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Praise for SATURDAY NIGHT WIDOWS




“Aikman’s memoir is an Eat, Pray, Love for widows, and her voice is as companionable as Elizabeth Gilbert’s.… Saturday Night Widows should become required reading at support groups everywhere.”

—Newsday

“[Aikman] and five other young widows reenter the world of the living, laughing, and—gulp—dating, all the while sharing frank talk, insight, and hope from the trenches.”

—Good Housekeeping

“Often desperate, sometimes feisty, partly hilarious, and warm as a fleecy blanket, Saturday Night Widows is a surprisingly feel-good, girl-bonding, which-role-will-Meryl-Streep-play-in-the-movie kind of a book. And I loved it.… It’s sad, it’s happy, and, in fact, once you start Saturday Night Widows, you won’t be able to part with it.”

—Terri Schlichenmeyer, Independent News

“What should be depressing—six real-life young(ish) widows—is instead joyous and life-affirming without losing its edge.”

—Family Circle, Momster blog

“Though she tackles a heartbreaking subject … Aikman manages to approach her writing through a lighthearted lens, reminding herself and her readers that self-awareness and humor can assuage even the most tragic of circumstances.”

—Brooklyn Daily Eagle

“Her writing is clear, clean, and laced with unexpected, but much appreciated, humor. The story is well-told and highly visual.”

—The Republican

“Saturday Night Widows is a brilliant read that will be enlightening whether you have experienced the loss of a loved one or know someone who has. It is brave, it’s funny, it’s informative, and it’s real life at its best and at its worst.”

—Times Record News

“Along with the stories of six remarkably resilient and admirable women (ranging from an entrepreneur to a housewife), the book offers an arresting analysis of the literature of grief.… A compassionate, inspirational, and deeply personal read, Saturday Night Widows is relevant for a wider audience than the grieving. This book is for anyone who has faced adversity but refuses to let it define them.”

—BookPage

“Aikman tells this life-affirming tale with compassion and candor.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Engaging and entertaining but not maudlin, Aikman shows a side of life that many readers probably don’t think about. A compassionate narrative about how one group of friends helped each other thrive after the deaths of their spouses.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Can six disparate women who’ve just suffered unimaginable and premature loss find wit, irony, strength, and growth with each other? Becky Aikman’s Saturday Night Widows proves it in a laugh-inducing, page-turning way. It’s like The Help. Female bonding—a subject we thought we knew—gets a delicious, heartwarming overhaul, and you, the reader, didn’t see it coming. Lucky you!”

—Sheila Weller, author of the New York Times bestseller Girls Like Us

“It’s the spirit of a book that makes you love it. And the spirit here, Becky Aikman’s spirit, is tough, honest, funny, smart, and generous to the world—all the equipment one needs when dealing with grief. One would not wish to qualify for the widows’ club, but reading about it is heartening.”

—Roger Rosenblatt, author of Kayak Morning and Making Toast

“For anyone who has ever loved, lost, and relied on the companionship of women, Saturday Night Widows is a gem of a read that will affirm the power of friendship, new beginnings, and the ability of the human spirit to survive and thrive. I cheered on each of these women as they faced their own darkest moments and looked to the power of sisterhood and shared experience to remake their futures.”

—Lee Woodruff, author of Those We Love Most and In an Instant
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The story of the Saturday Night Widows was drawn from tape recordings and notes of interviews and meetings. Otherwise, I relied on memory for episodes from my own past. For a few people who might have crossed our paths briefly or unwittingly, I altered names and some identifying characteristics.
And I have condensed some conversations and incidents slightly to provide greater clarity for readers.
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preface

i got kicked out of my widows’ support group. I would say that things had gone from bad to worse, except the worst, no question, had already happened. When your husband has died while you’re still in your forties, seriously, anything less and you have to laugh.

The hallway at the Y was fairly jumping the night of the first meeting as I dashed past signs for options more likely to perk a person up: Beginning Ceramics. Make Your Own Collage. Wine and Cheese for Singles. Once, my involvement with any of these exercises in self-improvement would have seemed as unlikely as it got, but for sheer strangeness, nothing could top my actual destination. Support Group for Widows and Widowers, said the notice on the door. End of the corridor, end of the line.

Inside, the room was ridiculously mournful. There were torturous-looking folding chairs arranged in an oval and industrial carpeting the color of worn asphalt. Fluorescent bulbs cast a pickled glare over the whole affair, granting it the ambiance of a drug rehab center, or maybe a parole board. I couldn’t help wondering—how long ’til I got sprung?

