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Coping effectively with bereavement
is vital to our mental health

Stories of loss, grief, advocacy and activism
Alfred Andrew and his road to recovery

Michelle Young asks “How do I talk to my young daughter
about my depression?”

Brain Injury Symposium looks at brain injury, mental
health and substance use

Out
of
the
box
Acquired brain injury and mental health
After a brain injury, it can be very difficult to navigate and cope with complex issues of life. Historically, acquired brain injury
(ABI), mental health and related issues (such as substance use) have been treated by different systems of care. Nanaimo
Brain Injury Society (NBIS) held a community symposium in November 2018, facilitating conversation about what is currently happening with brain injury, mental health and substance use, and how we can make positive changes.
People First Radio, a VIMHS media project, published and broadcast audio from the symposium presentations. Listen to
the presentations by clicking on the images below or visit vimhs.org to find the audio.

2

CURRENTS

After almost 40 years of substance use and rounds of
homelessness and living on the street, Alfred Andrew
is now sober and working to help others who are
struggling as he once did.
Alfred lives in Campbell River on Vancouver Island, British Columbia. He now works in front-line
support for people who are struggling as he once
struggled, at the VIMHS Campbell River Sobering

and Assessment Centre and at a men’s recovery
house. Alfred shared his story with the Campbell River Mirror and more recently shared his story for a
People First Radio broadcast. ■
► LISTEN NOW to Alfred Andrew
speak about his journey to recovery.
Or visit vimhs.org to find the podcast.

More about substance use and homelessness
For decades, researchers have been examining the dynamics of
homelessness and substance use. While estimates of alcohol
and drug use rates among the homeless vary considerably,
there is agreement among experts that homeless people have
much higher rates of substance use than the general population. At the same time, the number of people without adequate and secure housing among those who experience problems from substance use is high as well.
One fact is clear: homeless individuals with alcohol, drug and
mental disorders are among the most underprivileged and vulnerable groups in society. What is still up for debate, however,
is whether substance use leads to homelessness, or homelessness leads to substance use.
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It is easy for most of us to imagine how problem substance use
could lead to homelessness. After all, if using alcohol or other
drugs becomes more important than a person's work, health
and relationships, it would logically follow that they might lose
these important social and economic supports in their lives.
On the other hand, it is equally clear that becoming homeless
could trigger a new substance use problem or worsen an existing one. A person might lean on alcohol or other drugs to
help get through a tough night or face unpleasantness during
the day — shame, fear, hunger and pain are just a few of the
challenges a homeless person may experience.
Source: heretohelp.bc.ca “Substance Use: Pathways to homelessness? Or a way of adapting to street life?”
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Coping effectively with bereavement
is vital to our mental health

Loss is one of life’s most stressful events. It takes
time to heal, and everyone responds differently. We
may need help to cope with the changes in our lives.
Grief is part of being human, but that doesn’t mean
we have to go through the journey alone.
Grief (also called bereavement) is the experience of
loss. Many people associate grief with the death of an
important person or pet. However, people experience
grief after any important loss that affects
their life, such as the
loss of a job or relationship. Grief after
diagnosis of an illness
or other health problem is also common.
People experience grief in many different ways—
and experience many different thoughts or feelings
during the journey. People may feel shocked, sad,
angry, scared, or anxious. Some feel numb or have a
hard time feeling emotions at all. At times, many people even feel relief or peace after a loss.
Grief is complicated. There is no one way to experience grief. Feelings, thoughts, reactions, and challenges related to grief are very personal. Some people
have thoughts or feelings that seem at odds with each
other. For example, someone may feel very depressed
about their loss but accept the loss at the same time.
Many people find that the intensity of their grief
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changes a lot over time. Holidays can often bring up
strong feelings, for example. People work through
grief in their own time and on their own path.
People express or talk about grief in different ways,
but we all feel grief after a loss. In most cases, people
navigate through grief with help from loved ones and
other supporters and, in time, go back to their daily
life.
Some people need extra help from a mental health
professional. Grief can be more complicated when
the loss is sudden or unexpected, frightening, the result of an accident or
disaster, or the result
of a crime. Other factors also play a role. A
person’s experience of
mental illness, lack of
personal and social
supports, and difficult
personal relationships can also affect the impact of
grief. A type of counselling called grief counselling
supports people through difficulties around grief.
Many people feel like they don’t know what to do
or say when a loved one is experiencing loss. If the
loss also affected you, you may be working through
your own experiences of grief. One of the most important things you can do is to simply be there for
your loved one. Grief can feel overwhelming, but
support and understanding can make a huge difference. ■
Source: This article can be found online at the national website
of the Canadian Mental Health Association: www. cmha.ca
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When one of his long-time customers
dies, Nanaimo barber Dave Lawrence
often doesn’t find out about it for
weeks or months—or is left wondering

