell them that my husband was dying, this in full 
knowledge that Jenni herself, was a widow.

That day, the day of the surprise, was my first time back 
since the day I had made the announcement. I returned as 
a widow. The workshop on that particular day was to set 
us on the course to writing our theses.

On arrival Jenni invited us to wander through the garden 
and to collect something which drew our interest. And so, 
the beginning of a performative inquiry. I chose a broken 
piece of succulent from the garden. She asked us to enter 
into a dialogue with our found object.
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Question 1:  Who are you?

I wrote: I am a little gift for you from the garden,  
  I am here as an offering, to give you 
  sustenance and ideas. I am here in my   
  unknown state. You do not know my name,  
  you do not know about me, you do not  
  know how to care for me. You do not know  
  if I will live or die.

Question 2:  Is there anything you need?

Well that depends. I would ask if there is 
anything you need. Is there anything you 
need me to do for you? To tell you? I am 
here to be of service to you. I can live or I 
can wither and die—this is neither good 
nor bad. It just is. I can flourish. I am not 
your responsibility. You owe me nothing. 
You are not indebted to me. I was before 
you found me, and I am now.

Figure 2 Schaller. K. (2017). The succulent  
[digital photograph].

THE SURPRISE
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Question 3:  Do you have a message?

Well yes, the message is what you want 
to hear, what you want me to say. My 
message is I am here and will always be 
whether you do something or nothing.

Question 4:  Do you have any guidance for me?

Yes, don’t rush away from me just yet. 
Stay with me a while. Get to know 
me, observe, inquire into me, watch 
what happens. But do not feel you are 
responsible for my death should I die;  
There are many options, many ways, many 
paths I may take.

11.52 am

Our next task was a free writing exercise. Free writing 
is a strategy used to open the flow of words where there 
is no editor’s voice, no judging, just writing, free flowing 
writing. Questions and feeder lines are dropped into the 
flow and require the writer to change course. 

Jenni asked,  ‘What is your thesis about?’

I wrote  My thesis is about presence. My presence,  
  other’s presence, the quality(ies) of 
  presence, the job of presence, ‘the joys of  
  presence’, the usefulness of presence, the 
  significance of presence. How to find   
  presence, how to teach presence. 
  Presence, co-presence 
  The ‘gift’, the ‘wonder’ of presence 
  The secret is presence, the answer is         
                              presence
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  What is the question if presence is the  
  answer? 
  The question is: How do I be in the world? 
  How can I be in the world?   
  Why am I asking this question? Because I  
  want my life to have more meaning?

However, what I really want to say is…

That bird is singing, and it brings tears to 
my eyes; it is leaving. The music is on in 
the background, the bird has returned, the 
scratch of pens in the background. The 
bird has returned.

I am here. I am present to this time, this  
place, this me.

What I really want to say is… I have spent 
so much of my life not present that when  I 
am present, I feel alive. I feel connected to 
the whole planet. It is something I avoid. I 
instead avoid presence, I avoid pain, and in 
avoiding pain I am missing joy. I am numb 
and my children are missing an alive mum.

The rule I need to break is...

I’m not sure. I’m not sure what the rules 
are. That is not true. I do know the rules. 
The rules of life that I have seen and 
observed are I am afraid to be my own 
person. Ok I am being my own person, but 
I don’t much care for her at the moment. 
She is undisciplined, lazy, choosing nothing 
over something, choosing numbing 
exploits over enlivening exploits. Why isn’t 
she feeding her soul? Because she would 

THE SURPRISE
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be so sad if she was/is, so lonely, so sad, so 
just-getting-by. The meaningfulness, you 
so desire will be in the writing which you 
are avoiding.     
You need to write; just write.   
You are avoiding the groups. Why? 
Why are you avoiding the groups, the 
people, the feedback? Is this the thesis? Is 
the content about AVOIDING the groups?

What I can’t say is...

If I ever will…will what? Will conduct the 
groups? Put myself in that space? What I 
can’t say is if this will ever have meaning 
for anyone else, what I can’t say is if I will 
be present at the end? What I can’t say is 

“………………………………….” I don’t know what 
I can’t say. Usually I would say everything 
and anything. ABSENCE; the opposite of 
presence… 
presence, absence and everything in 
between.

However, what is really important to me is...

My children. Bottom line. Above 
everything. My children, their presence, 
their futures, their being, my being with 
them. I am absent…distractions…

Identity

Who am I? 
Who was I supposed to be?
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Who could I be?

Who can I be?

How can I be………………………present?

            to me

            and them

                          and you?

How can I be present to self and other?

How can I dare

When I’m just getting by…?

What are my priorities?

Where is my energy?

How could I put myself first in order to be 

there for them?

Why don’t I care about me?

 How is it that I don’t give   
 myself………………………………?

I can now take a few things from this.

Write, try to get back your energy,

your life spirit: observe how it comes back,

how to be present to yourself

maybe by teaching it to others?

Design workshops for teachers

Be there for the children

Things to stop

(things or guilt about things? 

Guilt about what?)

THE SURPRISE
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I read over my words and sketch (Figure 3) 

and write

The new bits

I don’t want to be present to my friends

I don’t feel safe

I don’t want to facilitate them (in a group)

It would be another role I just ‘take on’

Figure 3 Schaller, K. (2017). Writing myself out of absence 
into presence  [pen].
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I repeat the image in colour 

A new question emerges ‘what is the story only I can tell?’

Is it the story of grief?

