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Five years. Some days it feels like an eternity. Other days, it feels like yesterday since my husband Gerry, of 33 years, passed away.

That's the strange thing about grief. It doesn't follow a clock. It doesn't respect your calendar, your plans, or the brave face you've been wearing for everyone around you. It moves on its own terms, in its own time, and there's very little you can do to rush it or slow it down. If you've picked up this book, you probably already know that. You've lived it.

I want to start by saying something that I mean completely: picking up this book took courage. Not the dramatic, movie-screen kind of courage. The quiet kind. The kind that says, "My life isn't going to stand still, even when I'm not sure how to move it forward." That decision, that small act of reaching for something new, matters more than you know.

My story didn't start with Gerry's passing. It started long before that.

At 69, I found myself totally on my own for the first time in my entire life. I went straight from living with my family to getting married not long after high school. I had three children with my first husband. When that marriage ended in divorce, I still had the children to care for. I wasn't alone. I married a second time, and again, I had someone beside me. That marriage ended too, and I was left raising the children on my own. Then I married for the third and final time. The children grew up, moved out, and built their own lives. But I still had Gerry. And then, suddenly, I didn't.

That's a long time to never truly be alone. And then, all at once, you are.

The silence that follows a loss like that isn't just quiet. It's heavy. It fills the rooms of your house in a way that's hard to describe until you've felt it. The chair at the table that nobody sits in. The side of the bed that stays cold. The conversations that start in your head because there's no one there to have them with. That weight is real, and if you're carrying it right now, I want you to know that I understand it in a way that goes beyond words on a page.

What I didn't expect, and what nobody really warned me about, was the numbness.

For the first three years after Gerry passed, I went through the stages of grief. I leaned on counseling. I had friends who supported me. I kept moving. But looking back, I wasn't really feeling any of it. I was functioning, but I was numb. Almost to the day of the three-year mark, something shifted. I started to feel again. Really feel. And honestly, that scared me more than the numbness had. These emotions had been sitting quietly beneath the surface the whole time; now they were awake, and I had no idea what to do with them or where to go next.

One of my closest friends, a minister, told me that this wasn't unusual. That the numbness had actually been protecting me. It was my mind's way of making sure I could keep standing, keep breathing, keep getting through each day until I was strong enough to handle the full weight of what I'd lost. That explanation changed something in me. It gave me permission to stop feeling guilty about not falling apart sooner.

Grief has a way of making you question everything, including yourself.

Experts who study loss have identified five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. But here's what the textbooks don't always make clear. You don't move through those stages in a straight line. You might feel accepted on a Tuesday and wake up angry on a Wednesday. You might feel completely fine for a month and then hear a song in the grocery store that sends you right back to the beginning. A familiar scent. A photograph. An empty seat at a holiday table. These triggers don't mean you're broken or that you're doing grief wrong. They mean you loved someone deeply, and that love doesn't just switch off because the person is gone.

There's no timeline for this. No checklist. No magic formula. It's a deeply personal process, one that unfolds at its own pace, guided by the unique rhythms of your own heart. Whatever you've experienced, however long it's taken, whatever your grief has looked like from the inside, it's valid. It's yours. And it doesn't need to match anyone else's version of healing to be real.

I also want to speak directly to the women reading this who are coming out of divorce rather than death. Your grief is just as real. The loss of a marriage, even a painful one, carries its own weight. The loss of a future you planned. The loss of a version of yourself that existed inside that relationship. The loss of the ordinary, everyday things that most people don't think to grieve until they're gone. You belong in this conversation just as much as anyone else.

Loss is loss. And healing is healing. The path forward looks different for everyone, but it starts in the same place: the decision to take one step, even when you're not sure where it leads.

That's what this book is about. Not rushing you. Not handing you a recovery schedule. Not telling you who you should be or what your life should look like on the other side of your pain. It's about walking with you through the parts of this that nobody talks about at the grief support group. The parts that are complicated and uncomfortable and sometimes even a little hopeful in ways that feel strange to admit.

I'm still vulnerable. But I'm also strong. Both of those things are true at the same time, and learning to hold them both is part of what this whole process has taught me. That's the heart of what I want to share with you.