Creative writer Amanda Jones lives in
a state of ongoing worry for her sister
Amy, who lives in mental illness and
addiction on Vancouver’s DTES

In January 2019 Nanaimo Barber Dave Lawrence
(proprietor at That 50s Barber Shop) wrote on Facebook, “This is a long shot, anyone on here work or
know someone that works at the old folks home at
the end of Hecate Street? One of my customers…
Ron…lives there and I haven’t
seen him in a long time. He
has a flat top and is gruff and
loves his cat.”
Dave’s Facebook post looking for information about his
long-time customer Ron generated a number of replies, including some from people who’ve had similar experiences—long-time customers die, leaving their barbers, care aides, gardeners and neighbours feeling the
loss.
But what if no one tells you? What if your longtime customer just stops coming in for haircuts? ■

Amanda Jones and her sister Amy share trauma from
dysfunctional and destructive family of origin dynamics. Those experiences have led to ongoing challenges in their adult lives. Amanda, a student at Vancouver Island University in Nanaimo, took up creative writing as a study and a
passion. It helps her deal with
post-traumatic stress disorder
in daily life.
But Amy ended up deep in
addiction, mentally unwell,
and homeless in ongoing lifethreatening circumstances on
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. Amanda grieves
her sister’s ongoing, virtual disappearance. ■

► LISTEN NOW to ‘Barber Dave’ Lawrence speak about loss and grief related
to the deaths of long-time customers.
Just visit vimhs.org to find the podcast.
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► LISTEN NOW to Amanda Jones
speak about her story “Finding Amy.”
Just visit vimhs.org to find the podcast.
► LISTEN NOW to Amanda Jones
speak about Amy and her poem “Opioids
and Oatmeal.”
Just visit vimhs.org to find the podcast.
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“When you lose a child, you can’t understand it unless it’s
happened to you, so you really need to seek out people like
yourself.... We want to remember our children. We don’t
want them to be forgotten.”
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1. Members of the support and advocacy group Moms Stop the Harm hold pictures of their children who died after opioid
overdosing: Leslie McBain, with a photo of her son, Jordan Miller, who died at 25; Donna May, with Jac, who was 35; Jennifer Woodside, with Dylan Bassler, 21; and Petra Schulz, with Danny Schulz, 25 [photograph by Darren Stone, Times Colonist]. 2. Heather Boswell’s only child, Chris Baker, died in June 2018 in Fort St. John, after using cocaine that was contaminated with fentanyl. 3. Deepak (“Ivan”) Beaudoin-Reichmann died in Ottawa in October 15, 2015. He died slowly
from an overdose, in front of others who were too afraid to call 911 for fear of being charged with drug possession. His
body was dumped into a local river. 4. Arlene Last-Kolb, with her son, Jessie Kolb, who died in Winnipeg after a drug
overdose in July 2014. “He was compassionate and caring and he was a lot of fun,” his mom says.
From January to June 2018, 72% of the accidental
apparent opioid-related deaths in Canada involved
fentanyl or fentanyl analogues. These are stats, but
they represent people—Canadian citizens—often young, not always people
in active addiction but also one-time
users or the so-called weekend warriors who love a good party and then
head back to work when the weekend
is over.
The deaths are tragic because they’re accidental but
also—and obviously—because the deaths leave
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shocked and uncomprehending family members
struggling with grief and trying to make sense of the
terrible loss they now must endure.
Moms Stop The Harm is a network
of Canadian families whose loved
ones died from drug related harms or
who have struggled with substance
use. Beyond providing support for one
another, the moms advocate for an end
to the failed war on drugs and embrace an approach
that reduces harm, and respects human rights.
Heather Boswell, from Fort St. John, BC, and ArCURRENTS

lene Last-Kolb, of Winnipeg, are members of Moms
Stop The Harm. Heather is new to this unexpected
journey of grief, while Arlene has been involved in
raising awareness and supporting others for several
years.
Arlene has grown impatient with slow government
responses to what are obvious needs that can be mitigated. She recently wrote an open letter to Manitoba’s premier, asking him to “please show you do
care.”
Kevin Donaghy is a front-line harm-reduction
worker in Nanaimo, BC. His friend Deepak (“Ivan”)
Beaudoin-Reichmann died from an overdose in Ottawa in 2015. On Facebook, Kevin wrote, “Every time
I’m asked to speak the names of those I’ve lost before a moment of silence, Ivan’s is the first.” ■