12.51 pm

I don’t want to be seen

2.26 pm

Jenni gave us an invitation to create something, in any 
medium, as a response to our writing. I use found objects 
from around the studio—cards, stones, a feather, black 
fabric—and retreat to a separate room.

Figure 4 Schaller, K. (2017). Be present write. What is the 
story only I can tell?  [chalk pastel and pen on paper].

THE SURPRISE
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Figure 5  Schaller, K. (2017). Version 1 [found objects].
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Version 1

The fabric was an irregular shape at first.

I cut it to form the rectangle and 

that left three pieces which I then formed 

into three irregular shapes and 

placed them around the cairn card at the bottom.

I hadn’t especially looked for black fabric, 

I just wanted fabric to frame my work.

But once I had the black fabric, 

I thought of death 

and grief and as I cut the fabric, I thought

I will have to use these pieces in a different   
way, re fashion them, refashion ‘the grief’   
into something else

I noticed that I was forming pathways, 

with the pearly stones (pearls are always wisdom to me),

making a connection between art classes and speaking up.

It is a consistent pattern of mine. 

I like everything to be linked.

In the top right-hand corner of the fabric is an image 

of a skeleton held by two people.
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The five stones on top of each other (the cairn)

immediately said balance to me.

Five is always my family, me and the four children.

Four would be just the children.

Three, causes me distress, it causes me to ask, 

‘who is missing?’

And then a thought

I need to listen to these three, 

(the three irregular shapes of black fabric)

These three re imagined pieces of grief, 

they are not my family they are 

something else.

What do they have to say to me?
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I made some adjustments. 
I moved the skeleton card in the top right-hand corner, 
‘underneath’ the fabric…I told myself

this (my husband’s death) doesn’t have to be front 
and centre of my life anymore. It doesn’t have to 
be the main story.

I told myself

it has faded more into the background.

I covered the word ‘classes’ on the art classes card; ‘the 
pearls/wisdom helped me do it’.

The pearls formed an ‘S’ reminiscent of a Swan and 
Significance painted long ago in this very same studio, in 
a time when I was Wife, not Widow…they make further 
connections between the images and off the black fabric 
down to the cairn.

There is a pearl in each of the ‘three reimagined pieces of 
grief’ of the black fabric, I am hearing in my head as ‘the 
shroud’, and one final pearl alone at the bottom of the card 
of balance.

I pulled up a comfortable chair. I wanted to sit with this 
piece; listen to it, feel it, describe it, hear it, respect it, 
privilege it, honour it.
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Figure 6 Schaller, K. (2017). Version 2  [found objects].
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I took a close-up shot

I went in…

I wondered were these three pearls, be, present, write: 

the words from my previous sketch?

Figure 7 Schaller, K. (2017). Dropping in to listen  
[found objects].

VERSION 2



16

the widow’s shroud

The Widow’s Tulle

The pearly S of significance,
Black widow’s tulle shrouding love, pain, loss,
Half shrouding 
the half woman, half alive, half seeing,
Being half-seen.
Pathways of gleaming stones to doorways 
partly open.
Peeking through.
What lies beyond?
Grand doorways, grand doors, grand buildings,
Big enough to hold the big-enough pain and 
big-enough loss and
Big-enough-grief.
A small glimmer.
More white pearls to the Art of the matter,
Brushes and strokes; brush on, brush off.
But these brushes are too clean.
Pearly pathways and now some blue stones to 
guide the way,
First one, then two, then a third to tell me to 
speak up, or is it to write up?
Write up.
Write out.
Write out of the black widow’s tulle, 
shrouding, love, pain, loss.
A moment of black; shiny black, 
leading off the black shroud.
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But what is this?
Half blue, half black, broken, apart, separate, 
never together.
3 black pieces of widow’s tulle now reimagined,
Each holding a pearl,
All leading to balance.
Balance for us all.
Mother, son, daughter, daughter, daughter.
Mother holding son, holding daughter, 
holding daughter, holding daughter.
Write out of the widow’s shroud.

I sketched to ‘better come to know’—to discover 
something new in another language.

And I found a question; ‘what is this?’ I asked of the two 
half stones, one black, one blue.

Figure 8  Schaller, K. (2017). Reimagining  [pen and crayon].

THE WIDOW’S TULLE
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I wrote 
I can speak other languages (creatively)  
I am a friend of the metaphor
I wonder how I can be an over ‘be-er’ and   
an under ‘be-er’ at the same time 

I noticed that I was tired
That my joints were sore
I noticed that ‘I could fall asleep right now’.
I ‘go in’ again to the split stone, half blue-half black, the 
bruised self; black and blue, to amplify.
What can I come to know here? I joined myself back 
together in this iteration. I reimagined. I put them next to 
each other not touching. And I wondered, ‘maybe I need 
another piece to bring the two parts together. Maybe 
something is missing?’

Figure 9 Schaller, K. (2017). Amplification  [pen and crayon].
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I was reminded of a recurring theme in my life. 
The thought that there are two parts of myself, binary 
systems, binary thinking. But this was not one stone split: 
rather two stones coming together. The new and the old? 
The wife and the widow?

I wondered
  What will bring them together?
I asked myself
  What do I think I know now?
And I answered

I think I know that writing will 

move me on from here

I think that I am avoiding group work

I know that this work is good for me

I know that my children don’t know 

all of me, or even the best of me.

The day ended.

THE WIDOW’S TULLE
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The morning/mourning after

The following day at the same kitchen table I had 
shared with my husband, in the quiet of my new 

house never seen by him, I tried to make sense of what I 
had encountered in the supervision session. I knew this 
deserved more attention.

