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On Being Alone: A Guide for the Newly Widowed 
 
 
 
 

Losing a loved one – whether through unexpected or anticipated circumstances – is always traumatic. 
This is especially true with the death of a spouse. It is one of life’s most profound losses. The transition 
from wife to widow, husband to widower, is a very real, painful, and personal phenomenon. The trauma 
of trying to adjust to this new identity while being besieged with a multitude of urgent questions and 
decisions can be overwhelming. 
 
Here are several things to remember when faced with the death of your spouse. While they may seem 
simple, they are very important points to remember: 
 

1. Give yourself the time to mourn. 
Men and women both need to give themselves permission to mourn. Postponing a 
confrontation with your feelings by filling each day with frantic activity will only delay and 
compound the grief reaction. Denying your grief can be helpful in separating yourself from pain. 
But, the agony is still there and it will stay there until you acknowledge it. 
 

2. Be aware that you may experience a range of emotions. 
Your reactions to death may cover a wide and confusing range of emotions (such as shock, 
numbness, anger, pain, and yearning). It may help to think of grief as clusters of reactions or 
fluid phases that overlap one another. Grief does not proceed in an orderly fashion any more 
than life itself does. 
 

3. With effort, you can and you must overcome your grief. 
One of the myths about mourning is that it has an ending point, that if you just wait long 
enough, it suddenly stops hurting. It doesn’t. It requires work. More than time, bereavement 
takes effort to heal. Mourning is a neutral and personal process that only you can pace. It 
cannot be rushed and it cannot happen without your participation. 
 

4. When needed, find the strength to take action. 
As a newly widowed person, there may be urgent financial and legal decisions you must make 
following the death of your spouse. You have just suffered an emotionally devastating event and 
the last thing you want to deal with is money matters. But money does matters, now and for 
your future, so try to do the best you can. Postpone, however, any decisions that can be put off 
until you feel better emotionally. 
 

5. Work to tame your fears. 
When the first impact of death wears off, you may feel you are losing control. This is a normal 
part of the grieving process. Unlike mental illness, the strong feelings suffered during grief 
gradually and permanently disappear. Because you may experience a feeling of temporary 
instability, it’s important to remember that you have the ability to cope. This is a time when 
much of your adjustment to widowhood takes place. 
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6. In your own time, in your own way, you can say goodbye. 
The present, with all its pain and sorrow, is the only reality you have. Memories are very 
important, but they cannot be used as a shield against the present. At some point in your 
grieving, you will be ready to try to say goodbye. 
 

7. Stress can wreak havoc on your health. 
The effect of grief on our health is just beginning to be measured. While guarding your health 
can be among the least of your concerns during the throes of grief, you must work toward 
maintaining your health as soon as you feel able. This means beginning some form of regular 
exercise, getting proper nutrition, and reporting physical complaints to your doctor. 
 

8. If interested, consider employment, continuing education or volunteer opportunities that 
match your needs and interests. 
Entering the job market after a long absence, or for the first time, can be one of the most 
challenging tasks that widowed persons encounter. If interested, look for ways enhance, 
capitalize and build on skills you’ve developed over the years. Don’t be afraid to ask about 
employment opportunities whenever and wherever you can. Prepare well for your job search. If 
you do not need to return to work immediately, you may decide to go back to school or to 
contact Elderhostel, which offers educational opportunities in the U.S. and abroad. There are 
Also volunteer opportunities that are meaningful and personally fulfilling in your community, 
which you may want to consider.  
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Introduction 

 
Widowhood is one of the great crisis points of live. 
No one should expect to adjust to it overnight. The 
comments made in the following pages are 
designed to help you begin a process of adjustment. 
Other widows and widowers discovered long ago 
that their chief help came from sharing with other 
persons who had gone through the same 
experiences, and cared enough to bring hope of a 
new life to them. In time, you, too, may discover 
that one pathway to peace and richness is to share 
yourself with others. But that is in the future. For 
now we hope to explore with you some of your 
feelings and needs. 
 

 

Living Through Bereavement 
 

 
You may now be just beginning to live in that 
isolation and desolation that comes when we 
realize that our mate will never again look at a 
sunrise with us or suggest lamb chops for dinner. 
The total sense of loss when a partner dies does not 
come upon us suddenly. At first when one has 
suffered a serve accident one is in shock and there 
is only numbness, little pain. Later when the 
numbness is gone, pain comes. When a mate dies 

the shock acts almost like an anesthetic and we do 
not fully comprehend how alone we are. 
Furthermore, there is, much activity calling 
relatives, planning the funeral, going through the 
rituals, so that most of us have little time to feel the 
impact of loss. This may be nature’s way of getting 
us through some very difficult hours. 
Then when the dear friends and the relatives have 
gone and we sit alone, the realization comes that 
this is final; we shall not hear that voice again or 
feel that hand in ours. We cannot share with them 
the happy achievements of our children, or counsel 
with them about finances, or look forward to a few 
days away together. This is all over and the 
enormity of the loss flows over us like a dark river. 
We are almost paralyzed in terms of action. We ask 
ourselves how we can go on and what we shall do. 
And there is no voice to answer our questions. We 
need comfort, but there is no comforter. Then we 
realize that all of the years of physical intimacy are 
also abruptly stopped. And in the intensity of 
despair we cry and cry. 
 And of course to cry is good. Tears help to 
wash away the anguish of the spirit. It was a very 
harsh man who said that if you weep, you weep 
alone. He meant that somehow to weep was 
weakness. It is not. To weep is a natural as laugh 
and just as important for good mental health. The 
Bible recommends that we drink the whole cup of 
life. That means that we evade nothing, neither love 
nor tears, gladness or sadness. This is one reason 
why widowed people can help others newly 
widowed, because they have learned it is good to 
feel all the grief and to sob it all out. They are not 



 
 
 WinterSpring Center Transforming Grief and Loss           www.winterspring.org 
 

upset by displays of emotion because they have 
also gone into the valley of shadows. 
 
There is another side to intense grief that should 
not be overlooked. No one grieves very much unless 
something of real worth is lost. In a sense grief and 
despair are the measures of loss. They are 
testimonials to the value of that which is gone. In all 
of life nothing weighs so in the balance of goodness 
as a mate who is beloved. It is not always so and we 
shall have something to say later to those who have 
little to grieve about. But for the man or woman 
who has more and more deeply entwined their lives 
with another, who found each reunion after a day 
of separation a glad thing, for 
them to grieve is to celebrate 
the depth of the union. Tears 
are then the jewels of 
remembrance, sad but 
glistening with the beauty of 
the past. So grief in its 
bitterness marks the end of 
marriage, but it also is praise 
to the one who has gone. 
 The period of intense 
loneliness comes when one 
gives up the self that thinks in 
terms of marriage and begins 
to be the self after that is 
alone and widowed. This 
brings with it overwhelming 
new challenges, 
responsibilities and loneliness. 
My mother died about a year 
ago. Father, after sixty years of 
marriage, did very well. When 
we talked about where he 
would live now, he asserted 
that without any question he would live alone in the 
house mother and he loved. Mother had been the 
kind of wife, who had looked after his clothes, 
always cooked his favorite dishes, reminded him of 
his appointments, and worried if he was delayed 
getting home. I thought he at least needed a part-
time housekeeper but he would have none of it. He 
could cook, he could clean, and he was determined 

to do so. And in fact, he did these things very well. 
But after two months when I visited him he said: ...I 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭƛǾŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƭƻƴƎŜǊΦ L ǎƛt in my big chair and 
think and then I turn to mother to share something 
ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ L ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ 
and I cŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ 
stand it. 
 He could cook but he could not be his own 
companion. The utter sense of being alone finally 
came to him. All the interdependencies of marriage 
were still there and he was grieving. 
 My father’s grief had a deep melancholy 
about it. But something else characterized the 
reaction of an old family friend I visited who had 

just lost her husband. She 
twisted her hands around a 
handkerchief and got up and 
down from her chair. She said: 
Χ ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ .ƛƭƭ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƭƭ the 
decisions in our family and I 
never had to decide anything. 
Now my children want me to 
sell this house. They think I 
should put money in stock. 
They insist I move away from 
memories here. My neighbors 
ǎŀȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
know what to do. I lay awake 
at night and worry about 
everything. What will become 
of me? 
This woman’s grief is 
characterized by deep and 
persistent anxiety. She tries to 
still depend on her husband by 
thinking about what he would 
do in the situation, but she 
comes up with blank walls. 

She was trying to make some very basic decisions 
and she could not make them. Of cause both her 
children and her neighbors were wrong trying to 
force her to make sudden decisions. In any crisis it is 
wise to postpone any final commitments until one is 
emotional ready. And, as we shall point out later, 
there are objective persons all about who can help 
us in those matters. But one rule is paramount. One 
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should wait until one has sufficient perspective and 
good advice before changing one’s life in any major 
way. 
 There is sometimes anger mixed up in the 
grief reactions. Anger may be felt by persons who 
had a good relationship, as well as in situations 
where the marriage may not have been particularly 
happy, or where long standing bitterness 
characterized the communication between husband 
and wife. Our emotions are complex feelings and 
we do not always understand them. We are angry 
also with a world that treats us so badly. Recently a 
woman who had been widowed for three months 
appealed to me: 
ΧWhy did he have to die then? He had just invested 
a lot of money in a new enterprise and we are going 
ǘƻ ƭƻǎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ Χ 
always impetuous. What I went without because of 
his wild dreams! In twenty-six years of marriage he 
never listened to me and I had a better head for 
ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜ ǿŀǎΦ 
Some of us feel that it was a dastardly deed for our 
mate to die and leave all the burdens of life to us. 
You yourself may almost feel that death was used 
as a final hurt to you. Widowhood is terribly 
frustrating and it is human to express frustration in 
anger. Like the desolation of loneliness, bitterness 
and hostility also need to be expressed and 
expressed until their poignancy is gone and feelings 
are not all colored by negatives. 

Some who do feel angry soon suffer 
profound guilt feelings. They condemn themselves 
because they were angry at a dead partner. Then 
their guilt paralyzes them. Others are sure that they 
were responsible for their mate’s death. No amount 
of reassurance from their doctor seems to reach 
them. They keep saying that “he would not have 
died if I had…” Probably the root of that guilt goes a 
long way back into their relationship. This guilt 
probably has little to do with the actual death itself 
or its cause. No man or woman is perfect and we all 
do little injustices to each other. 

Most of us do our best day by day. But 
there are some persons who are so insecure that 
they attribute every problem of their friends, 
children, or mates to their own inadequacies. This is 

unfair to themselves but it is often such deep 
rooted feeling that long talking with a kind friend or 
counselor is necessary to eliminate that type of self-
blame. I am not talking about the more superficial 
kinds of self-accusation where the mate says: “If I 
had only stopped insisting on going to that party, 
when I knew he was tired…” That kind of regret is 
quite common. I am concerned about a very 
destructive habit of assuming greater responsibility 
than the situation justifies. Morbid brooding will not 
change the facts but it can stand in the way of 
recovering our equilibrium. 

All persons are unique and all of us 
experience somewhat different emotions that we 
call grief. But whether those feelings have a 
predominant aspect of anxiety, or anger, or guilt, or 
just loneliness, we must all see bereavement as a 
normal experience and one which demands 
attention. We call this grief work. We need to cry, 
and to remember and to feel deeply whatever our 
emotions about the departed. If we repress those 
feelings and present a “stiff upper lip” and a forced 
smile, we are in trouble for years to come. But we 
do not have to go through this period alone. Others 
who felt as lonely as you did recovered and they 
stand ready to help. Call upon the widowed persons 
program in your community. They can bring new 
perspectives, new hope, and understanding.  

To determine if there is a widowed program 
in your community, get in touch with AARP’s 
Widowed Persons Service in Washington, D.C. 
 