You can listen to interviews and stories from, and about,
the people we’ve mentioned in this article. If you’re reading
Currents in print form, simply visit vimhs.org to find our
audio podcasts. If you’re reading Currents online simply
click the links below and grant permission to listen.
► LISTEN NOW to Leslie McBain speak the work of
Moms Stop The Harm in the context of national advocacy.
► LISTEN NOW to Heather Boswell speak about the
loss of her son Chris and her journey since his death.
► LISTEN NOW to Kevin Donaghy speak about ongoing
grief among harm reduction workers.
► LISTEN NOW to Arlene Last-Kolb speak about her
advocacy and activism since the death of her son.

Call the BC Bereavement Helpline
1 (877) 779-2223 (M-F, 9-5) for
support, information, referrals
Stronger Together sessions are
being held across B.C. and they
provide dialogue and learning
opportunities
Too many families and communities have been personally and tragically affected by the opioid overdose
crisis in Canada. In response to the unsupported and
unresolved challenges experienced by families affected by substance use, Stronger Together is a series of
dialogue and learning sessions for families and allies
impacted by substance use. Community knowledge
will be documented and used to inform substance use
service planning, as well as research directions, in
British Columbia.
In partnership with Moms Stop the Harm, From
Grief to Action, the BC Bereavement Helpline, and
the five regional Health Authorities, the BC Centre
for Substance Use will host sessions in key commuMARCH 2019

nities across BC in 2018-19.
If you are a family member with a loved one who is
using substances or has died from substance use, or a
service provider supporting families, you are invited
to attend these sessions. Six sessions will be hosted
in each community, including dialogue and learning
sessions.
Stronger Together sessions will be held in Nanaimo during this summer 2019. More information can
be found at BC Centre for Substance Use. ■
► LISTEN NOW to Jessica Lowe, BC
Bereavement Helpline manager, speak
about grief and providing support.
Just visit vimhs.org to find the podcast.
7

How do I talk to my young daughter
about my depression?
MICHELLE YOUNG
As I sat crumpled on the floor of my living room, my
head in my hands, sobbing, I felt her little hand on
my shoulder. “You okay, mom?” she asked, in her
baby way. It was too late, I couldn’t hide it from her
anymore. She had seen it.
After battling for over a decade with depression and
anxiety, I’ve finally started to open up to family and
friends about my invisible struggles. On the outside,
life looks pretty great and for the most part, it is. You
would never be able to guess that I struggle to get out
of bed every day or that I have to fight against negative thoughts at some of my happiest moments.
Over the years, I’ve learned to live with it. I’ve
adapted and accepted it as a part of me. It’s become
so normal to feel the dark clouds that I barely even
realize they’re there, casting a shadow on my brightest days. It’s funny how easily I’ve learned to lie to
everyone, even to myself. I truly believed I was doing
better, that I’d healed. But I now know, I’ll be
fighting against my mental health forever.
After becoming a mother through adoption, I was
faced with this startling reality, as post-adoption depression took a hold of me with an intensity I never
expected. At the time of
our adoption, the subject
hadn’t been discussed
much and I didn’t understand what was happening to me. I thought I
was a bad mother and
that my daughter would be better off with someone
else. It took me a long time to recognize depression
rearing its ugly head once again.
The lack of sleep and the high demands of caring
for a newborn child increased the effects of my otherwise dormant anxiety and depression, making it all I
could see.
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It began to affect every area of my life, attacking
my marriage and chewing away what was left of my
self-confidence. Self-care was furthest from my
mind; keeping my baby safe and healthy was my only priority. It wasn’t an easy start into parenthood.
We got the call for our daughter with only one week
to prepare for her arrival
at our home. It was a
whirlwind of events and
paperwork to get her
there. After years of
waiting, there she was.
The high of suddenly
becoming parents, a dream come true, was immediately followed by the weight of responsibilities and
exhaustion.
It took me longer to bond with her than I had imagined and I felt immense guilt over that. I struggled
every day to keep my thoughts healthy and my depression at bay. But I felt constantly watched and
CURRENTS