What You Will Discover on This Journey

One of the most confusing things that happens after a significant loss is that the world doesn't stop expecting things from you. People around you move on at their own pace. And somewhere along the way, you start to feel a pull toward connection again. It's quiet at first. Maybe you just want someone to have dinner with. Someone to call when something funny happens. Someone who notices when you're not okay.

That craving is completely natural. It doesn't mean you've stopped grieving. It doesn't mean you've forgotten. It means you're human.

But that craving can also make you vulnerable in ways you don't always see coming. Shortly after my feelings resurfaced, I began to notice that certain people had taken a sudden interest in me. One man, a few years younger than me, started showing up at the house uninvited and calling more than was appropriate. It didn't take me long to make it very clear that this needed to stop. Another man, quite a bit older, also made his interest known around the same time. Both situations made me deeply uncomfortable. And both of them made me realize something important: not everyone who shows interest in a widow has her best interests at heart.

That's not said to frighten you. It's said to prepare you.

One of the most important things this book will help you do is tell the difference between a natural desire for companionship and the pressure to commit prematurely. Those are two very different things, and the line between them can get blurry when you're still in the middle of healing. Wanting to feel less alone is healthy. Rushing into a serious commitment because loneliness feels unbearable is something to be careful about.

Think about a woman we'll call Patricia, a 58-year-old retired nurse who lost her husband of 22 years to cancer. About eight months after his passing, a man from her church began pursuing her with great intensity. He was kind and attentive, and he seemed to say all the right things. Patricia was still deep in grief, but the attention felt good. It filled a silence she hadn't known how to manage. She started spending more and more time with him, and within a year she was considering a serious commitment. It was only when a close friend gently pointed out that Patricia hadn't yet figured out who she was without her late husband that she paused. She realized she'd been using this new relationship to avoid the harder, quieter work of healing. She wasn't ready. And the man, well-meaning as he may have been, had moved faster than her heart actually could.

Patricia's situation isn't unusual. It's one of the most common patterns that shows up for women in the early stages of widowhood and post-divorce life. And it's one of the main reasons this book exists. Note that this is a hypothetical scenario, not a real person, but the pattern it reflects is very real and very common.

This book won't hand you a one-size-fits-all grief timeline. Grief doesn't work that way, and any book that pretends it does isn't being honest with you. Instead, what you'll find here is a spiritually grounded way of thinking through your choices, your relationships, and your heart. You'll learn how to set clear boundaries between casual connection and serious commitment. You'll learn how to spot when attention directed at you is genuine versus when it's opportunistic. And you'll learn how to keep your heart open to what God has for you without leaving it unprotected in the meantime.

There's a real difference between a relationship and a commitment. A relationship, in the broadest sense, is simply a connection between people. It's the way you talk to someone, the way you treat them, the way you show up in each other's lives. A commitment is something deeper. It's a pledge. A promise. A serious, long-term bond that carries real weight and real responsibility. You can have meaningful, life-giving relationships without being in any kind of romantic commitment. I had to learn that the hard way because, for a long time, I kept saying I wasn't looking for a relationship at all, when what I really meant was that I wasn't looking for a romantic commitment. Once I understood the difference, a whole world of connection opened up to me.

My relationships with my church community, with the widows' group, with my Masonic organizations, and the friendships I'd built through years of travel with Gerry- all of those are real relationships. They give me something to look forward to. They fill my days with purpose and warmth. And none of them require me to give away the part of my heart that still needs protecting.

The most important relationship I've rebuilt during this time is the one with God. That's not a small thing to say. It's the foundation on which everything else has been built. When you don't know where to go next, when the emotions come back, and you're standing in the middle of your kitchen not knowing what to do with them, having a relationship with God gives you somewhere to turn. It gives you a source of guidance that doesn't tire of your questions or grow uncomfortable with your pain.

You'll gain very specific tools in this book. Not vague suggestions, but real, usable guidance for navigating the social landscape that opens up when you start stepping back into the world. How to handle unwanted attention firmly and without guilt. How to recognize the difference between someone who genuinely cares about your wellbeing and someone who's looking to fill their own need at your expense. How to talk to trusted people in your life about what you're experiencing so that you're not making these decisions alone.

