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Introduction

a woman’s guide
to living alone

10 Ways to Survive Grief and Be Happy

Meredith had the perfect marriage.

For 21 years, she and her husband rarely argued. They were close to their only child, and Meredith’s husband, a wealthy Boca Raton entrepreneur, provided her with a lifestyle of golf, tennis, and trips to Europe.

Then, one day, her husband asked 47-year-old Meredith if he could have an affair with his secretary. Shocked, Meredith adamantly refused.

That night, he moved out and Meredith’s world fell apart.

Like many women who become suddenly single, she wondered why her husband fell out of love with her.

She is not alone. According to experts, middle-aged women are the fastest-growing singles group. The National Center for Health Statistics reports that of women married before 1974, at least 50 percent have experienced divorce or widowhood. This figure is rapidly growing with the maturation of the baby boomers.

Losing husbands and lovers is never easy. Some women lose their men by choice; others have their loved ones stolen from them by illness and death. Their stories are painful and full of despair. But, after a time, these women turn a corner, and many discover the joy of living alone.

A Woman’s Guide to Living Alone: Ten Ways To Survive Grief and Be Happy serves as a survival guide for these women. It focuses on women 35 and over who have experienced loss and overcome it. Many of these women found themselves suddenly alone. This book reveals what sustained them and what brought them through their grief.

Through interviews and testimonials, readers will meet numerous women who were painfully unaware of the demands of living alone. Whether through divorce or death of a spouse, these women had to adjust to their new independence. Many started new jobs. They established credit in their own names. And some raised their children by themselves.

They stumbled, struggled, and sometimes went hungry. But slowly, they began to rebuild their lives.

This is their story.


Chapter One

getting through
the grief

When Susie Smoot-Brown returned to college after a divorce, she was raw from a marital breakup. She knew that anything was better than going home and crying night after night, so she did something about it.

While working in the college counseling office, she turned her grief into something positive. She started a support group for women going through the same experiences. “To me, divorce is like an amputation without a sedative, and all of us need to talk about it,” she says.

Three years later, Ms. Smoot-Brown, now a college professor, continues to serve as the support group leader. She encourages women to share their feelings concerning their grief. Each week twelve women meet to discuss their progress as they try to rebuild their lives as singles. “I don’t think you can drop a screen and say, ‘That’s the end of that feeling,’ ” Ms. Smoot-Brown tells her group of participants. “Progress is ‘one step at a time,’ a journey, and I see changes in this group each week.”

Grief. It comes on like a heavy fog—filled with pain, uncertainty, and fear. “Occasionally, the fog lifts,” says Marilyn Dickson, a national grief consultant, “but you walk in it a long, long time.”

Barbara, 63. Like many widows, her life came to a “screeching halt” the day her husband, Richard, died.

She discovered he had numerous personal debts. He was underinsured, and he had provided no college funds for their children. In addition to living alone, Barbara had to adjust to working full time as a receptionist in a friend’s office. “Suddenly, I traded the status of being a dentist’s wife for doing clerical work at little pay,” says Barbara. “I was no longer accessible to my friends for lunch or club meetings. And I was taking orders from a person who I used to go to parties with. It caused me to lose my self-esteem—I was lonely and embarrassed by my situation.”

A sense of alienation and depression is common among people who have lost a loved one. And, as in Barbara’s case, it is not uncommon for people who suffer loss to experience feelings of panic and think: Will I ever get over this? Will my life be like before? Although you may not realize it, thousands of women discover the answer is usually yes.

WHAT IS GRIEF?

Grief may occur in various stages: shock, denial, anger, depression, guilt, emotional release or letting go, and then acceptance. There may be physiological effects, too, including not sleeping, chest pains, rapid heartbeat, and so on. These feelings and manifestations may hit you like waves on a beach, coming and going at different times.


DID YOU KNOW?

• 32 percent of persons aged 65 and over live alone.

• There are over 13 million widowed people in the United States; over 11 million are women.

• There are 693,000 children under the age of 18 who live with a widowed parent.

SOURCES: U.S. Census Bureau, 1996

• In 1995, 652,741 women were widowed in the United States.

• Of these, 35,821 were under the age of 44. Another 48,132 were between the ages of 45 and 54. 99,985 were between 55 and 64, 183,473 were between 65 and 74 years old, and 294,330 were older than 75 (these numbers are approximate).