judged – by social workers, by other mothers, by
family members. What kind of mother would I be?
Most of it was in my head, but I could feel their
stares boring into my skin, making me think twice
about every single decision I made.
When depression and anxiety became too much for
me to handle on my own, I opened up. I finally
reached out and asked my family for help. And help
they did. They all chipped in to take some of the
weight off of my shoulders. They gave me love. They
didn’t understand my struggles, but they didn’t let me
fight it alone. They gave me as much time as I needed to pick myself up and put myself back together.
Knowing I no longer had to fight against my depression and anxiety alone, I found enough strength to
stand up straight once more.
However, I won’t lie, there are many days when I
don’t feel so strong. Days when I have to push
through and fight with my mental health with every
ounce I have. Fighting this sometimes makes me feel
all alone in this world. But recently, I was reminded
just how far I’ve come in my journey and how I never have to feel alone again.
My daughter, now 2 ½, has seen me cry and break
down. For most of her life, I’ve managed to keep this
side of me hidden from her. But kids just know. They
feel it. Like an energy surrounding me, my daughter
always seems to act out on my bad days, like she can
feel it, too. Maybe it’s in my tone of voice, my distant stares into nothing, lost in thought, maybe, it’s
just a feeling.
When I was hit with such a heavy wave of it recently, one that knocked me right off balance and made
me break down in front of her, she had the grace to
comfort me. I was overwhelmed by her kindness. It
occurred to me that although it’s probably not healthy
for my daughter to see every breakdown, it’s okay for
her to see some of them. Because they are a part of
who I am. What better way to raise a considerate individual who will not judge, but love. One who will
be able to understand the struggles some of us go
through on a daily basis.
In my moment on the floor, my daughter offered
kisses and Band-Aids to heal my boo-boos. She
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wanted to heal my head. Now, I know my daughter is
not responsible to make me feel better or to heal me,
but you know what? It helped. I knew in that moment
that I’d raised her well. That I’d been a good mother.
That she would care about others and know how to
have compassion.. ■

Michelle Young lives in Ottawa, Ontario with her husband and daughter. Struggling with depression, infertility and trauma from a past abusive relationship,
Michelle wants to help others by sharing her story.
She has published two poetry books : 'Salt & Light'
and 'Without Fear'. She is currently working on a fiction novel.
Michelle’s story, “How do I talk to my young daughter about my depression?”, was first published by
The Globe and Mail on October 18, 2018.
You can find Michelle online at https://
michelleyoungauthor.com/home
Listen to the story, followed by an interview with
Michelle Young, in a People First Radio podcast at vimhs.org
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VIMHS hosted its annual Holiday Open
House December 5, 2018 at the Boundary
Crescent supportive housing location.
Images (names from left to right):
1. VIMHS Boundary staff Myda Jaz, Tracie
Porta, Camille Eade, Janet Rowley and Rye
Green welcomed guests. 2. Haven Society
staff Shelley and Jackie work with women living at Boundary. 3. Nanaimo Affordable Housing Society chief operating officer Andrea
Blakeman, NAHS chief executive officer Jim
Spinelli, VIMHS board member Brock Williamson and VIMHS executive director Taryn
O’Flanagan. 4. Taryn and Nanaimo John Howard Society executive director John McCormick. 5. Rye Green with VIMHS managers
Gillian Baker and Lynn Redenbach.
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The 2018 Annual Holiday Appeal raised
nearly $5500 for VIMHS! The Holiday
Appeal is an important part of our
annual fundraising efforts—and it
gives us an opportunity to share
stories about the people we serve.
Thank you to everyone who supported
our programs and services during the
Holiday Appeal—and thank you to the many
individuals, groups and businesses who help
us in our work throughout the year with cash
donations, in-kind donations and volunteerism.
We couldn’t do what we do without you!
VIMHS is currently hiring for the casual positions of Nurse,
Mental Health Support Worker, and Tenant Support Worker. Please send a cover letter and resume to VIMHS human resources manager Gillian Baker gbaker@vimhs.org.
Position descriptions (in PDF) can be found on our website
here: Nurse Job Description, MHSW Job Description, Tenant Support Worker.

Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) is the help provided to a
person developing a mental health problem or experiencing
a mental health crisis. Just as physical first aid is administered to an injured person before medical treatment can be
obtained, MHFA is given until appropriate treatment is
found or until the crisis is resolved.
VIMHS executive Director Taryn O’Flanagan is a trained
and certified MHFA instructor, providing workshops in two
areas: Mental Health First Aid Basic; and Mental Health
First Aid Adults Who Interact With Youth. Contact Taryn at
250-758-8711 for more information.

