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About the Author

 When Maria Carr and Aisling Pont lost their husbands in 2006, just months apart, they discovered how isolating young widowhood could be. Rather than letting grief define them, they transformed their tragedy into a mission of supporting and healing for others. They established a support network for young widows and widowers, and earned Bachelor’s degrees in counselling, specialising in grief and bereavement. Today, they run holistic counselling practices, weaving together hard-won wisdom and professional expertise to guide others through loss. As authors and advocates, they help others navigate the path from profound loss toward healing and rebuilding meaningful lives.
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How to Use This Book

If you are reading this book, you have endured a traumatic loss.

This volume was written to provide you with a roadmap for understanding the grief of the loss of your life partner and how it impacts and affects every aspect of your life. It is designed to guide you through your grief journey and towards healing and rebuilding. Please know this is possible! We know because we’ve been there.

Grief will shatter your entire world and shake the very foundations of your existence. The hurdles you have faced, and will continue to face, may feel impossible to navigate. You may fear that these obstacles will derail you and that they obscure the road ahead, making it impossible to approach your future with certainty or clarity.

It might feel impossible to believe right now, but over time grief transforms and reshapes us and our world in ways that are both brutal and beautiful. To borrow a term coined by the wonderful writer Glennon Doyle, grief is a ‘brutiful’ process that evolves and shifts with time.

Please, take your time reading. Give yourself gentle permission to dip in and out and to read relevant sections in any order that feels right. If you feel overwhelmed or triggered by a section, skip it and return to it later when you feel ready. Whether you keep your copy pristine or fill it with notes, highlights and dogears, there is no right or wrong way to use this guidebook. It was designed to be your companion on your healing journey, and you have permission to use it in any way that feels right for you.

You get to do this your way.





Introduction

The year 2006 was the year we were both branded with the title of ‘widow’.

Within months of each other, we were dragged into the abyss of widowhood and held captive in the seemingly infinite darkness and despair. Death took our husbands, soulmates, best friends, futures and the fathers of our children. The life stories we had each envisioned writing with our husbands were reduced to just chapters: chapters with the most unimaginable endings.


Aisling and Nick’s Story

I moved to Sydney in 1995, settling into a brand-new area and starting a new job. Within a few weeks of my move and still finding my feet, one of the women I worked with invited me to her housewarming party. That’s where I met Nick.

He rather boldly introduced himself to me, and we proceeded to spend the next four hours in deep conversation, oblivious to everyone around us. We saw each other every single day after that and moved in together just ten weeks later. We were so happy and shared such a special connection. A few years after we met, I returned to Ireland to visit my family, but Nick had to stay behind for work. He proposed almost the moment I disembarked at Sydney airport, saying he never wanted us to be separated again.

Our wedding was perfect; everything we hoped it would be. Our honeymoon destination was, naturally, Ireland where Nick met my entire family, and we enjoyed a second wedding ceremony. A year later, we celebrated the birth of our son, Dylan, which was a simply joyous occasion. Nick was a deeply proud father who adored his son. Our happiness was complete. But perhaps on some level, we knew our time together would be short; we managed to fit a lifetime of conversations into the following years we shared together.

In 2006, the future looked bright for our family. Our son had just started preschool, and I had returned to the workforce, part-time, and Nick and I were planning to renovate our dream house which we had bought just a year earlier.

One very normal working day, Nick picked me up and told me he was suffering a bout of terrible indigestion. Over the next couple of hours, it wore off, and he reported feeling fine again. That evening we gave Dylan a bath and Nick played with him before bed. It had been a busy week, and we enjoyed a lovely evening chatting, relaxing and unwinding together. I got myself ready for bed while Nick tidied up the lounge room.

Suddenly, he yelled out that the pain was back, but worse than before. Before we knew what was happening, his condition escalated dramatically, and Nick was rushed to hospital in an ambulance. I stayed back, waiting for my sister-in-law to pick me up, so her husband could stay with Dylan.

As I stood outside the front door, shivering with panic and uncertainty, something very strange happened. I felt Nick’s presence next to me, as clearly as if he was there, and then just as suddenly, he disappeared. I knew he was gone. I stood on the doorstep crying and yelling and begging him not to leave me. Only a few minutes had passed since the ambulance had left for the hospital.

Just then the phone rang, and I was told to come as quickly as I could. As we drove to the hospital, I turned to my sister-in-law and told her I thought it was too late. I believed Nick was gone.

On arrival at the ER, a nurse asked us to wait, explaining that emergency doctors were working on Nick. A few minutes later, I received the news. They had done all they could. My husband was gone.

I went through on my own to see him first. Apart from the marks around his mouth, where the oxygen mask had been, he looked perfect. It made no sense I lay against his chest and held him. I could barely let go of him, but I knew his family needed to see him too. It was horrifying to watch his parents try to take it in.

Eventually, I knew I had to leave. I held him and cried for what felt like an eternity. My sister-in-law drove me home, the shock descending in absolute silence between us. She and her husband and baby stayed the night while I sat in my room until morning, working out what on earth to tell Dylan.