• The average monthly Social Security benefit for a widow is $736.00.

SOURCES: Vital Statistics Report, 1998 and Social Security Administration, 1998



Eleanor, 53. Returning from a family reunion, Eleanor enjoyed driving the back roads of upstate New York. The air was crisp, and the leaves were turning from gold to rust. With the radio off, Eleanor felt calm for the first time in weeks.

Within an hour, though, the silence became too much, as a feeling of loneliness overwhelmed her. In spite of her professional accomplishments in the last year, Eleanor felt alienated. “I realized there was a good chance that I’d always be alone—that I’d never remarry,” she says. “My divorce is the hardest lesson I’ve learned, and I’ll always grieve over it. My fantasy was that I would have a healthy marriage, where my husband and I loved and respected each other. I’ll never get over the fact that it didn’t turn out the way I wanted it.”


WHAT ARE “SECONDARY LOSSES”?

Has your husband died or left? Was he the breadwinner, the money manager, or the handyman? If you assumed only the role of homemaker, then you may face definite changes in your lifestyle.

When a spouse dies or leaves, the skills that disappear with them are “secondary losses.” You must learn them yourself, which can be overwhelming.

SOURCE: AARP



HOW LONG DO WE GRIEVE?

For an average person (which nobody really is), the grieving period is from 18 months to three years. The stages of grief do not come in neat little boxes. They may come all at once or off and on throughout the years, and in no particular order.

Referring to grief in stages is sometimes misleading,” says Richard Gilbert, author of Responding to Grief (Spirit of Health, 1999), “because it implies that we get done with it. Grief is about surviving. We get through the pain, but from time to time, we will always grieve.”

“Whatever the loss,” adds Rev. Gilbert, “we’re not going to stop remembering our loved ones. After seven years, some memories are still fresh. And they will be with us forever.”

GETTING THROUGH THE GRIEF

Many women believe that to “endure and hang on” is all you have to do to get through your grief. Grief experts disagree. “When we participate actively, we come out stronger and more whole,” says Marilyn Dickson, who is affiliated with the Association of Death and Educational Counseling in Muncton, New Hampshire. Similarly to training for a race, grief forces us to use our natural, human resources—talking, weeping, and writing.

“When a person is widowed or divorced,” says Ms. Dickson, “their identity is threatened, and they ask ‘who am I?’ ”

You’ve always lived as a couple, and suddenly you aren’t a couple. Being single is a shock. Being without a partner shakes you to your very bones. It makes you feel vulnerable and alone.

But these feelings are temporary. They’re part of growing and learning to live alone. And learning to like yourself in the process.

Ms. Dickson conducts numerous grief groups throughout the year, giving women the opportunity to meet other women who share the same experiences. “Sometimes strangers can be more beneficial to those in grief because they are more honest and open,” she says. “Old friends tend to tell you what you want to hear. Strangers don’t have to guard their words.”

Did you also know that strangers can make the best of friends? Sometimes, people you meet in support groups or in singles’ groups can form strong relationships, because you don’t have any history with them. They also don’t bring unnecessary baggage to the friendship. Because of this, they may be more objective and open in their opinions.

Susie Smoot-Brown, college professor. Ms. Smoot-Brown says that many women facing loss walk the same path. At her college, newly single women are returning to further their education. “They are anxious about how they will juggle work, family and school. They are unsure of their academic capabilities, and they feel isolated and alone.”

Through her support group, she allows these women to express their grief and anxieties, while giving them the opportunity to develop a new circle of friends.

SIGNS OF GRIEF

Adrian, 38. Five months after Adrian lost her husband, she threw herself into her work as an insurance adjuster. Business meetings, sales calls, writing memos, and making presentations filled her days. The long hours kept her from thinking, feeling. One day, she entered the elevator at her office and caught a whiff of her husband’s cologne on another man. This triggered the memory of her husband dressed for work, brushing past her in the kitchen. On his way out the door, she remembers him tenderly kissing her on the cheek.


WHAT YOU CAN DO WHEN A LOVED ONE MOVES ON

1. Encourage your family to acknowledge the loss.

2. Listen to yourself, and take yourself seriously in a gentle, healthy way.

3. Respect how family members may each react differently to the loss. The needs of one could be different from the needs of another.