 

Family Adjustment to 

Bereavement 
 

 
We have been speaking so far about your own 
personal adjustment to grief. But there are others 
who are affected by the death of your partner. Your 
children, brothers and sisters, in-laws, your closest 
friends have to go through grief work too. 
 This is quite critical when it comes to your 
children. Recognize quite honestly that children 
often have ambivalent feelings about their mothers 
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and fathers. There are very few children who have 
not at one time or another wished their parents 
dead. This may seem shocking but it is not. Parents 
have to frustrate the desires of children almost 
every day if children are to be normal human beings 
and grow up to fit in society. I will never forget one 
13-year-old girl after the death of her father. She 
was losing weight and becoming isolated at school. 
It took some time before she could talk but when 
she could it all poured out: 

Χ I killed my father. I often wished him 
dead. And the he died and I know that I wished him 
dead. 
Her father had died from cancer. During his last 
months some of his best moments were contact 
with his children. He spoke to his wife about the joy 
this girl had given him but at her age her magical 
thinking made her seem responsible. After awhile 
she was able to have able to have a better sense or 
reality and put her fears and guilt and fond 
memories in their proper place. 
 We do not do well with the fact of death in 
our society. Children are often 
the victims of having been so 
shielded from any exposure to 
death that they are terror 
stricken when death occurs. 
The casual indifference to 
death on the screen leaves 
them unprepared for the 
passion they see around them 
and the reality of their own 
involvement. They have 
nightmares and day terrors. 
They worry about the living 
parent and their own future. 
Death of a grandparent or 
other relatives and family 
friends are occasions when 
children can be helped to 
accept the fact of death as a 
part of live. One should not 
avoid facing reality with 
children. Religious convictions 
may be comforting to adults 
but they should never be used 

with children to avoid facing the finality of death 
here on earth. Children need to be told that our 
friend Sam died, that Uncle Cyrus died, that father 
died. He is gone, and be cannot return. Honesty 
helps the child weather his bewilderment and his 
fantasies. 
 Just as important is honesty about your 
emotions. If you feel devastated, confused, and 
alone, children know it. No Parent can ever hide 
emotional fact from children. It will help them be 
open about their feelings and their questions if you 
are open in yours.  
 Physical contact is very essential in life but 
during this time more so. The comfort of parent’s 
arms has long been the haven against the world for 
children and those arms are needed in grief. Stay 
close by, but do not smother them. Do not expect 
them to be your haven. Reversion to bed-wetting, 
temper tantrums, displays of hostility and 
destructive behavior may occur. They call for your 
undivided and loving attention, not harsh discipline 
nor the thoughtless demands of people who do not 

share their grief. 
 Adolescent children 
may appear to be less 
affected, but in fact may be 
more in need. They are in a 
period of rebellion toward 
their parents. That’s natural, 
too, for that’s the way they 
develop a final independence 
to face the world 
courageously. But they have 
not achieved it and anxiety is 
a chief characteristic of 
adolescence. The death of a 
parent is often a 
monumental problem to the 
rebellious teenager who has 
not yet achieved 
independence. They are 
often capable of hiding their 
feelings, or, the opposite, 
collapsing in prostrating grief. 
Excessive reaction is not 
foreign to this age group and 
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it helps if you can accept it for what it is – the over-
reaction of an adolescent. They may or they may 
not want to talk. Accept either. But talk or not, 
occasionally a gentle an reassuring touch and brief 
word like: “It’s all right, Pat,” goes a long way in 
helping them through their own grief work. Later 
they will talk and those talks will be important. Your 
adolescent children may surprise you at how quickly 
they have matured. 
 Do not be impatient with the older son or 
daughter who is already establishing a career or a 
home, if they seem preoccupied with their own 
concerns. As the bereaved parent, you may feel 
that these children now in their maturity should 
assume more of the burden caused when your mate 
died. They are, after all, your children. You may feel 
that they ought to do more than come to the 
funeral and then check weekly to see how you are 
doing. Remember that they are in the establishing 
phase of their families. They are as intensely 
involved with this as you are with your problems. If 
you need them, tell them. They will probably 
respond. But it is unrealistic to expect them to 
change their commitments to their expanding life 
goals to accommodate your needs. If they seek you 
for a weekend or a holiday, by all means go and 
share their family and their life. They may be asking 
you to awaken memories, and share their grief, 
which may perhaps be less intense but more 
extended than yours. 
 Death often provides the occasion for 
adults to work out long repressed feelings, but this 
must come when they are ready, if it is necessary at 
all. While it is often comforting to have adult family 
members about, remember that a permanent 
solution to the loneliness and social needs of the 
widowed is built precariously if one depends solely 
on family members. Ours is a mobile society. 
Economic necessity forces our children to move 
often and often far away. Parents understand this 
and no longer expect to live with nor nave 
continuous personal contact with their children. 
They do wish, however, to stay in touch by 
telephone and letters so that if they are needed 
they can be summoned, and they are not strangers 
when you want to express your love. 

 Every family has his history that expresses a 
particular family theme. That theme will be played 
out on all occasions, be they joyous or sad. 
Sometimes it is a theme of interdependence and 
strong cohesion. Other families have stressed 
independence and individual growth. Some families 
have existed only by scapegoating an individual 
member. Other families are characterized by 
polarities with the men of the family opposed to the 
women of the family, or a father-daughter alliance 
versus a mother-son alliance. Some family members 
are sensitive and responsive; others are withdrawn 
and indifferent. To depend, then, on the family for 
comfort, support and comradeship is often futile 
and frustrating. Where the family has always been 
cohesive and close, it follows, that the widowed 
should expect to have more contact. But families 
are not cut in the same pattern. This may be 
unfortunate but in America today families are not a 
great resource for the widowed. What about friends 
as a resource? 
 

 

Personal and Social 

Adjustment 
__________________________________________ 
 
The friends we have when a mate dies were 
identified and cultivated during our shared 
experiences. The problem of adjusting to those 
friends is a specific case of the general problem that 
surrounds the widowed when they begin to reach 
out for new roles. Friends previous to the death of a 
mate are related to two persons; those two persons 
were married and the companions gathered were 
often couples as well. When a mate dies; much of 
the motivation and the structure of those 
relationships are gone. As the widowed begin to 
reach for new roles it becomes obvious that old 
affiliations often do not apply. Let me illustrate this 
as related to women. 
 Most couples have couples as friends. 
Those couples engage in a series of activities that 
assume a husband and a wife. If it is a dinner party 
of five or six couples and the widow is invited, she 
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has to completely redefine her role. She may not 
compete for the attention of men with wives as 
freely as before r she is immediately suspect. She 
may not dance very much with them. She has a new 
status that is incongruent to the structure of that 
group. They may like her, respect her and really 
want her companionship, but she no longer fits as 
she did before. Furthermore, her husband carried 
much of the burden of socializing. He generally had 
broader contacts in the outer world. He knew the 
business interests of his friends, their golf scores 
and their temperaments. She is suddenly alien to 
the group because she is, in a sense, a new person. 
 She may be wrong but often she imagines 
that she is invited because the group is sorry for 
her. Frequently, too, when she is eager for recovery 
and is striving for a new role, she is overanxious. 
She may be an “intruder” on social affairs where her 
presence is regarded as not quite appropriate to her 
status. She may call too often on couples who were 
the friends of herself and her husband previously. It 
is true that one of the largest components to her 
successful adjustment to the new role of widow is 
her cultivation of companions, but to pursue old 
friends who are still married may be a self-defeating 
effort.  

How then does the widowed person reach 
out? Greater social mobility, previous work contacts 
and societal acceptance of 
widowers’ needs usually give 
men more social options. But 
widows or widowers should 
probably wait to establish new 
friendships until they have 
settled within themselves their 
vast deprivation. If you try too 
early to compensate for loss 
by quickie relationships, you 
will be disappointed. Social 
adjustment follows personal 
adjustment. If you use social 
aggression as an escape from 
facing your own feelings, that 
device will fail. 

 

When your grief work is finished, and no 
one can predict how long this may take, you are 
ready to investigate new relationships. This is not to 
belittle the importance of forming deep and 
intimate relationships nor to suggest putting off the 
development of such relationships. It has long been 
documented that an intimate friend, a confidante, 
is the one most important factor in maintaining 
physical and mental health. 

There simply is no cure for loneliness but 
people. But you cannot establish satisfactory 
relationships until you have established some kind 
of equilibrium, have quieted somewhat your 
anxiety, adjusted to your grief and emerged as a 
person who has something to offer to others. You 
will find then that your expectations and the 
satisfactions you get from others are different from 
those you had when you were a married person. 

When you are ready, there are a great 
many opportunities for you to move close to 
people. We have already mentioned the Widowed 
Person Service. Wherever you live there are 
widowed people who have experienced what you 
are going through and who have needed 
companionship as much as you do. You have heard 
about Parents Without Partners. You may find 
companions in your congregation, lodge, political 
party, volunteer work, classes at a community 

college, a dance or card group. 
You will soon see about you 
some of the 12.5 million 
widowed persons that walk 
the lonely paths of this urban 
country. If you are friendly 
and compassionate, you will 
soon find people who want to 
share time and life. Learn how 
to deal with being widowed a 
little at a time as yours is a 
role really without definition 
in this country. 

The widow’s life is 
often not a merry one. If in 
marriage there was an active, 
rewarding sexual experience, 
there now will be 
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psychological and physiological needs difficult to 
satisfy. There may come a desire to remarry, but 
the expectation of widows finding eligible men 
diminishes with advancing age. There are some 
237,00 new widowers each year in contrast to some 
506,000 widows. Most of our older men in this 
country are married; most of our older women are 
not. Widows will have a great many opportunities 
for temporary affairs with men, married and 
unmarried, who, for one reason or another are not 
satisfied in their love relationships. Some of these 
would offer her tenderness and be considerate of 
her, but others would not. She is plagued by the 
thought that she may be sitting alone watching 
television for the next twenty or thirty years when 
what she really wants is intimate companionship. 
This is a very natural and wholesome need. How she 
will eventually solve this problem has to be 
answered by each woman. But she must develop a 
system of values for her situation or she will be 
badly hurt. Our society has long ignored the 
emotional needs of single women – and they clearly 
outnumber single men. 

If there is the chance of remarriage, there 
are often problems with children. They may resent, 
for personal and economic reasons, involvement 
with another spouse. (Given the divorce rate in our 
society the chances of divorce and remarriage for 
younger people are quite high, but they somehow 
feel that widowed parents ought to be true to each 
other and thoughts of remarriage are somewhere 
between a violation of the Ten Commandments and 
high treason.) I have recently attended two 
marriages of widows and widowers. In one case the 
children did not come. In the other they appeared. 
What unconscious motivations beset children who 
oppose remarriage of their parents can only be 
discovered through psychotherapy, but they are 
often obstacles to the joy of a couple who have lost 
previous mates and who find much in common. 

If such a marriage takes place, it should be 
only after considerable pre-material 
companionship. I am not here suggesting that they 
should live together for a year, but that is now not 
uncommon. What I am suggesting is that they 
should test out their temperamental, emotional and 

social compatibility ant not marry simple because 
they are lonely. The grief work should be well over 
so that the marriage is not a quickie replacement 
for a lost loved one. If that happens, the marriage is 
early damaged by insidious comparisons of the new 
mate with the old one. 

Avery honest evaluation should be made of 
the economic resources of both parties, what they 
intend to do with them, and what each will 
contribute to the marriage. Pre-material 
agreements are fairly common in remarriages and 
these help to eliminate much inter-family warfare. 

We have suggested that widowhood 
involves not only the creation of new roles but the 
assumption of new responsibilities. We have 
explored the responsibility the widowed have in 
moving through intense grief to the development of 
new personal and social roles. But there are many 
other responsibilities such as handling finances, 
planning for work if that is desired, the need to 
write a will, the care of the house, the car, the food 
bill. All of these are discussed in the following 
pages. What we have discussed here is the need for 
the widowed to achieve emotional independence 
from the deceased mate, to recognize that he/she is 
now a new person with a new status, and that there 
are still many opportunities for a creative 
wholesome life. When the widowed no longer feel 
the stigma of being single persons, they have made 
their adjustment and will have the poise to handle 
the problems in life. 

 

Financial and Legal Affairs 
 

 
The loss of a mate makes you the agent responsible 
for many financial and legal matters. This section is 
intended to make that responsibility less 
burdensome and you more at ease by proceeding in 
an orderly manner consistent with the priorities 
imposed by law. Many decisions may be postponed 
even though certain procedures to protect you and 
your future should be initiated immediately. 
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THE IMMEDIATE ACTIONS 
 

We would assume that by the time you read this 
guide you have already made all funeral 
arrangements and that difficult period is past. If not, 
the following suggestions may be helpful. 
¶ If there is a will, or if the wishes of your mate 

are shared with you, follow them as your 
circumstances permit. 

¶ If you have confidence in a relative or friend, 
entrust the details to them … after explaining 
your wishes. 

¶ If possible, be reasonable about funeral costs. 
Your mate would want this. There are many 
options today including cremation and 
memorial services without the casket present. 

 

IMMEDIATE “PAPER” WORK 
 

You must notify a number of people or agencies 
about the death of your mate, and you will probably 
need a death certificate for each agency. You should 
also have copies of your marriage certificate. Some 
of the most important contacts are: 
¶ Banks: Joint accounts automatically are closed 

at time of death. Request that your bank 
release the funds to you. You should 
immediately establish a new account to handle 
funds received after the 
death. 