Telling our son that his father was dead was the hardest thing I have ever had to do. He wasn’t quite four, and I had no idea how much he would understand. I tried to be as honest as I could in a way, I hoped he could comprehend. I told him that his dad had gotten very sick during the night and had to go to the hospital, but they couldn’t make him better. He had gone to heaven. He asked me lots of questions, and I answered as best as I could.

How could I expect a child to understand how only the night before his dad, who had been wrestling with him on the bed, had suddenly died? I couldn’t understand it myself.

Now that Dylan knew about Nick, I made a list of people and began the horrific task of calling them to tell them the news. I knew it had to be done, and there was a bizarre comfort in it; somehow, I thought that if I repeated ‘Nick has died’ over and over again enough times, it would become real to me.

Taking a break from the calls, I went to the local shopping centre and bought a chain to thread Nick’s wedding ring onto to wear around my neck. I returned home to sit at the kitchen table and write his eulogy. The words flowed easily, and I could feel Nick right there with me. It was the strangest and saddest day of my life.

Just two days after Nick passed away my family arrived from Ireland. I hadn’t eaten or slept in that time. My Aunty took the reins, encouraging me to rest and preparing my favourite meals. My family adored Nick and were devastated, rallying around me with incredible love and support while moving through their own intense waves of grief. I don’t know how I would have gotten through that time without them.

The person I had truly believed I would share the rest of my life with and the only person who knew me completely was gone. I had lost my best friend, lover, husband and father of my child. With my family around me, caring for Dylan and me, I perhaps moved on enough for the shock to set in. I was numb and felt removed from reality like I was living in a dream. This was just as well at the time as it was the only way to cope.

Most of the events of the week between Nick’s death and his funeral are a blur. I do remember needing to buy my son a suit to wear for the funeral. The sales assistant asked him what the special occasion was, and I clearly remember the look of horror on her face when Dylan innocently explained: “Oh, my daddy died.”

Nick’s service was perfect: simple and very moving. The church was packed to the rafters and some people couldn’t even get near to the doors. It was estimated that approximately five hundred people attended—that’s how much Nick was loved. I didn’t cry at my husband’s funeral, which might have seemed strange. But it was all so surreal.

When I spoke, it was important to me to get through it without tears, which I only just managed to do. It felt like only yesterday that I had spoken at our wedding, and now here I was speaking at his funeral. I felt the ceremony was more a celebration of his life, rather than mourning his death, which is exactly what Nick would have wanted.

After the funeral, one hundred and fifty visited our home for food and drinks. I have no idea how I managed to get through that event; it was a very long and exhausting day. I remember chatting to everybody and people telling me how amazingly well I was doing. It felt like an out-of-body experience, like I was watching myself from above and totally disconnected from what was happening.

It really is amazing how the body can cope and continue to function on automatic pilot. Nick loved a backyard party and was famous for throwing them, and that was his wake. He would have loved hearing the stories people were sharing about him, and I do feel that on some level, he was right there with us.

Unless they have experienced loss themselves, many people don’t realise that it’s not until months after the funeral that reality truly sets in; your loved one is not coming back. There are no words to describe the awful reality and the intense pain of losing someone you love so much, or how it continues to hit in tidal waves of grief. In losing Nick, I had lost my hopes and dreams for the future. It was all gone. My grief shifted into feeling utterly helpless and alone.

Time began to drag on in slow motion. I only managed a few hours of sleep each night, and I always had the same dream: Nick and I were not together anymore. I was confused; I couldn’t understand it. I knew he loved us so much he would never leave us. And yet he was so far away from me. I couldn’t reach him.

Then suddenly, I would feel him next to me in bed, and I was comforted by his warmth and weight. As I woke, I would turn to snuggle into him, but the horror of my reality would set in—it wasn’t just a dream. Nick was gone. This was how I woke every day.

I knew I needed help, but there was nobody I could turn to who knew exactly how I felt.

I searched for support groups, but I found nothing for someone like me—thirty-five years old with a young child. The grief, loss and bereavement groups I found catered mostly for older people, or they were mixed groups for people coping with all types of loss—from divorce to the loss of a parent or even a pet or job. I felt that there were very specific aspects and complexities to my loss as a widow that were rarely met in these groups, and I often left them feeling upset and unseen.

Six months after Nick’s death, I approached the local paper to publish a story stating my intention to begin a specific support group for widows and widowers with young children. I knew it was up to me whether to give in to the hopelessness of my situation or to find a way to help myself and hopefully others like me, and I chose the latter. I was inundated with phone calls in the coming days. I wasn’t the only one who needed this—not by a long shot. My group, ‘Ever After Widowed’, was swiftly born.

The aim of this first local group was to provide social contact and emotional support for our members and their children and to create a helpline for the widowed to gather important practical information. Most importantly it was to create a safe and confidential space to share our stories and move through our grief together. Our meetings were a huge success because we were all there to find support in the midst of grieving and caring for our young children. We were able to draw strength from one another because of our very similar circumstances. Maria joined Ever After Widowed just a few months after it began, and our friendship and connection was forged.