I read the succulent’s words from the previous day  

 Yes, don’t rush away from me just yet.
And I responded

And now as I read this, it as if for the first time. 
Tears spring to my eyes, ‘it is Richard’, I hear 
myself think. And all the pieces fall into place. This 
is what the data tells me ‘I am still in mourning. I 
am still grieving. I am not just lonely; I am grieving 
and mourning’. How could I not have known till 
this moment? The words from the succulent 
are words from Richard, the installation of the 
widow’s shroud, the absence of presence. I am 
mourning him still. Will knowing this change 
anything? Will I somehow allow myself into the 
widow’s space, back into the space with him, with 
the sadness and the longing?
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Stay with me a while

Tears again, I have not stayed with the grief and 
sadness long enough. How could this have passed 
me by? I know about this stuff. About staying 
with the feelings, giving full voice to pain and yet I 
rushed out of this widow’s space prematurely

With found materials I reimagined a part of the 
installation which had caught my interest; to inquire into 
the three small pieces of black fabric, the three pearls and 
the cairn.

  

Figure 10  Schaller. K. (2017). Reimagining the shroud  [card, 
pen, and acrylic paint].
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I can hold us

Though still fragile

Transparent

Not whole

still in

mourning

THE MORNING/MOURNING AFTER
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Reflections from the Widow’s shroud

This realisation, that ‘I am still in grief’, came as 
completely new knowledge to me. This was something 

I could not have articulated before this phenomenological 
visiting. It had been made visible through the creating, the 
experiencing, the writing, the describing, and the listening 
to voices in other modes. Through resonance came 
experience and meaning (Allen, 1995).

I was surprised. I was still grieving! I had not known 
this. This was an insight indeed. I thought I was in a 
different place and yet this phenomonen materialised 
before my eyes. I had named it ‘The widow’s shroud’. The 
name of this piece came to me clearly in language I do not 
usually use; ‘shroud’.

Fels says that “The unsayable, the unspeakable, the 
unsaid, dwell within moments of performative action. 
Presence performed through absence” (Fels, 2015, p. 
112). And here in the unsayable, the unspeakable, the 
unknowable speaking loudly through a succulent and a 
widow’s shroud I heard that I was a widow and I was still 
grieving…I still donned the shroud.
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Armed with this new, still emerging, information about 
myself I sought to better understand. At the same time, I 
was once again entranced and in awe of the capacity of 
multi modal inquiry to create the space for that which 
was previously unclear. This experiencing and subsequent 
coming to know is echoed here precisely by van Manen 
(2014)

What is so wonderful about 
phenomenological insights is that they can 
be surprising, deep, unexpected, and yet 
somehow recognizable—but an insight is 
never final, life is always more complicated 
and ambiguous that [sic] we can express 
and therein lies the wonder, promise and 
fascination of phenomenological inquiry. 
(p. 22)

I recognised this as a truth—for that moment, in 
that now. I continued to find evidence to support my 
new knowing and I found Byock (2012), “To fully and 
authentically affirm life, we must affirm all of life, 
including dying, death, and grief ” (slide 5).

And I wondered, had my inability to accept that I was 
still grieving, been an impediment in my search for 
presence? Was it possible that I had silenced the grieving 
widow, this significant part of me, so quiet that her 
absence had stopped me from feeling present? Is it her 
voice that I was missing? The absent silent ignored widow. 
Was it necessary to see her and hear her so that I could 
affirm life I wondered? I was suddenly sad for her.

And here was the place for a temporal ‘stop’ that Fels 
(2015) described as “ephemeral, temporal, elusive, calls 
out to us, listen, this moment matters” (p. xvi). A stop, “an 
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embodied realisation” (Fels, 2015, p. 112). I stopped, I 
listened, and I noticed the significance of the widow’s 
shroud and the message it brought. This moment 
mattered.

And what of the succulent?

The voice of a small succulent became the voice of my 
deceased husband. It became the voice of Richard. (I miss 
him so much, I want to bring him back into the house, his 
energy, his love, his image…we have all been too quick to 
try to move on, because it was too hard to stay with his 
absence…)

I wrote   IS ABSENCE A PRESSENCE [sic].

  BEING PRESENT TO MY ABSENCE!

It was only on re-reading, re-writing and re-imagining 
that I was able to hear my own voice. I would have missed 
this had I not dropped back in the following day.

I would have missed recognising that I had ‘absence’ in 
my every day and that I had been ‘avoiding the groups.’ 
But it was true. I had not wanted to be ‘together with 
them’. I did not want to be seen by them.

And then another moment emerged. I remembered 
that I had at first picked another symbol from the garden. 
Before the succulent, I had the dandelion seeds, which we 
called ‘fairies’ as children…. but I dropped the fairy when 
I picked up the succulent…perhaps I nearly missed the 
message from the succulent by being too quick to want 
to hold the fairy…a symbol which is filled with hopes and 
wishes and childhood dreams, and lightness…perhaps I 
am not yet ready for the fairy…

…is this part of the mystery of inquiry…to discover what 
is just below the surface, just under knowing…
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‘I am still in grief’, and this brought forward a phrase I 
knew, ‘delayed grief.’ How did I let this happen?