¶ Insurance Companies: If the 
funds are not already 
committed to a financial 
plan, request only payment 
of that amount you will 
need the next two month. 
Leave decisions about 
investments for a later, less 
harried time. Call the 
companies for forms. 

¶ Social Security, veteran’s 
benefits, pension or 
association programs: The 
death benefits that are part 
of these plans should be 
applied for promptly. 

¶ Probate court: In most states, wills must be filed 
within ten days or, if there is no will, this fact 
must be disclosed. Probate procedures may be 
a complex matter, depending upon the size of 
the estate and claims against it. The advice of a 
wise friend who has gone through this period or 
of the family lawyers is invaluable. If the 
surviving spouse can be appointed 
administrator of the estate, this arrangement 
often saves money. You should know that the 
court generally does not permit to be concluded 
in less than a year so that some resources may 
be tied up for at least that long. 
If you elect to be the administrator, you must 
perform at a minimum the following duties: 
File the will. 
Petition for appointment as administrator. 
Inventory all assets. 
List all costs of administration and claims 
against the estate such as medical and funeral 
costs, all taxes for the year past and the current 
year. 
File State inheritance and Federal estate tax 
forms, with payment of taxes due. 
Petition for approval of specific bequests. 
Have trust agreements, if any, reviewed and 
administration approved. 
5ŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƛŘƻǿΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜǎ 

and petition for approval to 
pay them. 
Collect all money owned the 
deceased or estate and pay 
bills as due. 
Pay legacies as promptly as 
possible. 

This list may sound 
formidable but your 
accountant or your lawyer 
will help. 
¶ Your Financial 
Records: It must now be 
clear that you are personally 
liable for estate resources 
and must be prepared to 
account for them. You must 
keep a record of every bill 
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you pay and all monies you receive. If you have 
no system for doing this: 
Save all records showing financial data.  
Keep a diary of all cash income and expenses. 
Ask an accountant, your bank, or a 
knowledgeable friend or relative to help you. 

 

LATER “PAPER” WORK 
 

¶ Inheritance and Estate Taxes: Within six months 
of the loss of your mate you will want to consult 
with your attorney in regard to the filling of 
inheritance and estate tax forms. You should 
determine and file your state inheritance tax 
first because the amount you pay is generally a 
credit against the federal tax. Changes in state 
and federal taxes laws are made from time to 
time so you will want to be sure the information 
is current. The tax payment must accompany 
the return. Your State Tax Guide, updated 
annually, is a booklet available from AARP upon 
request. 

¶ Probate procedures usually require a petition to 
the court to terminate the deceased’s property 
interest in real estate. 

¶ If you have minor children or dependents, you 
must have yourself or some bondable party 
appointed as custodian of their property. 

¶ Federal and State Income Taxes: If the deceased 
is up to date, you are only responsible for 
current taxes. One of your priorities should be a 
review of the income tax status of the deceased 
and the filling of the next due returns. 

¶ Sale of Property: Do not be hasty about this. 
Review carefully alternate living arrangements 
or income potential before you dispose of a 
home or stock your spouse felt a good 
investment. Above all avoid all persons who 
want to make you rich. They are probably only 
interested in their commission. 

¶ Your Financial Review: When things have 
settled down and you have the composure to 
do it, you should realistically review your 
financial standing. In doing this you will study: 
Your net worth - the difference between what 
you own and what you owe. 

Your budget - monthly income and 
expenditures. 
Your future obligations. 
Let us review each of these: 

Your Net Worth: You need to know what is the 
total of your wealth and how you can best enhance 
its value. If you own a home, you must allow for 
upkeep or it will progressively lose value. If you 
have a portfolio of tock or mutual shares, you must 
make a judgment about their growth value in 
contrast to other sound investments. You will be 
particularly concerned about fluidity … can you 
convert easily into cash if you have emergencies? 
Learn which investments may match inflation in 
growth and which are tax free. 
Your Monthly Income and your Expenditures: We 
are implying here the value of a budget. A budget is 
not just a way to save pennies – it is a way to insure 
the realization of your life goals. It is also a way to 
bring order into your financial life. When you plan 
for the peaks of expenditures such as the Christmas 
season or April 15th and allocate funds every month 
to meet those peaks, you do not live in the chaos of 
“Feast or Famine.” Nor do you unknowingly pay 
twice for an appliance or a vacation – once for the 
expenditure and once for the money you use. A 
monthly and yearly budget promises greater peace 
of mind and financial responsibility. Almost every 
major bank has budget forms and suggestions to 
help you. 
Your Future Obligations to Yourself and your 
Family: Here you look to the future. 
¶ Are you providing through insurance and 

accessible reserves for illness or other 
emergencies? 

¶ Are you providing for retirement through Social 
Security, a pension plan, long-term savings, an 
annuity or investment, or program? 

¶ Are you providing for the education of children, 
or the support of dependents through life 
insurance, a trust, or financial plan? 

Your Will: You will have an estate. Your survivors 
will have a right to expect that your records, your 
wishes, and your obligations will be current, correct 
an easily accessible. This is best done by having a 
will. This is best done now. Take enough time, talk 
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with confidantes, seek professional advice – until 
you feel right about your answers to these 
questions. 
 

 

Employment, Careers and 

Volunteer Service 
 

 

With successful resolution of your immediate 
financial and legal affairs discussed in the previous 
section will come a growing sense of independence 
and self-determination. To provide increased 
financial security – or to reap the rich rewards that 
can flow from meaningful use of time – you may 
then want to explore full or part-time employment, 
or a new “career” in volunteer service. 
 For men or women who are employed at 
the time a spouse dies, return to work – to a job 
and routines they know, to people with whom they 
are familiar – can be a real antidote to the 
disruption that might otherwise result. In addition 
to the financial advantages, employment may 
reduce or delay the impact of being widowed. In 
most situations major decisions are best made after 
the intense grief is over, and employment can 
extend the time for adjustments to be made as well 
as long-term decisions 
affection housing, family, 
personal and financial 
conditions. 
 For most men, being 
widowed doesn’t affect 
attitudes and feelings about 
work or living habits or being 
“head of household” as it 
often does for a woman. 
 For most women the 
return to work after a mate 
has died is a very disturbing 
matter. If economic necessity 
does not require the income, 
the return to work or the 
determination to be employed 
should be made only after the 

period of intense grief is over. If such a decision is 
made while one is on throes of grief work, it is likely 
that important psychological, as well as economic, 
factors regarding the future will not be considered 
adequately. It is the purpose of this section to help 
widowed persons, particularly widows, assess the 
advantages and disadvantages of working and to 
indicate the various kinds of work available, 
particularly in their mature years.  
 Widows need to be very clear about 
possible alternatives. One can, for example, elect 
not to work at all and live on whatever income is 
available. Or she may have a pattern of life so 
rewarding that work has little appeal from the 
psychological and social point of view.  
 On the other hand some may have good 
incomes but few contacts. This type of person may 
elect to enlarge her social life and to meet some 
psychological needs by doing volunteer work with 
institutions that serve the community. This 
experience can be very rewarding. There are still 
other widows who receive Social Security benefits, 
but need part-time work to insure a better 
economic base or to do things that otherwise could 
not be afforded. For such a person part-time work 
may just be enough to provide the security or extras 
that satisfy her. Recipients of Social Security 
survivors benefits are limited in what they can earn 
without reducing those benefits – but if she earns 

enough to reduce her own 
benefits, her income would 
not affect the benefits of other 
dependents under her care. 
 Many will not have 
adequate income or Social 
Security benefits. Regular work 
is the only way to provide 
even a modest living. The 
pressing necessity to produce 
income week to week may 
force aside all other 
considerations. 
 Some people have 
such a consuming vocational 
interest that material rewards 
are of secondary 
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consideration. Such a person will not generally need 
to spend much time launching a new career. 
 If the facts of your life as you know them do 
not identify which of these alternatives fits you, you 
should invest some time in serious deliberation 
before being specific about looking for either 
employment or volunteer work. It often helps to 
clarify your thinking if you can talk with others who 
have been faced with one or more of these 
alternatives. 
 Marry B. considered working but rejected it. 
This is how she summarized her thoughts: 
Χ I never worked during the years Bill and I lived 
together. I was busy being a mother; and then a 
grandmother. I am still close to my sons and their 
families. If I worked I would have to give up much of 
Ƴȅ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦ 
CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ōǳǎȅ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ 
ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƻǎŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ L ǿƻǊƪŜŘ 
LΩŘ Ƴƛǎǎ Ƴuch that I enjoy every week at the church. 
L Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ 
the money. 

Mary B. had a style of live that was very 
rewarding. She saw no good reason to disrupt it. 
With her family relationships and other interests; 
her life was so full that to enter in a new career 
would have meant many losses to her. 

 But Helen H. chose a different 
answer. She, too, had sufficient income so that she 
really was not pressed to pay her bills. But, as she 
explains, she had some other needs: 

Χ I had really centered my life on Tom. Our 
friends were all couples we had known a long time. 
{ƻƳŜƘƻǿ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ Ŧƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ƴƻǿΦ hƘΣ ǘƘŜȅ 
are all good to me and want to include me but it 
ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ¢ƻƳΦ L ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
time with him at home, and making a home, that I 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƻōōƛŜǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ 
¦ƴƭŜǎǎ L Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ LΩƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŎƘ ¢± ŀƴŘ 
fade away. Tom was on the board of the Retarded 
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ IŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ƎƻΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ do this but those children need 
ƭƻǾƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦ LΩǾŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ Χ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƪƴŜǿ ¢ƻƳ ŀƴŘ 
appreciated what he did. I can work there two or 

three days a week. I was there last week. There is 
one little boy who put his arƳǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜΧ 

Helen will find new friends working at this 
Foundation. She will have that sense of being a 
worthwhile person, sharing her ability, her time and 
her love with those who need her. And of course, it 
would be equally rewarding if Helen found a new 
outlet, unrelated to husband and the past. 

Jacqueline M. had a financial problem that 
could only be solved if she added to her income. 
This is the way she expressed it: 

Χ WŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ L ƻƴƭȅ Ǝƻǘ ƻǳǊ ƘƻƳŜ ǇŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ 
years before he died. We always loved that house. I 
ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ .ǳǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ 
it on our small savings and Social Security. I need 
about $100 a month more for taxes and everything. 
I used to help Jack during peak periods so working a 
little is not new to me. In fact I think I can work 
when I want to in the store Jack managed all those 
ȅŜŀǊǎΦ LŦ ƴƻǘΣ LΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΦ L Ŏŀƴ ŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
type and I think I´d enjoy keeping in touch with 
those people Jack worked with. I´m a sort of social 
person and I think this will be good for me. 

Jacqueline knew what she wanted and she 
had considered carefully what she had to do to 
make her wishes realistic. We do not know how 
many widowed people work, but among people of 
retirement age about one-third or those who work, 
work part-time. 

Linda P. had an entirely different problem. 
Her husband had an acute heart attack and died in 
his mid-forties. Her income was far below what she 
needed to support two mid-teen children. She said: 

... Fortunately my children are old enough to 
help around the house and do not need a baby 
sitter. What they will need is help with their college 
educations. My mother worked to help send us to 
school and she enjoyed it. I have some skills which 
may be a little rusty but I am confident I can use 
them. If I can´t find a job as a librarian. I´ll take a 
short course at a secretarial school and polish up my 
shorthand and typing. I´d like to find a job at a 
college or University because I want to take some 
courses and maybe one day my Masters Degree. I 
like that atmosphere. Bill and I had both planned to 
go back to school when the kids left home. 
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Linda was a very vigorous and intelligent 
woman. She needed the challenge of working and 
daily associations with stimulating persons. Her life 
plan would guarantee her those rewards. 
 

A LATE CAREER? 
 