4. Talk about your feelings and share the memories.

5. Find new rituals to share with loved ones.

6. Work through feelings of grief to bring closure to the pain and loss.



Standing in the middle of the elevator, clutching her briefcase, Adrian smiled. The memory was crystal clear. Then, her eyes filled with tears. When she reached her floor, she was unable to move, she was crying so hard.

Memories, senses, feelings. They well up in us after a loss. Whether from divorce or death, these memories are part of us. They are real and powerful. And they should not be ignored.

These feelings may strike us at inconvenient times, but they are a natural part of grieving. If we try to hide these feelings, they could come to haunt us at other times in our lives, causing serious repercussions.

Feeling our feelings is a part of the grieving process, and it’s healthy for us to express them, says Rev. Richard Gilbert, a grief consultant. He suggests that those of us who are dealing with loss should acknowledge the loss. “The pain of grief and the traumas of the world can leave us feeling lost, alone, and abandoned,” he concludes. “But through our spiritual connections we learn to trust again.”


GRIEVING AFTER A DIVORCE

The grief that follows a divorce is often tumultuous. “It’s like a terrible thunderstorm that runs its course,” says Dr. Arthur Kovacs, a Santa Monica psychologist. He describes a person going through divorce as one who expresses emotions by weeping uncontrollably, temper tantrums, even threats of suicide. Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for children to witness this behavior. During this time, one may also feel alone and isolated. But there is hope.

SUGGESTIONS: Don’t isolate yourself from others, says Dr. Kovacs. Don’t allow yourself to shut down emotionally. Look to friends or family for nurturing and support.



HOLIDAYS ARE DIFFICULT

When we are grieving, we are frequently blind-sided. Our senses are heightened. We get reminders we don’t expect—a whiff of someone’s perfume or smoke from a pipe. The touch of silk or soft jersey can remind us of a person, and the sight of a scarf or jacket can cause familiar scenes to flash before our eyes.

These memories are meaningful and precious, yet they may come at embarrassing times. Still, there is no way to control them.

There’s no time limit on these memories, either. That’s why holidays are so hard on people who’ve lost someone. Holidays are public occasions where others are doing things together that you and your husband used to do. And now you can’t.

So when facing the holidays, it’s important to be prepared. Recognize that you will be dealing with the days and times that remind you of your deceased or divorced spouse. You will be dealing with the memories of his illness or death, or his separation from you, and it’s important to realize that these times will be difficult for you.

As holidays approach, ask yourself: Which family traditions are important? Which ones should you continue? Which ones should you change?

Perhaps your grown children could have the holiday dinner at their house. “Remember, there will be an empty chair at your holiday dinner. You must prepare for it,” says Ms. Dickson.

And what about gift-giving?

If your spouse is deceased and the thought of exchanging gifts without him being there is too painful, you might consider alternatives like these: Perhaps you could ask family members to contribute to the American Heart Association or the Cancer Society or another non-profit organization in your husband’s name. Or each person could buy an ornament for your Christmas tree and put their name on it with a message to their dad.

After a loss, if you don’t plan for the holiday, making concessions to the fact of the loss, it’s harder. People enduring a loss should change customs and create new family rituals.

As we grieve, a reorganization takes place. People reinvest themselves emotionally and psychologically in the future. And keeping grief under a tight lid may cause multiple problems.

WHO HAS TIME TO GRIEVE?

Some women feel they do not have time to grieve. They are consumed with surviving, and they do not have time to reflect on the past.

Karen, 43. As she and her husband awaited the birth of their third child, due in a few weeks, they couldn’t have been happier. It was Christmas. The lights were strung, the tree decorated, and the dining room table filled with wrapping paper and velvet ribbon, awaiting the new gifts.

As Karen’s husband, Peter, prepared to take their 15-year-old daughter shopping, he suddenly had a sharp pain in his stomach. Within seconds, he crumbled onto the floor writhing in pain. “Take me to the hospital immediately!” he cried out.

His family quickly whisked him to the hospital, where he was diagnosed with an acute case of pancreatitis.

When Karen returned to the hospital early the next morning, she was shocked to find they were preparing her husband for emergency surgery. In a daze, she signed the papers and kissed her husband goodbye. “That was the last time he spoke to me,” she says sadly.