I was not done with grief. I had put the card of death 
under the tulle to say that I was finished with grief 
and death, but the widow’s shroud before me told me 
something new. I was not done with grief. I was a widow. 
I could not deny the reality of the feeling and pain and 
sadness that day unleashed. I could not believe I had 
pushed these feelings down, so ignored my widow-self. I 
did not want this thesis to be about death. It was about 
presence, not death, I had stated.

And then finally the dance between absence and 
presence began.
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Getting to know the widow—leaning 
into grief

I am presently grieving

I am presently preoccupied with death and dying 
and loss.
To be present is pained and painful.
I am presently grieving.
I know this consciously
I know this super-liminally, supra-liminally.
Yet not fully.

This seems a paradox. But I think not.
You would think that to know super-liminally and 
supra-liminally in full consciousness is to know 
fully
And yet it is not.
What of the subconscious, 
what of the liminal space?
I have bracketed out knowing in heart and body.
I am as present as I can be at this moment.
I will not embody this pain.
If I did so it would render me frozen
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I would not get out of bed.
I will not feel this pain
If I did, I could not function in the world 
of the day-to-day
I would weep for infinity.

I will think about it
And write about it and keep it known
On one level
Until
it
weaves
and
drips
and
melts
its
way
almost
imperceptibly
across
the
liminal
Down
          Down
                    down
Into the subliminal
And rises up again
Whole
Ready to be seen
Felt
Embodied
Fully known.
Going down to come out.
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It is a dance across the liminals
A dance across the borders
Crossing from one country to the other
Sometimes unseen
Without permission
Sneaking across the border like an escapee
To the other side
Furtive
Silent
Stealthy
Border crossing
Under and over
Sub……………liminal………….super…………….supra
A dance
Sub…conscious…
Un-perceived…. perceived
Seen un-seen
Heard un-heard
Felt un-felt
In, out, over, under, weaving, dancing,
Becoming known, and then not
Until it rises again transformed
And so, it goes…
Complex morphing
And as Tennyson said, “Sometimes the heart sees 
what’s invisible to the eye” (n.d., para 1).

Every moment intensity collects on the tip 
of experience as leaves collect rain. The 
moment swells, bursts, is gone, and passes 
unnoticed. Intensity dripping away, the 
moment gone. Isn’t that the science of life? 
I do notice but I turn away. I turn away 
from the sharp points of beauty that arrow 
me through. (Winterson, 2014, p 88)

GETTING TO KNOW THE WIDOW...
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‘Daddy was your true love mummy. 
That’s why you’re so sad.’

I had the nights to lie in bed and be with him. I held 
the hot water bottle to my chest and curled up to 
be with him in my heart. That sounds corny, but 
it’s true. I was going to say ‘in my imagination’ but 
that makes it sound unreal, and then I thought; 
‘mind’, but that’s not accurate either. It really is in 
the centre of my chest that I feel him at night when 
I curl up in my bed. Sometimes I smile, sometimes 
I cry, quietly these days, not the anguish and loud 
wailing that I did in the early months after his death.

Early evenings were the worst back then. It 
was the time he would normally come home, 
be home...I would sit at the door, or on my bed 
and howl and wail and hear myself crying 
out ‘come home, come home, please come 
home’. Sometimes the children would come in. 

Later my oldest daughter was to tell me she was 
OK when I cried and called out, but she didn’t 
like it when I kicked the bed and punched the 
pillow. That made her scared. I told her that 
even though I was doing those things and even 
though I was really sad, I still knew they were all 
there and if anyone needed me, I could stop the 
kicking and punching and crying and go to them. 
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What are my other touch stones of proof that 
what we had was real and true and deep, what 
else do I have to sustain me, to reassure me 
that we loved each other, that we existed, that 
we were a we in light of the fact that I am now 
alone? I have the memory of Richard lying pale 
in his bed, wasted to god-knows-how-many-kilos, 
looking out at me as I casually passed his door. 

‘Karen you are the love of my life.’ 

Mostly I have pain, the tears, and the sadness, as 
my proof of how much I loved him and how much 
he loved me. And now I sob, and tears run down 
my cheeks and now I stop, to stop my youngest 
from hurting the dog. He is growling at her and 
she is about to hit him on the head with a basket. 

And so, the tears on my cheeks are evidence of 
my sadness but I sniff and slip into mother mode 
and out of grieving widow mode. And that’s how  
it is 
in out in out,  
into grief, out of grief,  
into me, into mother, out of mother.  
A wife without a husband, a mother of four.  
A Karen with an unknown future.  
A Karen.

(How strange to look back on my words? So true and 
real in the moment they were written, so lacking in 
emotion when I read them now. How would a reader read 
it? Is the emotion there? Can they read that I had tears 
streaming down my cheeks and tightness in my chest as I 
wrote those words?)

‘DADDY WAS YOUR TRUE LOVE MUMMY...’
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The present

Staying in the present. 

That is what got me through. 

It truly did. 

In the present he was alive, we were together, 

we were a we. 

It was only when I thought ahead 

to a future without him that I 

felt 

the 

pain. 