The advantages and disadvantages of starting a late 
career depend almost entirely on the situation a 
widow or widower faces after the death of a spouse 
as illustrated in the four vignettes we have 
presented. We can easily list the advantages. 
Working provides more income. Having more 
income gives a sense of financial security. It enables 
persons to maintain some aspects of previous life 
that are important, to enjoy some luxuries that 
would not be possible otherwise. Working puts one 
in a social situation and is an obvious answer to 
loneliness. Those who regard their work as 
productive and creative have a sense of 
contribution and thus personal fulfillment. Work 
brings individuals into contact with new ideas and 
new challenges. Of course, for those who do not 
wish to go into the job market and who do not need 
to, volunteer work does the same thing. 
 There is a degree of freedom in doing 
volunteer work or part-time paid employment that 
is not present when one works 
at a full-time job. Many 
individuals who started at 
part-time jobs have so enjoyed 
the people about them and 
the challenge of what they are 
doing that they have moved 
into full-time careers. This is 
also true of some who start as 
volunteer workers. They 
become so proficient and 
useful that they are offered 
salaries, sometimes in the 
programs in which they 
started as volunteers. 
 The disadvantages of 
paid employment seem to 
relate to individual cases. 
Sometimes the take-home pay 

is little more than the benefits received from 
welfare or Social Security. In addition, there are 
transportation costs, costs of clothing, grooming, 
and meals away from home. You may find you are 
paying someone else to do things around the house 
you would have done yourself if you were not 
employed. If there are small children, there is the 
additional cost of baby sitting and what can become 
an endless chore of arranging adequate child care. 
While it is true that working enables the widow to 
meet many new persons, it is also true that to hold 
both a full-time job and run a home is fatiguing and 
often stands in the way of a new social life. 
 One of the common complaints of the 
widow is … “I am just so tired.” Individuals have 
different levels of energy and the decision about 
work – volunteer, part-time, or full-time – ought to 
depend on a careful assessment of one´s emotional 
and physical energy. If an employed woman is too 
tired to enjoy her children and the benefits of her 
work, she may want to question her decision. A 
careful inventory of psychological, social and 
economic needs ought to be matched with an 
equally careful inventory of personal assets, long-
term goals, energy levels and skills. 
 When you have made some basic decisions 
as to your work plan, there are certain essential 

steps to be taken in terms of 
either volunteer or paid work. 
These are: 
¶ Take advantage of the 
free services in counseling, 
testing, retraining, and 
placement offered by the 
State Training and 
Employment Service. You will 
find this center listed under 
State Government agencies. 
There are 2,400 of these 
offices in major and medium-
sized cities. 
¶ Prepare a resume – a 
short and accurate summary 
of personal history and 
employment experiences. 
Your State Training and 



 
 
 WinterSpring Center Transforming Grief and Loss           www.winterspring.org 
 

Employment Service can provide guidelines on 
writing resumes along with sample resumes for 
you to follow. 

¶ Make a careful inventory of job possibilities. 
Help will come in making that inventory from the 
Training and Employment Office, from Displaced 
Homemakers in most cities, from any number of 
non-profit employment agencies, from your 
personal friends and business associates of your 
departed mate.  

¶ Send your resume with a letter asking for an 
appointment to the most attractive firms or 
institutions in your inventory.  

¶ When you are asked to come in for an interview, 
look forward to it as a positive opportunity. 
Personnel officers are trained to make 
individuals comfortable. 

You may not get the first job you apply for, 
but you will certainly learn a good deal about 
interviewing so that you can fell much more 
confident the second time around. Before you go to 
the interview it is wise to review your position on 
hours, salary, your assets, and the questions you 
wish to ask about working conditions. This review 
will make the interview go much more smoothly. 

Perhaps you still have misgivings about your 
ability to find work – or maybe you think people 
your age are unemployable. Don’t be frightened. 

Be realistic about yourself and your talents. 
There plenty of evidence that mature, responsible 
people are actually better employees than younger 
ones. They stay the same job longer, are less 
impatient about promotions or shifts in 
assignments to accommodate personal desires. 
Mature employees have less absenteeism, fewer 
accidents, have fewer difficulties with other 
employees and take greater advantage of 
experience and skills. 

Employment opportunities for mature 
people who are breaking into the labor market or 
looking for a new career are often greatest in the 
“service” industries. Organizations providing 
educational, recreational, transportation, health, or 
social welfare services often prefer the older 
workers. 

You´ll want to be aware of the Social 
Security and Medicare benefits which you earn and 
the opportunity presented to defer income taxes 
through Individual Retirement Accounts. 

 

 

Housing and Household 

Management 
 

 

Every widowed person has to decide what to do 
about housing. This decision affects almost every 
other part of live style. Housing will account for 20 
to 30 per cent of your monthly budget. It should not 
take a larger share. If you own your home, it is 
probably your largest single asset. If you are paying 
mortgage or rent, it is probably the largest single 
personal obligation you have. You will probably find 
yourself indecisive and receiving conflicting advice. 
The responsibility is yours, of course, and you must 
make a choice 
 But do not act too hastily. For most people, 
it took a long time to develop the housing in which 
they live. Having struggled with that obligation and 
sacrificed to protect it, you should not wonder that 
you agonize over the decisions that must now be 
made. 
 When you and your mate originally 
acquired this place, you had to make an assessment 
of income and its stability. Now you have to ask 
yourself these same questions. How much can you 
afford to pay for housing? How fixed is your 
income? What psychological and economic benefits 
does this home hold for you? 
 Part of that decision will be based on the 
proximity of your home to schools, congregation or 
shopping – and to possible jobs. Are neighbors and 
the general environment satisfactory to you and 
your children? 
 How much time and money have you put 
into this place? How much time and money do you 
have to keep it up? Has it been a good investment 
for you? Is it a good investment for the future? 
 The widowed person who owns or is buying 
the home in which the couple has lived may sell it 
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for a variety of reasons. Perhaps you simply cannot 
afford the residence – or to maintain it. It may seem 
to hold too many memories, and selling the house 
may be a form of running away from memories. If 
so, there is some chance that regrets will come 
later. If the house was purchased at a lower interest 
rate than can be negotiated today, you may not be 
able to afford comparable housing at the higher 
interest rate. Renting a small apartment may prove 
very constraining after the freedom of your own 
larger home. 
 If there are young children, there should be 
very careful consideration about moving. The 
children´s lives have already disrupted by the 
parent´s death and uprooting them from a familiar 
home could cause even more emotional stress. Do 
not rush to sell your home. Wait until things have 
settled down a bit. It may be wise to decide to wait 
about a year before reaching a decision about 
changing your housing. You will then feel more 
secure and positive about the decision you make 
and you will probably be better prepared to face 
the work, the disruption, and the adjustment to 
new surroundings that is required. 
 A house or apartment that holds memories 
can be very comforting. If a couple has enjoyed and 
improved their home, too 
hasty a move could make the 
survivor feel she/he deserted 
the spouse. Or there may be 
resentment that strangers are 
now enjoying the fruits of their 
labor. It is wise to stay put until 
you know what you are looking 
for, what now fits a new style 
of life. 
 If study convinces you 
that cannot afford to keep and 
maintain your home or you 
choose to make a change for 
other reasons, discuss the 
matter with one of the trust 
officers at your bank. The bank 
should help you evaluate your 
assets and obligations. They 
can advise you on ways which 

will protect your assets in the most advantageous 
ways. 
 If you have decided to change your housing, 
be realistic about the alternate kinds of situations 
you may be moving into. For example, suburban or 
country living can be very depressing – or overly 
stimulating – for widowed people depending on 
how it is organized. Some communities are 
centered around the activities of married couples 
and the frantic pace of affluent family living, but 
this is not always true. There may be very little 
opportunities, to meet single people or to 
participate in single parent family activities. 
 Is your family urging you to move closer to 
them? In making this decision decide what is best 
for you. Do not make the decision on the basis of 
what is best for other families that happen to be 
relatives. If you have decided to go to work, it is 
probably better for you to find work before you 
move. Then when you move you will be able to give 
adequate consideration to transportation, schools 
and recreation that affects you. There is a great deal 
to be said for widowed people maintaining their 
homes in convenient locations in the city, or in a 
suburb with good transportation facilities. 
 Does renting look like the answer? It may 

give you the most freedom 
from unexpected expenses 
and obligations. You will have 
freedom to be away, with the 
knowledge that someone 
else will take care of 
emergencies and look after 
things. On the other hand 
money paid for rent is never 
an investment. Be sure you 
know what the lease 
provides in terms of rent 
adjustments, assessments, 
use of common areas, 
storage or garage space, 
termination, and the 
handling of security deposits. 
 Following are the 
advantages and 
disadvantages of renting an 
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apartment as compared to owning a home. Check 
to see which situation appeals to you: 
 
 
 
OWNING A HOME RENTING A APARMENT 
 

 

ADVANTAGES  ADVANTAGES 

Build up equity  No maintenance 
Privacy   Predictable expenditures 
Roominess  Freedom to move or travel 
Income tax deduction Appliances provided 
No restrictions on noise Less insurance needed 
Place for a garden No outside upkeep 
 
DISADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

Increasing costs  No equity 
Constant upkeep Crowded feeling 
Change in   Noise from other 
neighborhood   apartments 
 

HOUSEHOLD MANAGEMENT 
If, during your married life, you have developed the 
habit of budgeting household and personal 
expenses, this will be a great asset. The budget 
should be modified, of course, to reflect the change 
the absence of an adult in the family creates. 
 There is no substitute for budgeting. The 
very fact of widowhood almost invariably means 
changes in the amount of income and expenditures. 
A budget is the only reasonable, businesslike way in 
which to attack the problem of planning for the 
wise use of resources, the protection of assets, and 
your future. A budget should be regarded as a tool 
to help you make decisions to meet your needs. 
 Creating a budget does not mean you are in 
a straitjacket. It should in fact give you more 
confidence in your ability to run the household to 
satisfy your needs – to allow for an occasional 
indulgence – and to give you a sense of control over 
the way you live. 
 As you gain experience and as income and 
expenses change, don´t hesitate to change the 
budget. Budgets are a reflection of commitments, 
priorities and desires. They allow you to do what 
you can do to meet them. To get started you may 

want to send for one of the “Money Management” 
booklets listed at the end of this folder – or you may 
pick up from your bank, savings and loan, or 
investment broker. 
 Your time, as well as money, can properly 
be budgeted also. It is as wise to avoid impulse 
housekeeping as impulse buying. Allocate time and 
work out a schedule for shopping, meal 
preparation, laundry and care of clothing; and then, 
one room at a time, think of the need to sweep, 
dust and mop. You may find the house is never “all 
clean” as it once was. But you may also find that by 
doing it on a scheduled piece-meal basis it stays 
cleaner than you dared hope. 
 If you have children, keep them involved. It 
is their home too. They can help and it is important 
for them to know they are needed. Reaching 
agreement with children about specific chores, at 
specific times, with honest appreciation for what 
they do is important. Recognizing that everyone 
now has to do some things they never did before 
keeps the family feeling like a family. The hard work 
and the fun should all be shared. And sometimes it 
may be more important to go to a movie or get to a 
band concert or baseball practice on time than it is 
to have the dishes washed or the bed made.  
 If you are a man who has never cooked a 
meal nor done a laundry; or a woman who never 
mowed the lawn, or changed a leaking washer, you 
will be glad to know libraries have books for 
beginners and many high-schools, Y´s, and other 
groups offer courses for adults in home, auto, yard 
and appliance maintenance and repair. You not only 
will learn what you are able to do yourself, you will 
find you are much more confident in dealing with 
others you have to hire for the bigger jobs. 
 Try to keep up on minor repairs as you 
discover them. Securing a loose shingle, replacing 
broken windows or rotting wood can prevent major 
repair expense later. Touch up painting, well adjust 
door knobs and lubricated hinges beautify your 
home and make it function with virtually no wear. 
Keep your eye on the heating/cooling and the utility 
systems – water, gas and electricity – and the things 
they operate. Unusual noises, odors or erratic 
performance should be checked, perhaps best by 
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one of their service men. Learn where the cut-off 
switches and values are and tag them. Keep 
emergency service numbers close to your 
telephone. 
 Dripping faucets are a nuisance and cost 
you money. Extra washers, fuses, flashlight and first 
aid kits are a modest precaution. Be safety 
conscious. Avoid slick floors, loose rugs, and 
barriers in traffic areas like halls, stairwells and 
doorways. Keep doors to storage cabinets and 
drawers closed. If you have to climb, use good 
ladders or step tools, not chairs or boxes. Keep 
medicines fresh and isolated from children. Don´t 
store food or cosmetics with detergents, cleaners or 
house maintenance products. Proper lightning for 
stairways, work areas and doors is important. 
 Household management is, of course, not 
really different whether there are one or two 
parents in the family. Having only one puts the 
burden on one adult without the opportunity to talk 
things over and reach decisions. This burden is 
assumed with greater ease if:  
¶ You are thoroughly familiar with your assets, 

income and expenses 
¶ You will organize your 

time to take care of first 
things first 

¶ You look at your home as 
a place of shelter, privacy 
and long term value that 
requires routine but not 
excessive attention. 