This isn't about closing yourself off. It's about protecting your heart while keeping it open to the right things at the right time and in the right way.

The Roadmap to Healing and Discernment

Healing isn't a straight road. I want to be very honest with you about that from the start. There will be days when you feel like you've made real progress, and then something small will happen- a familiar smell, a song, a date on the calendar- and you'll feel like you're right back at the beginning. That's not failure. That's how grief actually works.

The stages of grief that experts describe- denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance- aren't a checklist you move through once and leave behind. They're more like rooms you walk in and out of. You might spend a long time in one room, then move to another, only to find yourself back in the first without knowing exactly how you got there. The goal isn't to return to those rooms. The goal is to spend less and less time in the harder ones, and to know how to find your way back out when you do.

For me, one of the most practical things I did was deal with the empty house.

When I came home from trips or outings, the silence hit me the hardest. The house felt like it was closing in. It got to the point where staying home for extended stretches felt almost claustrophobic. I talked to my priest about it, and together we came up with a plan. I started volunteering two days a week in the church office. I hadn't worked in an office environment in more than ten years. It was uncomfortable at first. But that discomfort was exactly the point. It forced me to get dressed, leave the house, and be around people on a schedule. That structure changed my mental state more than I expected. It gave my days a shape that the grief had taken away.

If you're dealing with the weight of an empty house, here's what I'd suggest. Don't wait until you feel ready to get out, because that feeling may not come on its own. Pick one structured commitment outside your home, two to three times per week, and treat it like an appointment you can't cancel. It doesn't have to be volunteering. It could be a church group, a class, a regular walk with a neighbor, or a standing commitment at a community organization. The specific activity matters less than the consistency. What you're doing is giving yourself a reason to leave, and over time, that reason becomes its own kind of medicine.

The "living alone but not being lonely" goal that I've been working toward for the past five years didn't happen by accident. It required intentional choices about how I structured my time and who I spent it with. My two closest friends, both ministers, played a huge role in that. They walked me through scripture. They asked me hard questions. They sat with me in the uncomfortable moments instead of rushing me past them. If you don't already have two or three people in your life who can do that for you, building that circle is one of the most important things you can do right now.

Be specific about what you need from those people. Don't just say "I need support." Tell them: "I need someone I can call when I'm feeling overwhelmed." Or: "I need someone to go to church with me on Sunday mornings." Or: "I need someone who will tell me the truth when I'm about to make a decision that doesn't feel right." Vague requests get vague responses. Specific requests get real help.

The spiritual side of this can't be separated from the practical side. I've tried to keep them together throughout this book because, in my experience, they don't actually work well apart. Praying about your healing while also taking concrete steps forward isn't a contradiction. It's the combination that actually moves things. God's timing and your active participation aren't in conflict. They work together.

One of the most repeated pieces of advice I received, and the one I've held onto most tightly, came from a close friend who said to me simply: "You're still vulnerable. Be careful. Don't rush it." That advice wasn't meant to hold me back. It was meant to protect me long enough for the real healing to take root. If you find something or someone too soon, before the grief has had enough time to settle, there's a real risk that the connection is built on need rather than genuine readiness. And connections built on need alone rarely hold.

I keep coming back to the idea that everything is in God's time. That's not a passive statement. It's an active one. It means trusting that the right things will come when you're actually ready to receive them, and that forcing the timeline doesn't speed up the process. It usually just complicates it.

One evening while watching television, I received a message. It was Ken, a widower who lost his wife about the time I lost Gerry, reaching out to me. His closest friend, and the contractor who renovated my house, decided that since we were both widowed, we should meet. Every few weeks, he contacted me, and we shared information, such as that we were widowed. In time, he asked me to lunch. And so it began. 

That moment is what this whole book has been building toward. Not the lunch itself, but the fact that when it happened, I had done enough work to approach it with both openness and discernment. I wasn't swept away by the attention. I wasn't paralyzed by fear either. I was simply present, aware, and grounded in a way that the first three years of numbness never would have allowed.