A head on his shoulder in bed...no more
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december

he is still here.

he is in the choices i make 

and the choices i don’t make

the cds on the shelf

do i choose this one to remember?

or this one, not to remember?

the lucksmiths, wilco, billy bragg, paul kelly…

all no’s

i don’t want to go there

too embedded with memories of concerts 

and lazy days at home

relaxing in paddocks, listening to bands, 

Sunday-love-making,

carefree days

pre-children, pre-illness, pre-dying

the allman brothers, yes, that i can listen to,

they belong to a time pre-him

they spark memories pre-him

he is in the holidays on offer
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do i choose this one to remember?

or this one not to remember?

and yet here there is something else at play

a willingness to try something i know

a fear to step into something i don’t.

fear—a legacy of this dying.

i look at the image online of the cabin.

i recognise the bench, the tub, the porch.

i remember the meals i cooked

the conversations

the feeling that we had forever 

with our growing family

and i know i don’t want to go there again

to stand at that bench alone

to sleep in that bed alone

to bathe in that tub alone

to sit on that porch watching our children

without him.

to watch the dolphins coming up the inlet

to have the kangaroos on the lawn

to ride bikes around the grounds

now the memories are flooding in as i write 

this is what i wanted to avoid...by not going ‘there’

the memories flooding in

but here i am…‘there’
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in touch with those moments

from all those years ago

and the tears enter my eyes and make me aware

and now i am back here again.

sitting at the keyboard.

he is in the holiday movies i watch

he is there when i least expect it

in the unexpected sad farewell 

as she says goodbye to her love, 

and he says

‘no one could have loved you more’ and

i remember another man and another woman

and he said 

‘you were the love of my life’

i bring my fingers to the bridge of my nose 

to squeeze away the tears

in this 

public place

and i remember this is my life too

as though i had forgotten until that moment

with those words

that my husband died too

and i suddenly remember 

DECEMBER
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my daughter sitting next to me

and that this story on the screen is her story too

and i check in ‘are you ok?’

‘yes’ she says, ‘are you?’

he is still here

and here i am

the me i don’t want to be

the widow.

Tredinnick (2014) says that “Each original story is a 
proof of integrity, a proof against anonymity; each poem 
is a flame that refused to go out, a silence that would not 
be kept” (n.p.). Each poem and piece of prose is proof that 
I was here, I was present in the face of heartfelt absence 
and I write the widow into existence.
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The left behind beloved

At funerals

I seek out the partner of the bereaved

The left behind one

The one with the pain

I nod

I smile

I look into their eyes

And I say

‘I am sorry for your loss’

And I grieve for them

And I know the pain they have yet to go through.

I know the loneliness

And the empty bed

and the silence

and having nowhere to 

place your most intimate thoughts.
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I know the longing
The ache
The screaming inside.
I know the exhaustion
I know there is much to come.
I grieve for them
and the them that they will leave behind

And I am relieved I am not back there with them
Relieved that I am in this other space now
A different space
A space where I remember the pain
But don’t have to live it everyday
A place where I can choose to dip in
or not.
A place that is not all consuming
Overwhelming
Breath takingly stifling
Like that other place that they now inhabit.
And yet…
that place…
the place of the bereaved was also a place of
absolute
beingness;
heart, soul, mind, body as one.
Presence

This new place I am still coming to know.
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How are we going?

Sarah Watt* died on Friday night. I look at the 
photos of her and William McInnes* together; 
reproduced now to tell us she has died. I look into 
his eyes to see what he is feeling, knowing his 
beloved is dying and I think about him ‘now’.

I wonder how he is going now.

Is he floating along on the support of family and 
friends and in the euphoria of being with a person 
of courage who has looked death square in the 
eye and died with grace?

I look at Jim Stynes* and his wife on the news.

How is she going I wonder?

I saw an image of them curled up on a hospital 
bed. It made me gasp out loud. I know that bed; 
that feeling.

I watch The Project and watch Carrie Bickmore* 
interview Stynes and his wife

and I wonder

how is she going?

How can she do this when her own husband died 
of a tumour less than 12 months ago?

I ask this and answer it all at the same time and 
yet I wonder how she is going?
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William McInnes

Styne’s wife

Carrie Bickmore and

Me.

How are we all going?

 How are we going?

  How are we travelling?

   How are we adjusting?

The public face of grief. 

I see the public faces of grief

and imagine how they might be in private.

Do the public faces of grief contort in pain?

Are their cheeks streamed with tears?

Are they forgetful?

Do they feel anxious?

A continuum of grief from losing a spouse.

Stynes  Mc Innes  Bickmore  me. 

 
*Sarah Watt: Australian director and writer

*William McInnes: Australian actor and author

*Jim Stynes: Australian football player

*Carrie Bickmore: Australian television and radio presenter
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My ring finger

Today as I lined up for my $60 million lotto ticket

I stood behind a handsome stranger.

I wondered if he was married 

and thought to myself, 

“I will look at his ring finger.”

And at that precise moment 

I wondered about my own ring finger.

For so long the indentation of my wedding ring, 

no longer worn,

Has been there to remind me

That once, I was married.

The indentation reminded me that I was a widow.

I held up my left hand,

Still standing in line,

Forgetting about the people around me,

Forgetting about the handsome stranger.
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I found myself inspecting

The ring finger of my left hand intently.

Scrutinising.

The indentation is fading.

Still there but fading.

Seen only in a certain light.

If I hold my hand palm up

It cannot be seen.
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Reading Scheingold

Once I understood that I was still grieving, once I 
recognised myself in that space, I scoured  

booktopia.com.au for books on grief and presence and 
into my sights dropped a book, by Lee Scheingold (2013). 
It is called (and I can hardly write the title for the revere 
with which I hold the words) One Silken Thread, Poetry’s 
presence in grief. I have finally realised that grief must be 
part of the doctorate. How can it not, it is part of my every 
day? It stoked the coals of my curiosity about presence. 
Presence and grief are intertwined for me.