 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

Widowhood is a time of 
great change with many 
crises impinging on us. This 
book is a guide for the 
process of adjustment to 
widowhood and should be 
read over and over. You may 
have felt some relief after 

this first reading, but the difficult tasks of carefully 
structuring a new life have just begun. Several 
thoughts bear repetition at this point. 
 It is best not to make any major decisions 
regarding housing, finances, investments, living 
arrangements or anything else during the first 
weeks of bereavement. Allow yourself the luxury of 
just living and beginning to explore the future. 
When the first feelings of catastrophe begin to 
settle down and you can more calmly survey 
alternatives, decisions will be much wiser. 
 If in a few months you are one of those who 
find it difficult to look ahead – if you are 
overwhelmed with the tasks of going in alone, then 
you may need to seek help. You can canvass the 
people who have been most helpful to you in the 
past – your doctor, a good friend, your son or 
daughter. 
 Most persons make an adjustment without 
professional help, but not all individuals are alike. 
Some people may wish to talk with a person who is 
known to be a warm and helpful counselor – a 
religious leader, psychologist or marriage counselor. 
They have shared the walk through the shadow 

with a great many people and 
known the pitfalls and 
problems of readjustment. They 
will listen with a sympathy that 
comes from years of sharing 
human problems. 
 Above all, remember 
that the one who left you did 
not wish that you should 
sorrow forever. You have an 
obligation, to your mate and to 
yourself, to find your way along 
the highway of life. 
 Your experience of loss, 
when shared with others who 
walk through loneliness and 
misfortune, can be an asset in 
helping them. To offer them 
succor in their sorrow may 
change their lives. You are 
needed.  

You are not alone. 
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Tear Soup Cooking Tips 
Reprinted from 

TearSoup, a recipe for healing after loss 
 

 

If you are the cook: 
 

 This is your grief- no one else’s. Your friends can’t feel your loss in the same way. It 
will not affect their life the way it affects yours. And you may resent them for that. 

 At first you may think dying would be preferable to having to go through this pain. 
Just try to stay alive. Sudden mood swings are normal. You may suddenly be 
unreasonable not short. 

 Try your best to educate your friends about what you need and how they can help. 
Be as honest as you can be about how you are feeling. 

 Don’t give up on your friends if they let you down. But if they continue to be 
insensitive to your grief you may need to distance yourself for a while until you get 
stronger. 

 At first you will probably want to talk to as many people as possible, but after a 
month or so, find one or two people whom you can count on for the long haul to 
just be there and listen when you need to talk. 

 Write your thoughts in a journal. It will help you to press and also to remember the 
new insights you are learning. 

 Consider attending a support group. Go at least three times before deciding if it is 
helpful to you. 

 Be open to counseling. 
 Exercise, sleep, drink plenty of fluids, and eat a well-balanced diet. 
 Pamper yourself. Take bubble baths. Get a massage. 
 Try not to compare your grief with another’s. You don’t earn points for having a 

more painful experience than someone else has. And you won’t feel less grief if 
someone else’s loss is worse 

 You deserve to feel happy again. Being happy doesn’t mean you forget. Learn to be 
grateful for the good days. 

 Don’t be too hard on yourself. 
 Long after everyone else has forgotten your loss, you will continue to remember. 
 Learn to be content with your private memories. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Reprinted with permission from Grief Watch 

Copyright Grief Watch 2002. All rights reserved. 
Tear Soup Copy Right Grief watch 1999 

Portland, Oregon USA 
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Tear Soup Cooking Tips 
Reprinted from 

TearSoup, a recipe for healing after loss 
 

 
If your child is the cook 
 
¶ Be honest with the child and give simple, clear explanations consistent with the 

child’s level of understanding. Be careful not to overload them with too many facts. 
This information may need to be repeated many times. 

¶ Prepare the child for what they can expect in a new situation such as, going to a 
memorial service, or viewing the body. Explain as best as you can how others may 
be reacting and how you would like the child to behave. 

¶ When considering if a child should attend a memorial service consult the child. Their 
wishes should be the main factor for the decision. Include the child in gatherings at 
whatever level they want to participate. Helping to make cookies for the reception 
may be all they want to do. 

¶ Expect them to ask questions like, “Why does he have his glasses on if he’s dead and 
can’t read?” Or, “Why is her skin cold?” 

¶ Younger children are more affected by disruptions in their environment than by the 
loss itself. 

¶ Avoid confusing explanations of death, such as, “gone away”, or “gone to sleep.” It 
might be better to say, “his body stopped working.” 

¶ Avoid making God responsible for the death. Instead say, “God didn’t take your 
sister, but God welcomed her.” Or, “God is sad that we’re sad. But now that your 
sister has died, she is with God.” 

¶ Don’t assume that if the child isn’t talking about the loss it hasn’t affected them. 
¶ Be consistent and maintain the usual routines as much as possible. 
¶ Encourage the child to express their feelings and to ask questions. 
¶ Children may act out their grief in their fantasy play and artwork. 
¶ If children have seen adults cry in the past they will be less concerned about tears 

now. 
¶ Show affection and let them know that they are loved and will be taken care of. 
¶ Each child reacts differently to loss. Behaviors that you may observe include: 

withdrawal, acting out, disturbances in sleeping and eating, poor concentration, 
being overly clingy, regression to earlier stages of development, taken on attributes 
of the deceased. 

¶ Sharing your grief with a child is a way to help them learn about grief. 

 
 
 
 

Reprinted with permission from Grief Watch 
Copyright Grief Watch 2002. All rights reserved. 
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Tear Soup Cooking Tips 
Reprinted from 

TearSoup, a recipe for healing after loss 
 

 
Grandy’s Cooking Tips 
 
¶ Grief is the process you go through as you adjust to the loss of anything or anyone 

important in your life. 
¶ The loss of a job, a move, divorce, death of someone you love, or a change in health 

status are just a few of the situations that can cause grief. 
¶ Grief is both physically and emotionally exhausting. It is also irrational and 

unpredictable and can shake your very foundation. 
¶ The amount of “work” your grief requires will depend on your life experiences, the 

type of loss, and whatever else you have on your plate at that time. 
¶ A sudden, unexpected loss is usually more traumatic, more disruptive and requires 

more time to adjust to. 
¶ If your loss occurred through violence, expect that all the normal grief reactions will 

be exaggerated. 
¶ You may lose trust in your own ability to make decisions and /or to trust others. 
¶ Assumptions about fairness, life order, and religious beliefs are often challenged. 
¶ Smells can bring back memories of a loss and a fresh wave of grief. 
¶ Seasons, with their colors and climate, can also take you back to that moment in 

time when your world stood still. 
¶ You may sense you have no control in your life. 
¶ Being at work may provide a relief from your grief, but as soon as you get in the car 

and start driving home you may find your grief come flooding back. 
¶ You may find that you are incapable of functioning in the work environment for a 

short while. 
¶ Because grief is distracting it also means you are more accident-prone. 
¶ The object of grieving is not to get over the loss or recover from the loss but get 

through the loss. 
¶ Over the years you will look back and discover that this grief keeps teaching you 

new things about life. Your understanding of life will just keep going deeper. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reprinted with permission from Grief Watch 
Copyright Grief Watch 2002. All rights reserved. 
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Some quotes: 
 
 
“There is in every one of us an inward sea. In that sea there is an island; and on that 
island there is a temple. In that temple there is an altar; and on that altar burns a flame. 
Each one of us, whether we bow our knee at an altar external to ourselves or not, is 
committed to the journey that will lead him to the exploration of his inward sea, to 
locate his inward island, to find the temple, and to meet, at the altar in that temple, the 
God of his life. Before that altar, impurities of life are burned away;  before that altar, all 
the deepest intent of your spirit stands naked and revealed; before that altar, your hear 
the voice of God, giving lift to your spirit, forgiveness for your sins, renewal for your 
commitment. As you leave that altar within your temple, on your island, in your inward 
sea, all the world becomes different and you know that, whatever awaits you, nothing 
that life can do will destroy you.” 

by Howard Thurman 
 
 
“Every human being has a great, yet often unknown, gift to care, to be compassionate, 
to become present to the other, to listen, to hear and to receive. If that gift would be set 
free and made available, miracles could take place.” 

by Henri J.  M. Nouwen 
 
 

A prayer 
“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going, I do not see the road ahead of me. I 
cannot know for certain where it will end, nor do I really know myself. And the fact that 
I think that I am following you does not mean that I am actually doing so but I believe 
that the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all 
that I am doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know 
that if I do this you will lead me by the right road though I may know nothing about it. 
Therefore, will I trust you always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of 
death. I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me to face my 
perils alone.” 

by Thomas Merten 
 
 
“Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever 
is lovely, whatever is gracious, it there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of 
praise, think about these things… and the God of peace will be with you.” 

Phillipians 4:8 
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How to cope with the widowhood 
 
 
 
__________________________________________ 
 
 
If I should die and leave you here a while, be not like 
others sore undone, who keep long vigil by the silent 
dust. For my sake turn again to life and smile, 
nerving thy heart and trembling hand to do 
something to comfort other hearts than thine. 
Complete these dear unfinished tasks of mine and I 
perchance may therein comfort you. 

-Mary Lee Hall, 
“Turn Again to Life” 

 

by Caroline Drewes 

 
Poet Mary Hill’s gentle directive mirrors the advice 
Philomene Gates has for all those like herself. 

Eleven years ago, Gates was trembling 
inside, physically and emotionally paralyzed, as she 
struggled to survive “the loneliest challenge a 
woman will ever face.” 

One March on evening in 1979 my husband 
and I danced the night away at a birthday party for 
a friend,” she begins. 

Eleven days later Sam was dead. 
“I want to die too.” 
There are 175,000 new widows each year, 

10 million widows in the United States. Including 
Philomene Gates, a New York attorney and CPA 
who returned to the practice of law when her three 
daughters were grown, and who 11 years after 
losing her man, has written a warm and helpful 
book: “Suddenly Alone: A Woman’s Guide to 
Widowhood,” just published by Harper & Row. 

“Nothing,” Gates says, “can prepare you for 
the shock and grief of Widowhood. Whether he dies 
suddenly or after a long illness, whether the 
marriage was a 40-year long romance or fraught 
with conflict from the beginning … there are few 
things as devastating.” 

But there is life after death; learning how it 
can be lived, learning acceptance rather than 
resignation, learning how to change is what she 
talks about. 

Frequently in the Bay Area Gates was here 
again the other day, visiting friends and talking 
about her book. (Also about a recent NATO 
delegation trip to Brussels, Bonn, Berlin, and 
London as a member of the Council on Foreign 
Relations.) 

 

Delightful ease of manner 
 She is a handsome woman with youthful 
vim and a delightful ease of manner, the sort of 
person who can offhandedly run a brush borrowed 
from a friend through her hair without mirror or 
fuss, and face the camera with poise. Her dark 
brown hair began to turn gray when she was 40; 
now it is the lovely color of whipped cream. 
 “Sam” was Samuel E. Gates, president-elect 
of the prestigious American College of Trial 
Lawyers. A man of power and charm, full of vigor 
and plans for the future, he was suffered a ruptured 
aneurysm. For a new agonizing days his family 
thought he would pull through. On the 11th 
afternoon, he joked with his old friend, Watergate 
special prosecutor Leon Jaworski; that night, 
suddenly he was gone. (Three short years later, 
Jaworski would die of an apparent heart attack 
while cutting firewood.) 
 Sam and Philomene had shared a rich and 
challenging life, first in Washington D.C., then in 
New York, traveling the globe, a vital part of their 
own world. How could it be ended? His death left 
his wife “shaking all over.” She remembers telling a 
daughter who had thought her mother was coping 
well, “I’m falling down, I’m uncoordinated. And I 
can’t absorb any information. I feel physically ill. I 
do not even want to get out of bed.” 
 Despite the fact he was 11 years her senior, 
Sam’s death was an appalling shock, bringing with it 
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fear and depression. No matter the circumstances, 
it is always so. 
 And even though Philomene Gates is a 
woman of distinction and accomplishment in her 
own right (skilled, among other things, at arbitrating 
matrimonial and property conflicts), even though 
she may have more resources than many women, 
for her it was no different than for any other 
widow. 
 And, like most of us, she survived, willing 
herself to the landscaping of a new life without 
Sam. 
 “I learned the value of getting to know 
myself,” she says, “ and slowly – with many 
episodes of backsliding – I have learned how to be a 
widow: how to eat and sleep alone, make decisions 
alone, how to travel alone, fight with car mechanics, 
how open jars and bottles and stuck windows, and 
carry heavy packages. I have learned how to get 
through holidays, anniversaries and birthdays, how 
to be sick alone, and how to grow old alone.” 
 From the beginning, at the suggestion of a 
daughter, she kept notes on the process of survival. 
Eleven years later, those notes form the basis of her 
book. It is a compassionate, practical work covering 
every aspect of widowhood wisely and clearly – 
emotional, social, legal and financial. Offering the 
companionship of shared experience plus 
interviews with dozens of widows and 
professionals, Gates explain how to put life together 
and go on. 
 