That's what this roadmap is designed to give you. Not a guarantee of any particular outcome. Not a promise that everything will look a certain way on the other side. But the tools to move forward with your eyes open, your heart protected, and your faith steady. You can be vulnerable and strong at the same time. That's not a contradiction. It's actually the most honest description of what healing looks like from the inside.

What follows in this book is the full picture of how I got here, and more importantly, how you can too. Each chapter builds on the one before it. Each concept connects to the next. And all of it points back to the same truth: your second act doesn't have to be written in fear or in haste. It can be written carefully, faithfully, and on your own terms.

A note from the authors: there is a 90-day devotional by the same name (Still Living, Still Loved) to help you on your journey of recovery and healing.
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The Three-Year Numbness Shield
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Understanding the Protective Fog

There's a strange thing that happens after you lose someone you built your life around. You keep moving. You make coffee in the morning. You answer texts. You show up to things. You even smile sometimes. And then one day, someone asks how you're really doing, and you realize you don't actually know. You feel like you're watching your own life through a window, present but somehow not quite there. That feeling has a name, and it's more common than most people talk about.

It's called emotional numbness, and for many widows and women coming out of a marriage that ended, it can last for months. Sometimes years.

Most people assume grief looks like crying every day. They picture someone who can't get out of bed, who falls apart at the mention of a name, who visibly carries their pain everywhere they go. And yes, grief can look like that. But for a lot of women, especially in those first few years after a loss, grief looks much quieter. It looks like going through the motions. It looks like being fine, or at least looking fine, while feeling absolutely nothing on the inside.

That's the numbness. And if you've experienced it, you've probably spent a lot of time wondering what's wrong with you.

Nothing is wrong with you.

What you're experiencing is one of the most well-documented responses the human mind has to overwhelming pain. Your brain, which is an incredibly sophisticated organ designed to keep you alive and functioning, recognized that the full weight of your loss was too much to process all at once. So it did what any good protection system does. It put a buffer between you and the pain. It didn't eliminate the grief. It just slowed its delivery so you could keep breathing, keep functioning, and keep surviving until you were ready to handle more.

Think of it like a circuit breaker in your house. When too much electricity runs through the system at once, the breaker trips. It doesn't mean the power is gone forever. It means the system protected itself from a surge that could have caused serious damage. Your emotional numbness works the same way. The loss was the surge. The numbness was the breaker doing its job.

Psychologists call this dissociation or emotional blunting, and it's a well-recognized part of what's known as the grief response. When the nervous system gets flooded with stress hormones after a traumatic loss, the brain can essentially dial down emotional sensitivity as a way of managing the overload. It's not a sign of weakness. It's not a sign that you didn't love deeply enough. It's a sign that your mind is working exactly as it was designed to under extreme conditions.

This matters because so many women in your position carry quiet guilt about it.

Think about a woman we'll call Sandra, a 61-year-old former office manager who lost her husband of 27 years to a long illness. In the months after he passed, she was the one everyone leaned on. She managed the paperwork. She kept the grandchildren's routines steady. She cooked Sunday dinners and showed up to every family gathering with a smile that looked completely real. Her children told her she was incredible. Her friends said she was handling everything beautifully. But inside, Sandra felt nothing. Not sadness. Not peace. Just a flat, grey stillness that she couldn't explain. She started to wonder if she'd ever actually loved him the way she thought she had. It took her nearly two years to understand that her composure wasn't a sign of shallow love. It was her mind keeping her upright long enough to survive the unsurvivable. Note that Sandra is a hypothetical example, not a real person, but the pattern she represents recurs in the lives of women navigating this kind of loss.

Sandra's experience isn't the exception. It's actually closer to the rule, even if it's the version nobody brings up at the grief support group.

The cultural story we've been handed about grief is mostly incomplete. We've been taught that grief is loud, immediate, and visible. We've been shown women collapsing in doorways, sobbing at gravesites, unable to function for weeks. And while that version of grief is absolutely real for some people, it leaves out the quieter version entirely. The one where you function so well that you fool everyone, including yourself, into thinking you're okay. The one where the real grief hasn't even started yet because your mind is still running the protection program it switched on the day everything changed.