I was contemplating a watermark on every page ‘grief, 
mourning, bereavement’, to show how it is always there. 
I had thought perhaps I could strengthen it and weaken 
it depending on the content…or perhaps a line of words 
running across the bottom of each page…

grief, grief, grief, grief, grief, grief, grief, grief, grief, grief

I surmised it would be a visual statement saying, ‘grief 
runs under everything.’

In Scheingold (2013) I found a companion and a friend, 
an unknown yet knowable friend. 
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She began, 

This book is about what poetry can mean 
in a life. It is also the story of terrible grief. 
My partner in life, Stuart Scheingold, died 
in June 2010, and left me trapped in the 
scrag noose, looking for the daylight. (p. 1)

These could be my words. I borrow from Derrida and 
apply under erasure so as not to wipe out Lee and Stuart 
entirely, perhaps even to bring we four more together.

This book is about what poetry arts therapy can mean in 
a life. It is also the story of terrible grief. My partner in life, 
Stuart Sheingold, Richard Szydlik died in June November 
2010, and left me trapped in the scrag noose, looking for 
the daylight.

Scheingold (2013) wrote that “things emerging from 
the abyss reach clarity only if they can be tolerated 
and treated with respect and affection. This is the hard 
part” (p. 1). This feels like the first time I have found a 
resonant voice to my belief that presence, although seen 
as a panacea, as a strategy, as blessed relief for so many, 
may not be that easy to be with and in, when it cannot 
be tolerated. I heard in Scheingold’s words an agreeance 
to my thinking, that everything is not OK in the present. 
I heard her say, it was not easy to tolerate presence, it 
was not easy to accept it, nor respect it or treat it with 
affection. What then if I were able to tolerate my grief? 
What then? What if I treated it with respect and affection? 
What then? What might emerge? And I noticed here that I 
was conflating grief with presence.
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She asked about beginnings and endings and I thought 
how we could ever, as a group of humans have only 
thought in terms of binaries and polarities. Black and 
white, man and woman, left and right, presence and 
absence. It makes no sense to me anymore.

Birth–death…and living in between

Beginnings–endings…and middles in between

Black–white…and a rainbow of possibilities in between

It seemed ludicrous to me, beyond my comprehension.

It was no longer a part of my thinking and experiencing.

Presence–absence and everything in between…

a continuum of presence…

READING SCHEINGOLD
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I dropped into knowing

I

         dropped

       into

presence

and

felt the pain and loss anew,

as if the death was yesterday…

But it wasn’t.

It was 7 years 9 months ago.

The grief and loss immediately after the death,

is fresh,

it is raw,

it is prickly.

It is the only place you can be.

You have no choice.

The grief and loss 7 years later,

is debilitating,

numb-making,
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far reaching

and seemingly endless.

It is beyond

the loss of another human being 

absent from your life,

beyond the sadness that that very human being

will no longer awaken to each day

to experience each small pleasure.

The grief after

7 years

is sullied by the reality of the daily struggles,

the immense changes to your life

and the lives of your loved ones.

It is sullied and dirtied 

by all the missed moments so far

and all the missed moments yet to come.

It is a facing up to the harsh reality

of what is no longer and a facing up to the reality 

of what must be ENDURED.

The daily effort to pull yourself up

by the bootstraps.

DAILY.

The daily effort to try to find the silver lining.

I DROPPED INTO KNOWING
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The daily effort 

to be responsible and supposedly resilient.

The daily effort to make it easier 

for everybody else who wants to see that you are

‘doing well’,

‘parenting well’.

But the reality is, 

other people can’t go 

‘there’,

they don’t want to imagine 

what it is like to lose their life partner,

they don’t want to 

go ‘there’ to my present.

And neither do I.

Sometimes being in the present just sucks.

It is NOT ‘all OK in the present’.

The present can suck you up in sadness and grief.

The present can drag you down.

Don’t give me this 

‘Everything is alright in the present’

Your present is not my present.

Sometimes my present just sucks.

I know.
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I have had other ‘presents’ that were 

great-to-be-in-‘presents’

where I thrived and grew and flourished.

Presents filled with love and hope and optimism.

I am tired of just surviving, I want to live again.

I miss life.

I miss love,

I miss joy,

I miss hope,

I miss optimism.

And as the words tumble from my pen

I realise I have ‘not’ been avoiding the present.

I am present always in all its different forms.

I have been avoiding the ‘pain’.

The place of pain felt so vast. 

I did not want to go there.

And like those first days of grief and loss 

when I had no choice but

to be

in it,

this time, the anger, confusion, sadness 

came seeping out,

slowly at first, and I had no choice, it just came.

Seeping at first,

I DROPPED INTO KNOWING
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hissing slowly like air 

from a punctured inner tube…tttssssss…

I could hear it,

I could feel it,

but I could not patch it up.

Soon others started to hear it and see it. 

I couldn’t stop its effect.

‘Are you ok?’ they inquired.

I was not. I hit a wall.

My mind was a swirl of confused thoughts,

many thoughts,

going around and around.

I couldn’t sleep.

I couldn’t think.

I stopped at green and drove at red.

I forgot what I said, I forgot what I did.

My thoughts were out of my control.

I was judgemental and angry.

Tears came and then they came again. 

I could not control them.

I could control nothing.

Was this presence?

I read out loud to an unknown public at a public

presentation: ‘It is not that I am missing his

everyday presence so much, as I am missing my

everyday presence’.
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The unravelling

“Performance calls us to wide awakeness” (Fels, 2015, p. 
xvi).