Shouldn’t feel guilty 
 “You will have moments of pleasure, 
perhaps even happiness, during those first weeks,” 
she warns, “and you will probably feel guilty about 
it. Don’t. Your husband wouldn’t want you to, and it 
doesn’t mitigate the pain of your loss to derive 
pleasure from being alive. Don’t worry, the 
suffering will be there for a long time.” 
 To “liberate” a new widow from depression, 
she offers a suggestion that may shock some. “Take 
off your wedding ring. If you are ready. The reality is 
you are no longer married and removing the symbol 
of marriage that no longer is can be freeing in a way 
that nothing else is.” 

 She emphasizes the importance of male 
friendships. “It’s a couple’s world. The only way to 
survive in it is to have a man and that’s not easy.” 
But it is possible and she says it is a mistake not to 
be bold in one’s approach. “You really have to be 
quite forward.” 
 Gates explains how to choose a lawyer. And 
speaks of the importance of being passionate about 
something, be it gardening or cooking, croquet or 
book groups; of becoming more knowledgeable 
than others about something. And the importance 
of volunteering. “It is the hardest thing in the world 
not to feel sorry for yourself, self-pity is an 
inevitable trap. But if you can do something for 
other people, if you contribute something to society 
on a regular basis, you will be a richer person.” 
 “If I had to give some good general advice 
for widows, it would be this,” Phil Gates says, 
“Don’t whine; don’t complain; don’t let anyone but 
your very closest friends know how unhappy you 
are.” 
 “To avoid self-pity, try your best not to get 
your feelings hurt… Once I drove past a house and 
saw a lot of cars parked in front and thought ‘If Sam 
were alive, we’d be there.’ Although you have every 
reason to, you cannot feel sorry for yourself. You 
are going to have to invite your friends who are 
couples three times to their every one invitation to 
you.” 
 

Must rise above the pain 
 Finally, “You must rise above the pain, and 
you will have to do it yourself … Basically you are on 
your own, and you have to develop an inner source 
of strength and self-reliance that you may not feel. 
But if you pretend long enough, you will become 
strong and self-reliant. You will be able to manage 
on your own. You will find happiness without having 
to depend on another person.” 
 Her list (abridged here) of suggestions in 
combating depression: 

¶ Dress in bright, cheerful colors and do get 
dressed every day. 

¶ Make sure you have plenty of green plants and 
fresh flowers in the house. Living things (… a pet 
can help) force you to think of life. 
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¶ Get out of the house at least once a day… It 
doesn’t matter what you do. Exercise every day.  

¶ Stay in the light as much as possible, especially 
in winter. 

¶ Never do anything for more than an hour at a 
time 

¶ Plan advance activities that are obligations. 

¶ Learn to structure your day so you don’t have 
huge blocks of time with nothing to do 

¶ Get rid of your husband’s personal things. This 
will be hard and it may make you feel 
“unfaithful” but you must clean out his closet 
and drawers to avoid turning them into a 
“shrine.” 

¶ Spend as much time as you can with children. 
Children force you to vacate the gloomy 
recesses of your own thoughts. 
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Widows and Widowers 
 
 

This is the one class of mourner given a specific title. “Widow” comes from the Latin videre, ”to separate,” and 
the Sanskrit vindhate, “he lacks.” The loss of a lover and life companion alters a hundred details of daily 
existence and communication; it also oblige the widowed to commence the task of recovering an identity 
separate from the one to whom they have surrendered a part of themselves. In the next selections, the poems 
isolate specific feelings of sadness and loneliness; the journals and memoirs describe the process of the journey 
to a new self. 
 
 

Li Ch’ing Chao - P’u-Shen Sheng Man 
 
Li Ch’ing Chao is known as China’s greatest female poet.  
This poem is translated from the Chinese by Duncan Mackintosh 
_______________________________________________________ 
Unending search in endless quest 
So cold and still, how cold and still; 
By grief and anguish, grief and anguish hard oppressed. 
This season of the sudden change from warm to chill 
Weights down the heart in search of peace. 
Cupfuls of light wine, two or three; 
How else confront the wind that blows at dusk so urgently? 
Even the flighting geese 
Have stabbed me to the heart, 
Friends that fly past me out of older memories. 
Chrysanthemums in yellow masses everywhere: 
Melancholy has marked them for its own. 
From whom are they worth gathering growing there? 
Watching from my window all alone 
How am I to live until the darkness falls? 
Fine rain is falling, too, into the dusk’s uncertainties.  
Tell me, with this, then, with all this, 
How can the one word “sorrow” paint what sorrow is? 
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C.S. Lewis – from A Grief Observed  
 
Lewis originally published this private journal under the pseudonym N.W. Clerk, a pun on Old 
English for “I know not what scholar.” 
 

 
No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being 
afraid. The same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep on 
swallowing. 
 
 At other times it feels like being mildly drunk, or concussed. There is a sort of invisible 
blanket between the world and me. I find it hard to take in what anyone says. Or perhaps, hard 
to want to take it in. It is so uninteresting. Yet I want the others to be about me. I dread the 
moments when the house is empty. If only they would talk to one another and not to me. 
 
 There are moments, most unexpectedly, when something inside me tries to assure me 
that I don’t really mind so much, not so very much, after all. Love is not the whole of a man’s 
life. I was happy before I ever met H. I’ve plenty of what are called “resources.” People get over 
these things. Come, I shan’t do so badly. One is ashamed to listen to this voice but it seems for a 
little to be making out a good case. Then comes a sudden jab of red-hot memory and all this 
“commonsense” vanishes like an ant in the mouth of a furnace… 
 
 And no one ever told me about the laziness of grief. Except at my job – where the 
machine seems to run much as usual – I loathe the slightest effort. Not only writing but even 
reading a letter is too much. Even shaving. What does it matter now whether my cheek is rough 
or smooth? They say an unhappy man wants distractions – something to take him out of 
himself. Only as a dog-tired man wants an extra blanket on a cold night; he’d rather lie there 
shivering than get up and find one. It’s easy to see why the lonely become untidy; finally, dirty 
and disgusting … 
 
 I cannot talk to the children about her. The moment I try, there appears on their faces 
neither grief, nor love, nor fear, nor pity, but the most fatal of all non-conductors, 
embarrassment. They look as if I were committing an indecency. They are longing for me to 
stop. I felt just the same after my own mother’s death when my father mentioned her. I can’t 
blame them. It’s the way boys are… 
 
It isn’t only the boys either. An odd by-product of my loss is that I’m aware of being an 
embarrassment to everyone I meet. At work, at the club, in the street, I see people, as they 
approach me, trying to make up their minds whether they’ll “say something about it” or not. I 
hate it if they do, and if they don’t. Some funk it altogether. R. has been avoiding me for a week. 
I like best the well brought-up young men, almost boys, who walk up to me as if I were a dentist, 
turn very red, get it over, and then edge away to the bar as quickly as they decently can. 
Perhaps the bereaved ought to be isolated in special settlements like lepers. ... 
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 … There is one place where her absence comes locally home to me, and it is a place I 
can’t avoid. I mean my own body. It had such a different importance while it was the body of H’s 
lover. Now it’s like an empty house. But don’t let me deceive myself. This body would become 
important to me again, and pretty quickly, if I thought there was anything wrong with it… 
 
 It is hard to have patience with people who say “There is no death” or “Death doesn’t 
matter.” There is death. And whatever is matters. And whatever happens has consequences, 
and it and they are irrevocable and irreversible. You might as well say that birth doesn’t matter. 
I look up at the night sky. Is anything more certain that in all those vast times and spaces, if I 
were allowed to search them, I should nowhere find her face, her voice, her touch? She died. 
She is dead. Is the word so difficult to learn? ... 
 
 Talk to me about the truth of religion and I’ll listen gladly. Talk to me about the duty of 
religion and I’ll listen submissively. But don’t come talking to me about the consolations of 
religion or I shall suspect that you don’t understand. 
 
 … Aren’t all these notes the senseless writings of a man who won’t accept the fact that 
there is nothing we can do with suffering except to suffer it? Who still thinks there is some 
device (if only he could find it) which will make pain not to be pain. It doesn’t really matter 
whether you grip the arms of the dentist’s chair or let your hands lie in your lap. the drill drills 
on. … 
 
 It’s not true that I’m always thinking of H. Work and conversation make that impossible. 
But the times when I’m not are perhaps the worst. For then, though I have forgotten the reason, 
there is spread over everything a vague sense of wrongness, of something amiss. Like in those 
dreams where nothing terrible occurs- nothing that would sound even remarkable if you told it 
at breakfast-time – but the atmosphere, the taste of the whole thing is deadly. So with this. I see 
the rowan berries reddening and don’t know for a moment why they; of all things, should be 
depressing. I hear a clock strike and some quality it always had before has gone out of the 
sound. What’s wrong with the world to make it so flat, shabby, worn-out looking? Then I 
remember. 
 
 What sort of lover am I to think so much about my affliction and so much less about 
hers? Even the insane call, “Come back,” is all for my own sake. I never even raised the question 
whether such a return, if it were possible, would be good for her. I want her back as an 
ingredient in the restoration of my past. Could I have wished her anything worse? Having got 
once through death, to come back and then, at some later date, have all her dying to do over 
again. They call Stephen the first martyr. Hadn’t Lazarus the rawer deal? … 
 
 Something quite unexpected has happened. It came this morning early. For various 
reasons, not in themselves all mysterious, my heart was lighter than it had been for many 
weeks. For one thing, I suppose I am recovering physically from a good deal of mere exhaustion. 
And I’d had a very tiring but very healthy twelve hours the day before, and a sounder night’s 
sleep; and after ten days of low-hung grey skies and motionless warm dampness, the sun was 
shining and there was a light breeze. And suddenly at the very moment when, so far, I mourned 
H. least, I remembered her best. Indeed it was something (almost) better than memory; an 



 
 
 WinterSpring Center Transforming Grief and Loss           www.winterspring.org 
 

instantaneous, unanswerable impression. To say it was like a meeting would be going too far. 
Yet there was that in it which temps one to use those words. It was as if the lifting of sorrow 
removed a barrier. 
 
 Why has no one told me these things? How easily I might have misjudged another man 
in the same situation? I might have said, “He’s got over it. He’s forgotten his wife,” when the 
truth was, “He remembers her better because he has partly got over it.” 
 
 … There’s no denying that in some sense I “feel better,” and with that comes at once a 
sort of shame, and a feeling that one is under a sort of obligation to cherish and foment and 
prolong is one’s unhappiness. I’ve read about that in books, but I never dreamed I should feel it 
myself. I am sure. H. wouldn’t approve of it. She’d tell me not to be a fool. … 
 
 This is the fourth – and the last – empty MS. book I can find in the house; at least nearly 
empty, for there are some pages of very ancient arithmetic at the end by J. I resolve to let this 
limit my jottings. I will not start buying books for this purpose. In so far as this record was a 
defence against total collapse, a safety-valve, it has done some good. The other end I had in 
view turns out to have been based on a misunderstanding. I thought I could describe a state; 
make a map of sorrow. Sorrow, however, turns out to be not a stat but a process. It needs not a 
map but a history, and if I don’t stop writing that history at some quite arbitrary point; there’s 
no reason why I should ever stop. There is something new to be chronicled every day. Grief is 
like a long valley, a winding valley where any bend may reveal a totally new landscape. As I’ve 
already noted, not every bend dies. Sometimes the surprise is the opposite one; you are 
presented with exactly the same sort of country you thought you had left behind miles ago. That 
is when you wonder whether the valley isn’t a circular trench. But it isn’t. There are partial 
recurrences, but the sequence doesn’t repeat. 
 