For me personally, those first three years after Gerry passed were exactly that. I went through counseling. I had supportive friends around me. I kept going. But looking back, I wasn't really processing anything. I was surviving. There's a difference between those two things, and it took me a long time to understand it. Surviving means you're still standing. Processing means you're actually working through what happened. I was doing the first one without doing the second one at all, and I didn't even realize it.

The numbness had a purpose. It gave me three years to rebuild a foundation strong enough that, when the real feelings finally came, I had something solid to stand on. I didn't know that at the time. At the time, I just felt like I was on autopilot. But that autopilot was doing something important. It was buying me time.

If you're in that phase right now, the phase where you're functioning but not feeling, where you're showing up but not really present, I want you to hear this clearly: you don't need to force the feelings. You don't need to make yourself cry to prove that your grief is real. You don't need to perform pain for anyone, including yourself. The feelings will come when your mind decides you're ready to handle them. Your only job right now is to stay connected to the people and the faith that will hold you when they do.

That's the first thing to understand about the protective fog. It's not a problem to be solved. It's a gift that's keeping you going until the deeper work can begin.

When the Feelings Return

Almost to the day, three years after Gerry's passing, something changed. I started to feel again. Really feel. And I wasn't prepared for it at all.

It didn't arrive gently. It wasn't a gradual thaw. It was more like a door that had been locked for years suddenly swinging wide open, and everything that had been sitting behind it came flooding through at once. Emotions I hadn't touched in three years were suddenly right there on the surface, raw and immediate, like they'd been waiting the whole time. I didn't know what to do with them. I didn't know where to go. I remember standing in my kitchen one afternoon feeling completely overwhelmed by feelings I couldn't even name, wondering if something had gone seriously wrong with me.

Nothing had gone wrong. This is actually a recognized part of the grief process, even if almost no one talks about it.

When the numbness lifts, it often lifts all at once. The brain, having done its job of protecting you through the initial trauma, eventually decides you're stable enough to handle what was being held back. And then it releases it. All of it. The sadness, the longing, the anger, the confusion, the love that has nowhere left to go. It can feel like you're losing your mind. It can feel like you're going backward. It can feel like all the progress you thought you'd made was an illusion.

It wasn't an illusion. You were building the capacity to handle this moment.

One of my closest friends, a minister who had walked beside me through the whole three years, told me that this wasn't unusual at all. He said the numbness had been shielding me, and that the return of feeling was actually a sign that I was ready to do the real work. That explanation gave me something to hold onto. It changed the way I looked at what was happening. Instead of seeing it as a breakdown, I started to see it as a breakthrough. A painful, disorienting, sometimes terrifying breakthrough, but a breakthrough nonetheless.

The feelings that come back aren't always the ones you expect.

You might expect sadness, and yes, sadness will be there. But you might also feel anger, and that can be confusing. Anger at the person you lost for leaving. Anger at God for allowing it. Anger at yourself for things you said or didn't say, did or didn't do. You might feel guilt that doesn't seem to have a clear source. You might feel loneliness that's sharper than anything you felt in those first three years. You might even have moments that resemble relief, and then feel terrible about feeling that way. All of these responses are normal. None of them mean you're broken or bad or doing grief wrong.

There will also be triggers. This is something I had to learn to prepare for rather than be blindsided by. A specific memory can bring everything rushing back without any warning. The emptiness of the house at a certain time of day. A song that played at a particular moment in your life together. A photograph you weren't expecting to find. A familiar scent on someone else. A date on the calendar that used to mean something. Any of these can send you right back to the rawness of the very beginning, even years after the loss. That's not regression. That's love leaving its fingerprints on your life.

The key is to stop being surprised by the triggers and start building a response to them.

Here's what that looks like in practice. When you feel a trigger coming, or when you're already in the middle of one, do these four things in order. First, name what's happening out loud, even if you're alone. Say it plainly: "This is a grief trigger. I'm feeling this because I loved someone." Naming it takes away some of its power. It moves you from being swept away by the feeling to observing it, and that small shift matters more than you'd think. Second, give yourself five minutes to feel it fully without trying to stop it. Don't reach for your phone. Don't turn on the television. Don't busy yourself with a task. Just sit with it for five minutes. Set a timer if you need to. Third, after those five minutes, do something physical. Stand up. Walk to another room. Go outside if you can. Drink a glass of water. Physical movement interrupts the emotional loop your nervous system is stuck in. Fourth, reach out to one person from your support circle, even just a short message that says "having a hard moment today." You don't need to explain everything. You just need to break the isolation that grief uses to keep you stuck.