The time had arrived when I had to present to an 
audience of my peers, ‘where was I now in my inquiry’. 

I decided to read a piece of writing to the group, to 
‘presence’ myself to them and create a space where we 
might all be present to ourselves and each other.

As I read, I heard my voice break and tremble and stop. I 
was present to my loss and they were present to me. I was 
revealed. I was seen.

The words that tripped me up...what were they? 
It was something about an ‘unfinished Masters’. An 
unfinished Masters sounds simple enough, but this was a 
euphemism for ‘my husband died’ because the dying and 
the death and the bereavement became the unfinishing.

In the presentation grief reared up. It was palpable. I 
vehemently told my peers that for me being present did 
NOT mean all was ok. The memes, the Buddhist prose, 
the words of others, ensuring us that ‘all is OK in the 
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present’ were empty words. These sentiments hit my 
pain like bullets. They shattered my efforts to hold it all 
together for my family so that we could survive day in 
day out. How could I possibly live in the moment in these 
moments. These moments disabled me, rendered me 
bereft. Presence was no longer what I had assumed it was. 
It was not a panacea. My reality was pain, debilitating pain, 
and enormous grief. If I gave in to this present, I doubted I 
would get out of bed each day to meet my responsibilities. 
Real responsibilities.

The presentation sent me into a space of anxiety. I was 
no longer able to hold myself together. 

I began to crumble.

 Declaring absence out loud

  Reading absent out loud

   Reading my writing out loud

          Revealing him out loud
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Presence is complex!

Everything is not always OK in the present.

I say it out loud.

I am heard.

It touches me somewhere and

the tears are close to the surface.

I cry when I least expect it.

I cry when I say 

the name of our unfinished collaboration.

I cannot speak.

I cry.

Presence

Pain

Pain and presence

The public presenting of my grief and bereavement so 
unravelled and rattled me I found I had to take sick leave.  
It also unleashed a lot of writing.
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Sick leave

Clenched fingers against my chest.

No.

There is nothing there.

And yet?

Squeezing my chest

Clutching my heart.

But I look.

There is nothing there.

Heart pounding, no not pounding, but noticeable.

Fluttering loudly.

Green light stop.

Red light go.

Something is wrong.

What?

What did you say?

I can’t remember.
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Sleepy so sleepy.

I want the sun and a chair.

I want to sleep.

Eyelids heavy.

Eyes hot from tears.

So sleepy.

How is it possible that eight years have passed?

It is as if I am waking from a dream.

There it is in front of me, as if for the first time…

My loss

              My lot

             My grief

                        My sadness

      My responsibilities,

As if I had never noticed them before.

How could I? 

I was too busy putting one foot in front of the other

to notice a mountain of grief.

And yet there it is.
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Ruptured focus—the day the lid lifted

My focus on presence has ruptured

and from it pours

pain

tears

grief

blood.

I am so sad.

‘Why are you so sad mummy’?

Presence rears its ugly head. No!

The focus on presence which has held me,

contained me for these past years 

has ruptured.

What caused this cognitive container to 

loosen its bolts I wonder?

If I can work it out, it might be useful

…for my doctorate, for others, for me...

What pried open the lid of this container?

Now it streams out, pours out as if a river,

releasing the contents,

tears.
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I saw a Facebook clip of a man opening a shed 

and out came the chickens,

thousands and thousands of them,

endless,

they kept coming, they didn’t stop,

thousands and thousands and I thought, 

‘but where will they go now? Who will feed them?’

They spilled into a barren yard. No seed, no food.

Maybe they were better off in the shed,

being fed.

I thought, how could so many of them fit in there?

There doesn’t seem enough space, 

they must have been piled on top of each other. 

Stacked.

Feet on heads, body on body…

Peace is what I said I wanted.

This doesn’t feel like peace this feels like

chaos,

unwellness,

vulnerability.

This feels like the seams of my being have been

u n p i c k e d

before my eyes.



61

This feels like my heart is lying raw and exposed.

This feels like falling   apart.

I am a rag doll; limbs flailing.

This feels real,

This feels uncomfortable.

This is real

This is frightening.

My sight,

my thinking,

my memory,

my decision making,

my mood.

All affected.

Is this why I have been evading presence?

Four years of inquiring into presence.

Then…

a present-ation

on presence.

Present-ation.

Performance.

Witnessed.

An urgent desire for this

presence

not to be simplified to

‘meditation’ and ‘breath’.

RUPTURED FOCUS—THE DAY THE LID LIFTED
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My voice saying

‘Presence is not always the best place’.

Loudly, 

‘Everything is not always better in the present’.

Louder, ‘DO YOU HEAR ME?’

‘Everything is not always OK 

just 

because 

you 

are 

present.’

My present is not ok.

I will not be reduced to sayings and clichés.
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The lid lifted

The lid lifted 

when I read that piece to my peers 

and now I can’t put it back on. 

It cannot be put back on while all this stuff is

pouring out… 

       all over the place. 

Anger and indecision and confusion 

replaced by tears and sadness and loss. 

I lost you and now I too am lost. 

I have lost myself. 

I am widow not wife. 

I have lost my vision, 

I have lost my gentleness, 

replaced by drive. 

I have discovered writing. 

I have discovered visual arts. 

I have lost movement and dance…

Who am I now? 
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I seek gentleness and peace. 

I look for jobs with children, and yet 

I have four children who could do with their mum

and her focus and her presence. 

A mum who engages with them, 

meets them. 

My girls who hugged me in my sadness. 