 Here, for instance, is a new phase, a new loss. I do all the walking I can, for I’d be a fool 
to go to bed not tired. Today I have been revisiting old haunts, taking in one of the long rambles 
that made me happy in my bachelor days. And this time the face of nature was not emptied of 
its beauty and the world didn’t look (as I complained some days ago) like a mean street. On the 
contrary, every horizon, every stile or clump of trees, summoned me into a past kind of 
happiness, my pre-H. happiness. But the invitation seemed to me horrible. The happiness into 
which it invited me was insipid. I find that I don’t want to go back again and be happy in that 
way. It frightens me to think that a mere going back should even be possible. For this fate would 
seem to me the worst of all; to reach a state in which my years of love and marriage should 
appear in retrospect a charming episode – like a holiday – that had briefly interrupted my 
interminable life and returned me to normal, unchanged. And then it would come to seem 
unreal – something so foreign to the usual texture of my history that I could almost believe it 
had happened to someone else. Thus H. would die to me a second time; a worse bereavement 
than the first. Anything but that. … 
 
 It is often thought that the dead see us. And we assume whether reasonably or not, that 
if they see us at all they see us more clearly than before. Does H. new see exactly how much 
forth or tinsel there was in what she called, and I call, my love? So be it. Look your hardest, dear. 
I wouldn’t hide it if I could. We didn’t idealize each other. We tried to keep no secrets. You knew 
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most of the rotten places in me already. If you now see anything worse, I can take it. So can you. 
Rebuke, explain, mock, forgive. For this is one of the miracles of love; it gives – to both, but 
perhaps especially to the woman – a power of seeing through its own enchantments and yet not 
being disenchanted. … 
 
 I said, several notebooks ago, that even if I got what seemed like an assurance of H.’s 
presence. I wouldn’t believe it. Easier said than done. Even now, though, I won’t treat anything 
of that sort as evidence. It’s the quality of last night’s experience – not what it proves but what it 
was – that makes it worth putting down. It was quite incredibly unemotional. Just the 
impression of her mind momentarily facing my own. Mind, not “soul” as we tend to think of 
soul. Certainly the reverse of what we call “soulful.” Not at all like a rapturous re-union of lovers. 
Much more like getting a telephone call or a wire from her about some practical arrangement. 
Not that there was any “massage” – just intelligence and attention. No sense of joy or sorrow. 
Now love, even in our ordinary sense. No un-love. I had never in any mood imagined the dead as 
being so – well, so business-like. Yet there was an extreme and cheerful intimacy. An intimacy 
that had not passed through the senses or the emotions at all. 

 
 

 

P’An Yueh (P’An Yeng Jen) 
Fourth Century A.D. 
 

 
In Mourning for His Dead Wife 
 
Winter and Spring even come and gone. 
Once more Autumn overtakes Summer.  
She has returned to the Hidden Springs.  
And all the world separates us forever. 
Who will listen to my secrets now?  
Who will I live for now? 
I try to do my job at Court, 
and reluctantly go through the motions of duty,  
and take up the tasks I had dropped. 
When I come home I can think only of he.  
When I come in our room I expect to see her. 
I catch her shadow on the screens and curtains.  
Her letters are the most precious examples of calligraphy.  
Her perfume still haunts the bedroom.  
Her clothes still hang there in the closet. 
She is always alive in my dreams.  
I wake with a start. 
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The Way We Are 
by Lois Wyse 

 
 

Grief never ends, but it changes. It’s a passage, not a place to stay. The sense of loss 
must give way if we’re to value the life that was lived. 

 
 

It was a simple memorial service in the 
garden of her father’s home, and friends 
and relatives watched as the new cloak 
of grief settled on the shoulders of the 
young woman. I had known her father 
well; John and I worked together for 
more than 20 years, and we had seen 
one another through the best and worst 
of times.  
 Those older than she stood 
cloaked with memories of their own 
sadnesses; in that moment their 
thoughts went to times when grief was 
painfully personal. So many of us longed 
to tell her that in time the tears will dry. 
The only question none of us can answer 
is: When? 
 From experience I believe that 
grief never ends; it changes. The wrath 
of early grief must give way if we are to 
remember those we love with any sense 
of their lives. For as C.S. Lewis wrote in A 
Grief Observed, “…passionate grief does 
not link us with the dead but cuts us off 
from them.” 
 Grief must change from the 
meaning of loss in one’s own life to the 
value of the life that was lived. But as the 
new knowledge of sadness grows into a 
place in our hearts, quite tears will still 
come when we least expect them. 
 How do we move from passionate 
grief to that quiet, sad place? “When my 
husband died, I was so angry I would not 
permit anyone to do anything for me,” a 
reader in Madison, WI, wrote me. “I 
didn’t even want their words of 
condolence. After a few weeks, however, 

I decided I wanted to tell our friends and 
family the real worth of my husband, so I 
wrote a biography of the heart and 
mailed it. The calls and letters I received 
made me understand that I was not the 
only one suffering his loss. My beloved 
was also a cousin, a friend, a brother, a 
coworker.” 
 
I learn that loss is a chapter in life, and if 
we open our hearts, others will enter. 
For tragedy and loss unite us more than 
joy. In the terrible days that followed the 
bombing in Oklahoma City last April, 
who of us did not feel for the grieving 
parents the husbands and wives whose 
loved ones were so cruelly taken from 
them? 
 
 To Victoria Cummock, 42, of Coral 
Gables, FL, the Oklahoma bombing 
resonated with the horror and shock she 
felt when her husband the father of her 
three young children, was among the 
270 victims of the terrorist bomb on Pan 
Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland. 
So she flew to Oklahoma to help the 
survivors deal with the everyday details 
of life. Certainly her generosity came 
from her remarkable capacity to use 
grief as a strength. 
 
 Sometimes coping with death is 
as simple as letting a survivor know she 
played life’s cards as best she could. On 
the day her grandmother died, a reader 
in Dover, OH, wrote me, “My 
grandmother was not a loving person, 
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and my mother was the one who felt 
that the most, so the most important 
thing Mom needed to know was that 
Grandma’s lack of love for her was not 
her (Mom’s) fault. I told her I’m glad I 
got the mom I did. We cried and talked. 
It was a very emotional time, but I think 
it helped Mom to hear someone tell her 
that she wasn’t to blame.” 
 All grieves have their 
anniversaries. A reader in Anchorage, 
AK, wrote, “Thirty-three years ago we 
buried a baby girl and thirty years ago 
my father died. So this is a hard time of 
the year for me.” 
 Each day, each month, each week 
marks a hard time for someone. Anyone 

with a realistic view of life knows that we 
are not going to find some mindless, silly 
happiness for all our days. But in the 
midst of our national grief over the 
Oklahoma tragedy, in the turbulence of 
our own personal trials, it seems only 
right that we think about ways to ease 
the pain of the living. 
 Love, beauty, honor, decency- the 
more we reach within ourselves to  share 
those qualities with others, the more we 
become the way those we loved would 
want us to be, the more the world will 
appreciate the way we are.  
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Beyond the Emptiness: 
Helping Young Widows To Name The Depth Of Their Loss 

By Judy Koeppl 
 

The ancient Sanskrit word for 
widow means “empty” and 
perhaps no expression 
characterizes the depth and 
meaning of the loss of a young 
husband more poignantly than 
this feeling of emptiness. To be 
able to name and acknowledge 
that emptiness, and all of the 
symbolic and secondary losses 
within it, is vitally important to 
the whole process of 
reconciliation in grief for young 
widows who, as a group, are 
often at high risk for 
complicated bereavement. 
 Within a support group 
specifically designed for young 
women whose husbands have 
died, an exercise was 
developed that seemed 
effective in drawing out these 
symbolic and secondary losses. 
The exercise was part of a 
seven week support group 
called The Circle of Weavers, 
named after a beautiful poem 
called “Storytellers in the Circle 
of Weavers” by Elizabeth 
Morris. Twelve young women 
ranging in age from 23 to 44, all 
of whom had lost their 
husbands, met one evening a 
week at our center in a stately 
old home on the wooded shore 
of Lake Monona. On prior 
evenings together, they had 
told the stories of their 
respective husband’s deaths, 
shared some of their pain, 
spoke of the fear they felt, and 

had begun to build a sense of 
trust with one another. 
 The “assignment” this night 
was to delve more deeply into 
the grief. We asked the 
questions: “What else have you 
lost in the death of your 
husband?” Each person was 
given a pad of Post-it notes and 
a colored pen. The instructions 
were simple: Just one loss to a 
Post-it, don’t try to censor what 
comes, just let it come. They 
began to write, the losses 
poured out, and the tears as 
well. When they were finished, 
we asked them to pull all of 
their Post-it notes on a large 
wall that had been covered 
with newsprint. They filled the 
wall. The act of “putting them 
out there for everyone to see” 
was a courageous step and very 
important. 
 Using the “affinity process” 
we then encourage the women 
to arrange the notes on the wall 
in clusters of alike-type losses. 
Some of the losses spoke for 
themselves some engendered 
more of a story. Some were 
shared by many others in a 
group, some were so unique, 
just like the primary loss that 
spawned all of these in the first 
place. What came out of the 
exercise was a sense of 
solidarity with one another, an 
honoring of depth and 
magnitude of their losses, and 
realization of how much they 

had to give up. One woman 
commented: “People told me I 
had to put this behind me and 
get on with my life. I began to 
think that I was just feeling 
sorry for myself. But just seeing 
all these parts to it made me 
feel the enormity of the loss.” 
Another support group member 
had a similar comment: “Seeing 
them (the Post-it notes) all up 
there helped me realize its ok 
to grieve. I’ve gone through so 
much and I need some Time.” 
Another support group member 
said; “It helped me to see that 
we all felt the same kind of 
longing, the emptiness, and the 
loss of that someone to be with 
us.” 
 Many persons who are 
grieving find that they can, in 
time, adjust to the physical loss 
of someone they love. But 
often it’s the little things, the 
inconsequential, unique and 
special and completely 
irreplaceable idiosyncrasies of 
the person who died that are 
the most difficult to grieve. 
Sometimes it’s the loss of that 
part of themselves that their 
husband represented, the loss 
of what they head invested in 
their relationships, that can be 
excruciating. The unmet needs 
and unfulfilled dreams, the loss 
of a future together, are all part 
of the secondary and symbolic 
losses this exercise addressed. 
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These are the losses they put 
on the wall: 
 
Figure 1:  
Symbolic and Secondary Losses 
 
best friend (5) 
lover (4) 
my best and only date 
confidant (3) 
sounding board 
advisor 
 
companion (3) 
companionship 
traveling partner (3) 
quite companionship shared at 
 the cabin 
bird watching companion 
dining companion 
shopping companion 
concert and play companion 
my football and hockey game  
 buddy 
tennis buddy 
movie date 
sharing events 
golf partner 
 
continuity 
sharing 
future dreams 
purpose 
joy (2) 
weekends 
youth 
adventure 
anticipation 
hope 
future 
normalcy 
love 
vision 
security 
spontaneity 
meaning (2) 

life 
happy old age 
closeness 
 
I lost my confidence and self  
 sufficiency 
I lost my confidence and self 
 esteem 
 
 
rock 
rescuer 
grandfather 
caregiver if I would get sick 
our daughter’s father 
husband and daddy 
warm smile 
hugs 
warmth 
 
someone to share laughs, share 
 the joy 
moral support 
my good judgment police 
someone to tell about my day 
someone to share the load 
someone to cook for 
someone to dress and shop for 
someone to comfort me after a 
 bad dream 
someone to listen to my  
 terrible piano 
someone who knew me at  
 age 25 
someone who always thought  
 of something new and  
 interesting to do 
 
social life 
my role as a wife (I was good at  
 it) 
fishing 
tea 
coffee 
vacation 
gardening 

wilderness 
being part of a couple 
my identity 
pow wow and Indian get  
 togethers 
an ardent admirer 
the person whose eyes you  
 caught across the room and  
 knew you both were  
 thinking the same thought 
a body that was aging in synch  
 with mine 
 It is important to name 
these but it is not enough. 
Naming them brings the 
awareness of their special 
importance to the individual. 
But we have come to know that 
each of these secondary 
symbolic losses also carries with 
it a special grief of its own. Each 
of these losses needs to be 
grieved in its own right, some 
intensely, some just simply. 
Although this might happen in 
the course of normal grief, this 
exercise or some other, in 
helping to raise the 
consciousness of the many 
losses, can effectuate some 
healing and provide a basis for 
understanding the depth of the 
grief that is felt. 
 Depending on the level of 
suffering surrounding each of 
these losses, individuals can 
help themselves through the 
grief in traditional and non-
traditional ways: by talking 
things over with others or with 
the deceased, writing poetry, 
etc. Often because some of the 
losses are symbolic in nature, 
the use of rituals, poetry, or art 
therapy modes are 
recommended as well as the 
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creating of memorials that fit 
the loss. 
 One of the group members 
summed up the exercise and its 
helpfulness to the grieving 

process by saying: “When you 
look at all of that you realize 
how lucky we were to be loved 
by such neat people. Maybe 
one way we can make it  

through is remembering 
together and helping each 
other to be thankful.