These four steps won't make the trigger disappear. They're not designed to. They're designed to keep you from drowning in it.

The return of feelings is also the moment when the five stages of grief that experts describe, denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance, start to become more visible. During the numbness phase, you may have moved through some of them without fully registering it. Now, with the protective fog lifted, you might find yourself cycling through them more consciously. You might be in acceptance one week and wake up in anger the next. You might feel like you've fully processed something, only to find it sitting right back in front of you three months later. This is not failure. This is how grief actually works. It isn't a straight line from pain to peace. It's more like a spiral, where you keep coming back to the same places, but each time from a slightly different angle, with a little more understanding than you had before.

The healing process isn't a race. It's not a competition with anyone else's timeline, including the version of yourself you thought you'd be by now. There's no finish line you're supposed to have crossed already. There's no point at which you should have it all figured out. The only direction that matters is forward, and forward can be slow. It can be unsteady. It can look like two steps ahead and one step back. But as long as you're still moving, you're still going somewhere.

What the return of feelings is really telling you is this: you're ready. Not ready to have it all together. Not ready to be finished with grief. Ready to begin the deeper work. Ready to start asking the harder questions about who you are now, what you want, and where you're going. That readiness is something to be grateful for, even when it doesn't feel that way in the moment.

Reassessing Your View of Grief

One of the most important shifts you can make right now has nothing to do with what you do. It has everything to do with how you see.

For most of us, the language we grew up with around grief is the language of endurance. You get through it. You get over it. You move on. These phrases seem harmless, but they carry a hidden message: that grief is an obstacle between you and the life you're supposed to be living. That the goal is to get to the other side of it as quickly as possible. That until you've "gotten over" your loss, you're somehow stuck, incomplete, behind schedule.

That way of thinking does real damage.

It makes you measure your healing by how little you feel instead of by how well you're living. It turns the love you carry for the person you lost into something that needs to be managed and eventually set aside. It creates a false finish line that you're always running toward but never quite reaching, because grief doesn't actually end. It changes. It softens. It becomes something you carry differently over time. But it doesn't disappear, and expecting it to disappear is one of the main reasons so many women feel like they're failing at something they're actually doing just fine.

The shift I'm talking about is moving from "getting over it" to "going forward with it."

Going forward with your grief means you're not trying to leave your memories behind. You're not trying to reach a point where the loss no longer matters. You're not racing toward some version of yourself that has been fully repaired and restored to factory settings. Going forward means taking what you've loved, what you've lost, and what you've learned and carrying them with you into the next chapter of your life. The memories don't become a weight you drag. They become part of who you are now.

I'll always miss Gerry. That's not something I'm trying to fix. What I've worked on is making sure that missing him doesn't mean my life stands still. Those are two very different things, and separating them was one of the most freeing things I've ever done.

Part of reassessing your view of grief also means understanding what loss actually is, at its core. Loss isn't only the death of a person. It's the loss of a future you planned. The loss of a daily routine that included someone else. The loss of the version of yourself that existed inside that relationship. For women coming out of divorce, the losses are just as real, even when the person is still alive. You grieve the marriage you thought you had. The life you thought you were building. The partner you thought you knew. That grief is valid. It belongs in this conversation just as much as the grief that follows death.

Whatever the source of your loss, here's what remains true: there's no right way to grieve it. No timeline, no checklist, no formula that works the same way for every person. Grief is deeply personal. It unfolds at its own pace, shaped by your history, your personality, your faith, and the specific nature of what you lost. Comparing your process to someone else's is one of the least useful things you can do, and yet it's one of the most common. You hear about someone who remarried two years after losing their spouse, and you wonder if you're taking too long. You hear about someone who still can't leave the house five years later, and you wonder if you're moving too fast. Neither of those comparisons tells you anything useful about your own path.