The Campbell River Sobering and Assessment Centre
expanded its services recently. The Centre increased its
beds from nine to twelve to meet the needs of Guests accessing its services. Prior to the expansion, Centre Staff
were regularly turning away guests due to the Centre being
full. The extra three beds will greatly benefit the Campbell
River community and keep those struggling with addiction
safe. The Sobering Centre is located at 1330 Dogwood
Street. More information can be found on our website:
https://www.vancouverislandmentalhealthsociety.org/
programs/sobering-and-assessment/
CLIP AND SEND

We invite you to support our work and become a member
Please support the work of Vancouver Island Mental Health Society by purchasing a membership and/or making a donation. We depend upon the
kindness and understanding of our communities in our efforts to fulfill our mission—excellence in psychosocial rehabilitation for adults with mental
health and addictions concerns, and/or cognitive challenges and engaging communities through programs that promote recovery, social inclusion,
safe housing, and public education. Just clip, fill out and send this form to: Vancouver Island Mental Health Society, 2356 Rosstown Road,
Nanaimo, B.C. V9T 3R7 or phone us at 250-758-8711. We are a charitable, non-profit society registered in the province of British Columbia.

YES, I would like to become a member of Vancouver Island Mental Health Society! I have enclosed the $15
membership fee and, with this application, promise to uphold the Society’s constitution and bylaws.
Name: ______________________________________ Signature: ___________________________________
Address: _________________________________________________________ Postal Code: ____________
Phone: _____________________________________
Email: ______________________________________
Would you like to receive our Currents newsletter and other correspondence by ⃝ post or by ⃝ email?
Thank you! (Tax receipts are issued for donations of $25 or more)
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Housing | Recovery | Hope

Gateway House

Vancouver Island Mental Health Society

Tel: (250) 758-8711
Fax: (250) 751-1128

2356 Rosstown Road Nanaimo, BC V9T 3R7

info@vimhs.org

Campbell River Sobering Centre

vimhs.org

Boundary Crescent

#6 - 1330 Dogwood Street, Campbell River
Tel: (250) 287-9969

facebook.com/vimentalhealth
twitter.com/VIMentalHealth

Tel: (250) 741-0229

Currents is a seasonal newsletter published by Vancouver Island Mental Health Society (VIMHS) for the
information and benefit of its residents, staff, supporters, donors, funders, volunteers, and community partners.
Subscribe to an electronic (PDF) or regular post copy by sending an email to info@vimhs.org.
Contact Gateway House if you want to speak with VIMHS administrative or organizational staff.

How can I help?
VOLUNTEER
SHARE YOUR TIME WITH US

LEAVE A LEGACY
ENDURING MEANINGFUL SUPPORT

Do you have a green thumb? Are you an outdoor enthusiast?
Do you love planning and organizing events? Do you have a
skill or a passion you want to share because you want to give
back to your community?

Are you considering making a charitable bequest in your
will? A charitable bequest is simply a distribution from your
estate to a charitable organization through your last will and
testament. The easiest way to include a gift in your will is to
get help from an experienced legal professional.

DONATE

DONATE SECURITIES

HELP US PAY FOR OUR PROGRAMS

GIFT INVESTMENTS TO A CAUSE

We accept donations of all kinds. You can make a secure
online donation on our website and with a credit card over
the phone or in person. We also accept cheques or money
orders made payable to Vancouver Island Mental Health
Society.

VIMHS can accept donated securities or mutual fund shares.
Donating securities is a very simple way to give charitably.
If you would like to make a gift of securities or mutual funds
to Vancouver Island Mental Health Society, call us.

SPONSOR AN EVENT
RAISE AWARENESS OF THE CAUSE
Take advantage of our sponsorship opportunities and get
involved in an event.

BECOME A MEMBER
SUSTAIN AND SUPPORT VIMHS
An individual annual membership is $15.00. VIMHS is sustained by community involvement and interest. Our members are community advocates and help guide our efforts.

VIMHS is a charitable Vancouver Island based organization demonstrating excellence in psychosocial
rehabilitation for adults with mental health and addictions concerns, and/or cognitive challenges. We engage
communities through programs that promote recovery, social inclusion, safe housing, and public education.
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