After spending almost three weeks in the ICU, Peter’s condition worsened. His pancreas malfunctioned, spilling poisonous enzymes throughout his body. The doctors finally came to Karen, saying, “He’s not going to make it.” They suggested the family take him off life support.

Karen remembers standing by her husband’s side. She and her daughters kissed him goodbye and then waited in horror and disbelief. “I watched the heart monitor until it wouldn’t go anymore,” she says, her eyes filling with tears.

But that was just the beginning of her trials. Two days later Karen experienced lower-back pain at her husband’s funeral service. Although she tried to ignore it, she knew it was labor. After the funeral guests left her home, she began to clean. In a fury, she washed the dirty dishes, mopped the floors, did three loads of laundry, ironed, and vacuumed. At 5 A.M. the next morning, she called her son-in-law and asked him to take her to the hospital.

An eight-and-half-pound boy was born at midday. She named him Peter, after his father. As the hospital visitors filled the room, Karen looked like a Swedish beauty. Her long blonde hair was braided. As she proudly showed off her infant, you’d never have guessed that she’d buried her husband the day before.

Grief? Karen didn’t have time for that. Like many women after a sudden death, she was consumed with attending to her physical and financial needs.

On the way home from the hospital, she dropped by to show her new infant boy to her husband’s parents. After admiring the baby, her father-in-law took her aside, saying, “Don’t think you can call on us to help you financially, because we can’t. We just don’t have the means.”

Karen was shocked. She thought her in-laws would do anything to help their grandson. But she was wrong. “Faced with that thought, I came home and prepared to do whatever I needed to for myself and my family. There wasn’t any other choice.”

In an instant, Karen not only lost her life partner, but also her business partner. Peter had been an architect and builder and Karen had kept his books and tended to other details of his business and finances. However, she was not able to go out and get new clients like Peter could.

With little insurance and few benefits, Karen acted quickly. She turned her part-time catering business into a full-time endeavor. She also rented her luxury home to a rock star for a three-month period. Then she moved into a rented house with her children. Within a few months’ time, Karen had experienced a death, a birth, a location move, and the startup of a new business.

“During the first year, I tended to my physical needs,” she explained. “I did charity ball catering, and I didn’t mind asking for the business of friends I’d formerly socialized with. I had no problem with that.

“Maybe I was desperate, but I didn’t let my pride stand in the way of the needs of my family. I didn’t want to lower my standard of living. I wanted to keep it steady for my children.”

At what point was Karen able to grieve?

“Peter was on my mind constantly,” she said. After attending a grief-counseling group at church and a memorial service for her husband, she had little time to continue grieving. Often, though, she would become consumed with anger. “I’d wonder why he would’ve left me with all this. In fact, I still do.”


WHAT ABOUT ME?

Are you spending all your time comforting others? Remember to take care of yourself during the grieving process. Join a support group. Allow yourself tears and feelings. As we cry, so do our children, and this is healthy. By showing them your pain, you allow them to express their pain. Be good to yourself. Pamper yourself.



DAY-TO-DAY LOSS

Many women flinch at the word “widow.” They associate it with a loss that continues through time, permanently. Yet we’re conditioned to believe you must have a partner in life. Always.

Liz Carpenter, veteran Washington insider. When Ms. Carpenter, one of journalism’s truly trend-setting heroines, lost her husband, she was just 52 and felt lost. In her book, Getting Better All The Time (Simon and Schuster, 1987), she describes it this way: “We had tasted the excitement and champagne of life together, shared the successes and disappointments of pursuing careers together, and raised a family together. Now, when I was only 52, my husband was dead. And the champagne was flat.”

“We didn’t know what happiness was,” she reflects. “That was us—living so fast that we didn’t stop and say, ‘Hey, hold everything, this is happiness.’ ”

HOW GRIEF AFFECTS FAMILY MEMBERS

When someone departs our life, it’s like ripples moving across a lake. Eventually, the loss reaches out beyond the spouse to touch others as well. Sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins, and friends are affected. And whether your children are small or grown, their grief is just as painful.

When you are involved in your own grief, how do you attend to others? Simply being there for them is a big help. Then, just let them express their grief freely. All family members need time to heal.