Your path is yours. Full stop.

Reassessing your view of grief also means getting honest about what you want now, not what you think you should want, not what would make other people comfortable, but what you actually want for your life going forward. That question can feel uncomfortable, even selfish, when you're still in the middle of mourning. But it's not selfish. It's necessary. You can't build a second act if you haven't decided what you want it to look like.

For me, that process of reevaluation took about two years after the feelings came back. I had to sit with questions I hadn't allowed myself to ask during the numb years. Did I want to live alone long-term, or did I want companionship? What did companionship actually mean to me, and was I confusing it with romance? What did I want my days to look like? What gave me a sense of purpose now that the role I'd played for so many years had changed? These weren't easy questions. Some of them I'm still working through. But asking them was the beginning of building something real.

One of the most clarifying things I did during that period was separate the word "relationship" from the word "commitment." I kept telling people I didn't want a relationship, but what I actually meant was that I wasn't ready for a romantic commitment. Once I understood the difference, everything opened up. A relationship, in the broadest sense, is simply a connection between people. It's the way you talk to someone, the way you show up for each other. A commitment is a pledge. A serious, long-term promise that carries real weight. You can have rich, meaningful, life-giving relationships without being in any kind of romantic commitment. That understanding freed me to rebuild my social world without feeling like I was setting myself up for something I wasn't ready for.

The relationships I built with my church community, with the widows' group, with my Masonic organizations, and with the friendships Gerry and I had made through years of travel together all of those connections gave my life shape and warmth. They filled the silence without requiring me to give away the part of my heart that still needed protecting. That's not closing yourself off. That's being wise about what you have and how you spend it.

The most important relationship I rebuilt during this time was the one with God. My two closest pastoral friends walked me through Scripture in a way I hadn't engaged with before. They taught me to sit with the hard questions instead of rushing past them. Study groups at church gave me a community that understood loss from a spiritual angle, not just an emotional one. That combination, the spiritual and the practical working together, changed the way I moved through my days. It gave me a source of guidance that didn't get tired of my questions. It gave me somewhere to take the feelings when I didn't know what else to do with them.

If you don't have that kind of spiritual grounding right now, here's a specific place to start. Find one structured point of spiritual connection this week. It doesn't have to be a full church membership. It could be a single midweek Bible study, a grief-focused prayer group, a conversation with a pastor or priest, or even a daily practice of reading one psalm in the morning before you do anything else. The goal isn't to perform faith. The goal is to create a regular, consistent point of contact between you and God, so that when the hard moments come, you already have a habit of turning toward Him rather than turning inward.

Rebuilding your view of grief also means getting comfortable with the idea that healing and living aren't two separate phases. You don't finish healing and then start living. You do both at the same time. You take the trip while you're still grieving. You volunteer at the church office while you're still figuring out who you are without your husband. You have lunch with a friend while you're still working through the anger. You don't wait until you feel ready, because that feeling of readiness rarely arrives on its own. You build it by doing the things that require it.

When I started volunteering two days a week at the church office, the empty house became too heavy to sit in. I hadn't worked in an office in more than ten years. It was uncomfortable. But that discomfort was exactly what I needed. It gave my week a structure that grief had taken away. It put me in regular contact with people. It gave me something to contribute, and contribution is one of the fastest ways to pull yourself out of the fog of purposelessness that loss can leave behind.

If the emptiness of your home is weighing on you, don't wait for a grand solution. Pick one commitment outside your four walls to do two or three times a week, and treat it as non-negotiable. Write it in your calendar. Tell someone about it so you're accountable. It doesn't matter whether it's a church group, a community class, a walking group, or a volunteer shift at a local organization. What matters is that it's consistent, it gets you out, and it puts you in contact with other people on a regular basis. That structure becomes its own kind of healing over time.

The reframe that changed everything for me was this: I stopped asking "when will I be over this?" and started asking "how do I carry this well?" Those are completely different questions, and they lead to completely different lives. The first question puts you in a race you can't win. The second one puts you on a path that actually goes somewhere.

Vulnerable and strong. Both at the same time. That's not
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