It wasn’t until a year after Nick’s death that it was determined that he had died of ischaemic heart disease. He’d had no symptoms or signs of having developed it whatsoever, but it had progressed to the level of a fatal heart attack. Finding this out moved me through a whole new wave of grief, but this time I at least had a very firm peer support network and incredible relationships in place to help me through.

In the first years that followed Nick’s death, I remained completely focussed on raising my son and doing everything I could to heal my heart. Suddenly, becoming a single mother and managing my son’s grief alongside my own was harrowing and relentless. Each night after I put my son to bed, I would journal the day’s events, and my thoughts and emotions poured onto the page. For the first few years, my journal took on the form of letters to Nick, and it was an outlet I desperately needed each night.

As time went by, my entries gradually reduced to weekly. From the very early days and even until now, my journal gave me a space to untangle my muddled feelings. It was, and remains to be, a safe place to express myself freely and is absolutely one of the best and most important tools in my healing. My journal allowed me to see how I was moving forward in my grief journey, and I treasure those volumes to this day.

As my grief evolved, I began to search for other healing techniques which led me on a holistic path, discovering the benefits of meditation and other modalities. Working and connecting with other widows and widowers, running ongoing support groups and now, writing this book with Maria, have given me, and my grief, a sense of purpose and meaning. This has been the key element in transforming my devastating loss into healing and moving forward with my life.

I spent seven years single, barely thinking about a future relationship before I met George. This wonderful man, now my husband, has shown me I do have the capacity to love again, and that bereavement and new love can, and do, coexist.

The woman George met was not the same woman who Nick married: grief transformed me, and I was entirely reshaped by the experience. My relationship progressed quickly, and George became a very supportive and loving presence in my son’s life. We married a few years after meeting and embarked on creating a lovely life together. George has always understood that my relationship with Nick and the grief and loss I feel for him is an important part of who I am. George gives me space to continue to honour my past relationship as he, and I build a future together.

Reaching this stage in the grieving process feels like walking into the sunshine after spending months in a dark room. Everything is clearer and more defined. It is a joy to be fully present now and planning for my future while knowing that my love for Nick will always be a part of my life.



Maria and Dan’s Story

“When you meet the one, you just know”—that’s how the saying goes, and this was the case with Dan and me.

As soon as he sat down at my table at a mutual friend’s wedding, I thought to myself, What a good-looking guy! Many champagnes later—and a little flirting—he asked me to dance. At that moment, in his arms on the dancefloor, I knew I would marry this man, and we would spend our lives together.

At the time, he was living in Far North Queensland—another state—and he had to fly back. But our connection was clear, and we exchanged numbers and spoke on the phone every single day. I was beside myself, in a great way when he announced that he was moving back to Sydney. Just a few weeks later, we were falling madly in love—inseparable and quickly entwining our lives, meeting each other’s family and friends and planning our future together.

We married in February 2001, celebrating the day with close family and friends. It was a beautiful day that I will never forget. It marked a new milestone and the years we shared together from that day on were of deep happiness and contentment as we joined forces to create a very comfortable life. Our thoughts, ideas and dreams were shared through long, deep conversations full of laughter. Our love and bond were strong—we were soul mates.

One morning of the June long weekend of 2006, we were lying in bed, and I broke the exciting news—“I think I’m pregnant!” It was confirmed later that week—we were going to have a baby, and I had never seen Dan so excited. Our beautiful new addition would truly make our life complete.

It was at this time that Dan started to experience serious headaches. Having always been a fit and healthy man, Dan never seemed to come down with a cold or flu, much less a headache. But over the next couple of months these headaches, accompanied by pain in his neck, became more and more frequent throughout my first trimester.

At 11 weeks pregnant, we found out that Dan’s parents were going away for a few weeks, and we decided to share the news with our families a little earlier than the traditional 12 weeks. It was a very special weekend, full of joy. We had no idea it would be our last.

It was a Tuesday morning, the 1st of August in 2006 and I had awoken from a very strange dream. As I walked into the kitchen, Dan gave me a huge bear hug that seemed to last forever. I always loved his cuddles, which never failed to make me feel safe and loved. But this would be the last hug I would ever receive from Dan.

At work that morning, I discovered a missed call and voicemail on my phone during my break. I had to listen three times before the news sank in… It was St George Hospital informing me that Dan had been admitted into emergency, and I needed to call them immediately. My first assumption was he had been injured in his work as a carpenter.

I dialled the number; my heart was racing and my hands shaking as I spoke to the doctor looking after Dan. He had passed out while driving to work, managing to first pull over to the side of the road where a passer-by found him slumped over the wheel and called an ambulance.

When I arrived at the hospital, I could see Dan was in serious pain. He was being very difficult with the staff and wanted to leave. But the doctors had no idea what was wrong with him and needed to investigate further. I felt so helpless as I called his parents and my family. I waited with him as he was poked, prodded and examined.

It was late afternoon when Dan went into a severe seizure. He was whisked away and after what seemed like hours the doctor finally emerged to inform us that he had needed to put Dan in an induced coma and move him to intensive care. Many hours later I was allowed into his room, and he looked so
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