My girls who asked, 

‘Are you going to be OK mummy’? 

And what of my youngest daughter’s sadness? 

Is it hers or mine? 

Is that a mirror she is holding? 

I am robbed me of me. 

Chaos presented itself. 

The lid cannot go back on.
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The pond

I was knee deep in this inquiry into presence, but I had 
unravelled in the presenting of the presence; the being 
seen, the hearing myself, seeing myself. I was revealed. 
I was in pain. I took to my bed and I found a perfect 
distraction—binge watching the Netflix series The Crown 
(Morgan & Carron, 2016).

And then I stumbled on a scene and it struck me and 
unravelled me further. This seemingly simple exchange 
between Winston Churchill and his portrait artist 
Sutherland, brought up sobbing, wracked sobbing. I 
watched it over and over.

Sutherland has come to paint Churchill’s official portrait. 
Churchill is himself a painter and the sitting will be in his 
studio. Sutherland has noticed one of Churchill’s paintings 
hanging on his studio wall: it is a painting of a pond in the 
garden at his home Chartwell.

Sutherland, says to Churchill of the painting:
I think all our work is unintentionally 
revealing…beneath the tranquillity and the 
light and the elegance and the light playing 
on the surface, I saw honesty and pain, 
terrible pain. The framing itself indicated 
that you wanted us…to see something 
beneath all the muted colours, deep down 
in the water, terrible despair hiding like a 
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leviathan-like sea monster…

Churchill: You saw all that?
  
Sutherland: Yes, I did.

Churchill: Perhaps that says more about you than it  
  says about me.

Sutherland:  Perhaps

Churchill:  May I ask you a question Mr Sutherland? 
  It’s about one of your paintings. The
  one you call ‘pastoral’. It seems dark and…

Sutherland:  That is very perceptive of you. I painted it  
  at a dark time indeed. My son died
  aged two months...

Churchill:  I am sorry

Sutherland:  Thank you...You have four (children)?

Churchill:  Four…five, we lost Marigold aged two   
  years nine months, septicaemia…

Sutherland:  I am sorry. I had no idea.

Churchill:  We settled on the name because of her   
  golden hair. I wasn’t home when she
  died. I came home and Clemmie roared   
  like a wounded animal... We bought
  Chartwell soon after… That is when I put in  
  the pond. 
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It is a scene that speaks volumes to me about presence 
and distraction and grief and about how death and 
dying runs through—even when we don’t recognise it. 
It speaks to the power of art and expression. It speaks 
to the unspeakable and not yet known and it speaks 
also to that quality I am drawn to where ‘big stories’ are 
revealed in simple, accessible ways. A quality I would like 
to harness in my own expression. Like the heartbreaking 
score of the film Life is beautiful (Benigni & Braschi, Ferri, 1997) 
about a Jewish father and his son and how he continues 
a pretence of fantasy so as to save his child from the 
realities of war. The tragedy, grief and trauma are all 
amplified by the lightness of the father’s gentle care 
and weaving of fantasy for his son. And we the audience 
cognisant of his innocence and the reality of what is to 
come, find it...what word can capture this...harrowing. 
That incongruous playing, making the other story even 
more powerful.

I watch the actors Lithgow and Dillane, play the 
Churchill and Sutherland scene, over and over, listening 
to what is said and what is not said and eventually I know 
this scene has significance for me and I scribe it word for 
word. It too becomes data for the inquiry.

THE POND
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Grief dances a duet

Dance, when you’re broken open. 

Dance, if you’ve torn the bandage off. 

Dance in the middle of the fighting. 

Dance in your blood. 

Dance when you’re perfectly free. 

(Rumi, n.d., para. 9.)

And so, it was that one-day Grief made herself 
fully known to me and others in a dance class. 

No longer happy to hide in the shadows, the 
conditions were there for her debut. My partner 
for the day, was injured. Her damaged ankle 
meant that she could not stand for long, and so 
our dance would be from a lying position on the 
floor. My partner was a tactile person, she was a 
sensual mover. We had not partnered in the class 
before; I was nervous about the intimacy. Our 
task: to move with our eyes closed, finding points 
of contact, touch, without putting weight on our 
partners.

The music began. We took our positions, backs 
on the floor. We began to move, eyes closed. I 
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was conscious of my partner’s injury. I was 
gentle. As time passed, for it was a long piece of 
music, I found myself completely absorbed, in 
the music, my body, the movement, the touch, I 
was immersed in it all. It was pleasurable, joyful, 
fun, beautiful, authentic. We were on the wooden 
floor of an old church hall, but we could have been 
moving in the ocean for the fluidity and flow I was 
experiencing. 

And then she, Grief, decided to make her entrance. 
I could feel the emotion rising in my body, I could 
feel the heat of my tears at the back of my eyes, it 
came over me suddenly like a wave. One minute 
I was riding it in gently, enjoying the landscape 
with all my senses, then another wave came 
crashing over my head. I could manage this 
though. I could be in these two places at the same 
time; the moving dancing Karen and the rising 
widow could co-exist. I could keep an eye on her, 
I noticed her, I felt her. And then unexpectedly to 
me, my partner reached out her hand and with 
the gentlest of touches began to delicately stroke 
my forehead. One gentle stroke followed another 
gentle stroke. I could no longer move, all I could 
do was cry. 

The widow and I became one. Or did she disappear 
and leave me alone? I was sadness embodied. I 
was undone on the floor. I drew my hands to my 
face and wept. All I wanted was peace.
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