FAMILY CELEBRATIONS

After Nell’s husband John died, she called together her children and her sister’s family to “celebrate” her husband’s death. A nature lover, her husband felt more at home outdoors at his lake house than in his office. He was an avid fisherman. And he loved bird watching and working in his garden. He also loved his privacy.

When he became terminally ill with cancer, John decided to spend his last days at home, not in the hospital. With the help of hospice care, he lay comfortably in bed while family and friends came to visit. They played the guitar, told jokes, and exchanged hilarious family stories. Instead of dying in the hushed, sterile silence of a hospital, John’s last days were filled with warmth, laughter, and love, creating precious memories for those left behind.

At the end, the family planted a peach tree and buried John’s ashes beneath it. It was their way of paying tribute to his life past, and wishing him well in the life to come.


THE WHOLE FAMILY IS CHANGING

Unfortunately, grief is not confined to one person alone. Although you may not be aware of it, your entire family is grieving for the loss of your spouse. After a loss, all family members are forced to find new roles for themselves. They are wondering who will take over the lost person’s duties and responsibilities. As this readjustment occurs, family members are forced to change and assume new roles. How will they react to this replacement?



SHOULD CHILDREN ATTEND FUNERALS?

If children are not frightened by the funeral process, attending the funeral with their parents may make them feel included in the celebration of the deceased’s life. Just standing side by side with their loved ones in tribute to the dead may be comforting to children.

At an Italian funeral in New Orleans, a woman’s eldest daughter, 8, was allowed to write a note and place it in her father’s coffin. Today, that same note is also inscribed on the father’s tomb. It reads:

“You are always in our heart, our memories will never part.”

The specific circumstances surrounding the loss of a husband and father will certainly affect how the various family members react afterward. Consider the following situation.

A successful businessman and loving father traveled to a nearby college town to visit his daughter. After taking her to dinner, celebrating her good grades and progress in school, he returned to his hotel. There, he signed ten suicide notes and injected himself with an overdose of drugs.

The four children were devastated. Encouraging her children to find closure for their own pain, as well as to try to forgive their father, Connie, the mother, encouraged them to leave notes in his coffin. This became their way of saying goodbye.

Now when the family gathers at Christmas, the children, ages 9 to 24, write individual notes to their father. Some tell him how well they’re doing in school. Others express their hopes, their fears, and their anger. A few wish him well. As they seal their notes and carefully place them under the tree, Connie sighs with relief. “At least they’re trying,” she says. “As they communicate their feelings to their father, this helps them come to terms with his suicide.”

However, in this traumatic case, the four children were still reeling from shock two years later. One daughter became bulimic and was caught shoplifting laxatives on her college campus. One son is almost suicidal and is withdrawn from the family. And the youngest child still struggles with “why her daddy left her.”

Connie, 46, has gone from anger to depression to dogged determination. She fights for survival daily—for herself and for her children.

In order to care for her own emotional needs, she joined a support group for families of suicide victims, and she has received financial help from her church and her daughter’s school, which has waived tuition. And in the middle of fighting daily battles, Connie has not lost touch with the grief of her children.

Whether lighting a candle, planting a tree, writing a note to their father, or singing a song, paying tribute to a person’s memory becomes a meaningful ritual.

TIME TO GRIEVE

In our culture, we rush through the funeral service, briefly meet with relatives, and are expected to return to work or a regular routine in a few days or less. This is extremely difficult and unrealistic. Experts warn of the danger in not taking the time to grieve. They suggest avoiding a set agenda or rituals dictated by others.

If your faith doesn’t have a built-in grieving time, create your own. Take time off from work, slow down, and allow yourself to grieve by remembering your loved ones. You may want to visit a park. Drive to a mountain top. View the sunset from a spot that was appreciated by your spouse. Or you may want to just sit and relax in your husband’s study, surrounded by the books, paintings, and other items he loved. It’s okay to close your eyes and feel his presence. It’s okay to talk to your husband. It’s okay to say goodbye your own way, in your own time.

There’s more to grief than just mourning the loss of a loved one. Grief also involves the loss of a dream, a lifestyle, or something that’s

DEALING WITH GRIEF IN OLDER CHILDREN












THE VALUE OF SUPPORT GROUPS




CHAPTER 1 REVIEW: GETTING THROUGH THE GRIEF IS YOUR FIRST STEP TO SURVIVING HAPPILY
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