 
My Problem 

I was a widow at 30 
 
It was Brownie Scout day. Funny what you 
remember. Lisa, my daughter, was such a proud 
little Brownie. I picked her up after her meeting, 
and with 18 month-old Jake in his car seat, we 
headed for our favorite restaurant. 
 I knew Gordie, my husband, would be late. 
He was playing softball on the other side of 
Denver. Gordie was such a sports nut. He 
played in a softball league, and even this early 
in the season – it was only mid-April – they 
were scheduling games. 
 When I pulled up in front of our town house 
after supper, I saw my neighbor, Jan, standing 
beside a police car. Her face looked funny, sort 
of squished, and when she saw me, her hand 
jerked up in front of her mouth.  
 Something sold settled in my stomach. I 
said to Lisa, “Stay put, sweetie,” and got out of 
the car. I had this funny sensation, as if I were 
moving very slowly, like walking through deep 
water. A policeman came toward me, calling me 
by name. “I’m very sorry…” he began. …  
 It’s so strange the way you know, But you don’t 
want to know. So you don’t say it. You dance 
around it instead. 
 “Is Gordie all right?” 
 “There’s been an accident … fatal….” Even the 
officer couldn’t say the word. Couldn’t say dead. 
But he’s telling me Gordie is dead, is dead … it 
repeated itself in my head and I heard a loud 
scream and felt Jan’s arms, and her tears, not mine, 
I couldn’t cry because it couldn’t be, it couldn’t be, 
not my Gordie. “He would not like it,” I said to the 
police officer. “He has too many plans, and he loves 
his kids….” The kids. I spun around. Lisa had 

unrolled the window. Her face, white and scared, 
peered out. 
 My children have lost their father. The thought 

constricted my heart. But he’s only 
30, I’m only 30; you don’t die 
when you’re 30. And then I did 
stat to cry and the police officer 
led me into the house while Jan 
got the kids from the car, and 
someone called my parents. In 20 
minutes they were there, and my 
father’s face looked funny and 
squished, too, like Jan’s, because 
he wanted to fix things –Daddy’s 
great in fixing things, especially for 
me, his only daughter – but you 
can’t fix this, Daddy, no one can. 
 It was one of those accidents 
you read about every day. A drunk 
driver. Who gets drunk so early in 
the evening, I wondered But this 

guy did and killed Gordie and himself, head-on. It 
seemed so stupid. So messy, when Gordie was so 
neat. 
 Everything moved in a floaty sort of way, like 
one of those slow-motion scenes in a movie. 
Relatives came. Our minister. My mother went with 
me to pick out a casket. There we stood, in a room 
full of brown and copper and blue and black 
caskets, and all at once, I giggled. Because one had 
a sign: 50-year warranty. “Do we dig up Gordie in 50 
years to check the warranty?” I whispered. Even 
Mom laughed. 
 Already I was learning something about the 
death: That you don’t cry all the time. You cry and 
then for a while it’s like any ordinary day and maybe 

Gordie  
can’t be dead, 
I kept telling 

myself, but of 
course it was 
true. He was 

gone , my 
children had 

lost their 
father…. What 
on earth were 

we going to do? 
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you laugh and then all at once, like a fist in the gut, 
reality hits you again. He’s dead. Gordie’s dead. And 
then you cry. 
 
At the funeral, I heard, “You have your children. 
Aren’t you glad?” People say stupid things at 
funerals. It’s mostly because no one knows what to 
say.  
 “At least people brought you casseroles,” 
murmured my friend, Marji, with her barky laugh. 
“No one gives you the time of day when you come 
out of a courthouse.”  
 “You wanted to be there. I don’t 
want to be here,” I said. 
 She shrugged. “One thing about 
death, Shelly, it’s a clean slice of the knife; in 
divorce, it’s a real hacking away.” 
 Death is final all right. People crowded into our 
house before the funeral and for days afterward, 
they milled around, bringing things, patting my 
hand, helping with the kids. You’re very busy when 
someone dies, I learned, but after a week, even my 
mother had to leave. Had to get back to her job, her 
life. 
 “It’s okay, Mom, I’ll be fine,” I reassured her. 
But when she left, I stood very still. Dust motes 
danced in the hushed air. The house wrapped 
around me – empty, cold, as if the temperature had 
dropped, and I had this hollow, scared feeling. The 
air held silent questions: What will you do Shelly? 
How will you live? 
 Gordie and I had dated all through high school 
and we got married two years after graduation. I 
was 19. He was 20. Sure, we were young, but for us, 
it worked. Gordie was a natural salesman, and you 
don’t need a college degree to make money in 
sales. He worked for a local radio station, and we 
decided when Jake came along, I should be a full-
time mom, even if it meant we put off buying a 
house. 
 Something else we put off buying: life 
insurance. Gordie had one $10,000 policy, part of 
his benefits package, and that was all. We had no 
savings. I’d have to go back to work, and how could 
I support us on what I’d make as a secretary? All at 
once, in the quiet house, I couldn’t get my breath. I 

tried to gulp in air but my chest felt squeezed. 
Breathe! Breathe! Then the front door flew open 
and Lisa ran in. Her eyes, when she saw me, get 
scared too. 
 That night, the bed felt empty. Gordie and I 
always touched toes in bed. And I’d rub his ear 
before falling asleep. “My lucky ear,” I called it. Oh, I 
missed his toes and ears and body. I thrashed and 
turned and finally got up and pulled one of his wool 
shirts out of the closet. I sniffed it, drew in his 
fragrance, and went to bed every night after that 

with his shirt pillowed against my face, because it 
smelled like Gordie. 
 Grief is physical. That surprised me. It pressed 
on me like a weight, until my shoulders ached, and I 
found myself shrugging, as if to shrug it off but it 
never left. I couldn’t eat. My hair fell out. I’m tiny – 
size 2 – and my hair is naturally blonde. I wear it 
long; Gordie loved it that way. One morning, in my 
brush, I saw a handful of hair, and I got so angry. I 
hit the brush against the sink, over and over, no, no, 
no! Until Lisa ran in crying, “What’s wrong, 
Mommy?” 
 Most of the time, I didn’t feel like me at all, but 
like a walking ghost, moving alongside a body that 
only spoke and acted like Shelly. 
 And all sorts of little things assumed 
importance. A salesclerk asked, “And are you 
married?” And I started to say “Yes,” and then 
stuttered, “ Uh, n-no, I’m a-widow,” and she looked 
surprised, and I almost started crying right in front 
of her. 
 Jake was too young to know what had 
happened, but he acted querulous and unhappy. He 
wouldn’t nap, and he started waking up at night, 
crying. We’d almost weaned him, and now he 
wanted his bottle again. 
 Lisa, on the other hand, acted as if nothing had 
happened. It almost made me angry; Gordie had 
adored his little girl. Didn’t she care? Then one day 
her teacher called, asking if we could meet. When I 
went to school, she showed me a picture Lisa had 
drawn. A mommy, a daddy, a baby, and a little girl. 

One night I played a video of Gordie and yelled at him, 
“I’m so mad at you for leaving me!” 
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The daddy was X-ed out, with an angry black 
crayon, and the little girl was drawn in stabbing red 
strokes, but with blue dots coming out of her eyes. I 
almost started crying too. 
 
By summer, some people had disappeared from my 
life. Neighborhood couples we’d invited for dinner 
or for evenings of board games. Marji said it had 
happened to her too. “People think it’s infectious, 
you know? Death or divorce. Like maybe you’ll 
infect their marriage.” 
 Marji couldn’t relate totally to my situation – 
divorce is different – but when I attended a widows’ 
group at our church, everyone was 50 years old or 
more. They didn’t have small children. Or financial 
problems. 
 
 One night, when the kids were asleep and the 
Sunday classifieds were strewn around the living 
room. I pulled out a family video. “Don’t watch 
them yet,” my mother had cautioned. “It’s too 
soon, honey.” 
 But I put in last year’s Christmas tape, and there 
was Gordie, looking right into the camera. Laughing 
his rich, deep laugh. We were both laughing. Listen 
to him, he sounds so alive…. Gordie, don’t be dead, 
be alive – please. Suddenly, I got angry. I jumped up 
and pointed a finger.  
 “Dammit, Gordie, why did you have to play 
softball? I always hated it! It bored me, you know 
that, but oh no, you had to play. And look what 
happened! You got yourself killed! And you left me 
alone! Without enough money! How could you? I’m 
so mad at you for leaving me!” 
 Then I cried and cried and cried. Later, I learned 
that it’s natural to get angry at someone who dies, 
even if it’s not her fault for dying. And it’s healthy to 
get your anger out. 
  
I decided to stay in our town house until the end of 
summer. I couldn’t face moving. Not yet. I hired a 
woman down the street to watch Jake and Lisa, and 
I got a job at a large engineering firm. Life fell into a 
routine. Sometimes I’d forget I was a widow. Then 
something – a smell or piece of music or even a 
man’s laugh – would bring everything flooding back. 

 At night, especially, I yearned for Gordie. There 
was no one to hug away my fears or make me 
laugh. No one to take the kids when I felt tired. Just 
me. My shoulders ached even more from the total, 
24 hour responsibility.  
 “At least, in divorce, Dad takes the kids on 
weekends,” I said to Marji. “And pays child 
support.” 
 “It depends on the dad. It’s no piece of cake, 
Shelly, either way. Being a single parent is tough.” 
 We laughed, the way you laugh at a good 
cartoon – because it’s funny… and true. 
 In late September, Marji persuaded me to go 
with her to a singles party. “But it’s only been six 
months,” I protested. 
 I still hadn’t taken off my wedding ring, but that 
night, I put it on my right hand. I felt like a gawky 
teenager. When Marji introduced me to Fred, a 
man about 35, I wasn’t sure what to say or do. He 
invited me to dance, but I moved like a wooden 
board. 
 “Relax Shelly, it’s only a dance.” 
 “I’m sorry. I just….” 
 “Marji told me. Your husband was killed. I’m 
sorry. Most of the people here, they’re divorced. 
Like me. We’re glad to be out of a bad situation. It’s 
different for you.” 
 I appreciated his kindness. We talked about our 
kids – he had two, a little older than mine, and he 
shared custody with his ex-wife. When he 
suggested we take our kids to the park on Sunday, I 
hesitated. “Maybe another weekend?” 
 “Sure.” But after a few more minutes, he 
wandered off, and I saw him ask another woman to 
dance. 
 I left the party early. Maybe I’d go another time 
but not just yet. I wasn’t ready. People have these 
expectations for a “good adjustment” to death. I 
caught their unspoken message: “After all, Shelly, 
it’s been six months. Surely you’re not still crying?” 
 But yes I was. You can’t hurry grief. Maybe, if 
Gordie had been sick and we knew death was 
coming… but this had been so sudden. There were 
moments when it still seemed absurd – surely he’d 
walk in any second…. 
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 At Thanksgiving, Lisa, Jake and I went shopping 
in the mall. Suddenly, I realized Lisa wasn’t with me. 
I spun around. “Lisa! Where are you?” No answer. 
Pushing Jake’s stroller in frantic haste, I ran from 
the store, calling her name. No Lisa. 
 I started to shake, tears spilling, and I screamed, 
“My daughter’s missing, I’ve got to find my 
daughter!” A security officer came, Lisa’s name was 
broadcast, and 15 minutes later, she appeared, 
contrite and teary-eyed. “Mommy, I’m sorry, I went 
in the toy store.” I could only hold her and rock back 
and forth, knowing I’d lost a precious kind of 
innocence. For I know now we are not invincible. 
The worst can happen. To my children. My 
husband. Gordie’s death taught me that. 
 
Yet that winter, something else happened. I drove 
the kids to the park after put first snowfall. In the 
distance, beneath the blue sky, the mountain peaks 
glittered. Jake giggled and dropped like a rag doll 

into the strange new white stuff. Lisa made snow 
angels. As I watched them, my heart full of love, my 
glance fell on some nearby trees. Their spindly 
branches looked as if they were scratching the sky. 
 Then, for a split second, faster than I can tell it, I 
experienced a deep-felt truth: That one day, the 
bare trees would show new leaves, pale green life. 
And like the trees, so would I. 
 I looked at my children, Gordie’s children, and I 
saw in Jake the shape of Gordie’s face, and in Lisa, 
his eyes, and even a certain gesture she had that 
mirrored her father’s. And I knew, with sudden 
conviction, that Gordie was not lost, he was there in 
his children and in my memories, and though I felt 
the familiar sad prick of tears, mixed in with the 
sadness, I felt hope.  
 Out of winter comes spring. Out of sorrow 
comes new life. Not quickly or all at once… but it 
will come. 

 
 