Most of the other widows were already in place. Pretty much everyone, I could tell, was a couple of decades older than me. No surprise there. Widows don’t have a lot of company in my usual demographic. Still, I was gasping for a connection, any connection, with women like me, uncoupled in what now seemed like a world of couples. I was eager to meet them and start sharing positive, inspiring, even practical ideas about Moving Forward After Loss, as promised in the brochure.

There were props. A small box of tissues rested on one of the last empty seats. God, was it going to be one of those? I inched in, sat down warily, and balanced the tissues on my lap. There was nowhere else to put them. No tables, no cushions on those metal chairs, no amenities, strictly economy class. Unlike those starry-eyed singles down the hall, we widows weren’t offered refreshments. Whine without cheese, I thought, swallowing a crooked smile.

The other widows and I cut each other glances, but no one spoke a word. There were eleven—no, twelve of us, most wearing basic black. This was New York—we all had the wardrobe. So did I, of course. But tonight I had thought carefully about what to wear. It was the opposite, I hoped, of widow drab—a pale green linen skirt and skinny-ribbed tank top, with silver flats that I’d bought for dancing at a wedding when my husband was still alive. I intended this ensemble to send a signal: that I might be a widow, but I was a widow on the move, ready to march forward in stylish yet relatively comfortable shoes. Forward, whatever had happened up to now.

Or perhaps I was sending a subconscious plea: I don’t belong here. I can’t belong here. This is a cosmic mistake that will surely be corrected once somebody up there notices that I should be down the hall, rocking the macramé studio.

Aside from the women, I now saw, there was one dapper, pixie-sized gentleman, even older, giving us all the eye. Wearing elastic-waist slacks and clunky grandpa shoes, he engaged the room with sprightly curiosity. The others had the closed, raven-eyed look of a jury, keeping their sentiments to themselves. A jury of my peers? Everyone seemed somehow jumpy and dispirited at the same time, and suddenly, in that shuffling silence, so was I.

I was having one of those out-of-body moments, one of too many in the last few crazy years—at the oncologist’s office, the intensive care unit, the funeral home. Now here. What was the point of squirming in unforgiving chairs, illuminated by ghastly greenish light, with these strangers, no Chardonnay or Gouda to break the ice? I wasn’t looking for help with the grieving part of widowhood. I already had that one down. The five a.m. weeping; the stony, vacant stare. No, it was all the rest of it that I needed to tackle now. The part about what to do next. The part about who to become next.

I’d never faced such a predicament before. Everything had always been simple: I was a brisk, modern, independent woman, and I worked at a brisk, modern, independent job, as a newspaper reporter in midtown Manhattan. But I had also been half of a whole, and now, without that other half, I wasn’t certain what was left. During twenty years of marriage, my husband and I had been partners and collaborators, personally and professionally. Not a day passed, sometimes not an hour, when I didn’t call Bernie, a writer and teacher, from my office and ask, “What’s a better word for unctuous?” Or when he’d want to know, “When will you be home?” Tonight, it didn’t matter. I was a widow. No one waited for me now.

Widow … I could barely get the word out of my mouth … widow. I didn’t seem to fit anyone’s definition of a proper widow, least of all my own—you know, the Ingmar Bergman version, gloomy, pathetic, an all-around, ongoing downer. Surely, I thought, sneaking another look, these other widows wanted to bust out of the stereotype as much as I did. We’d be in this together, compañeras. It had been one year and three months now since Bernie’s death, and I knew I needed to leave behind the nightmares, the heartache, the perpetual yearning for what I couldn’t have. I needed to function again, and fast. It was time to—what was that called again?—Move Forward After Loss.
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ANOTHER MAN ENTERED the room, closer to my age, holding a clipboard and a sheaf of papers the size of the federal budget.

“My name is Jonathan,” he said with studied solemnity. “I’m the social worker who will be leading the group.” Jonathan was a man of average height, nice enough features, and a putty-colored pallor that was shadowed with uncertainty. “First, let me say that I am sorry for your loss.” He employed the commiserative tone and hangdog look that I recognized from every encounter I’d had with everybody since the funeral.

I expected him to turn the floor over to the widows, but instead he contorted himself into one of the chairs and passed around some photocopied pages. The Stages Of Grief, said the title, by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. Not these again—the Holy Grail of Pathos! Ever since Bernie died, these five stages of grief had been pushed on me by my landlady, a clerk in human resources, the cashier in a taco truck. It seemed that the whole world had heard of these famous stages and was expecting me to follow them on some sort of widowcentric timetable. In the last year, I kept checking my calendar, waiting for them to show up.

Jonathan read aloud from the handout like a tech support worker in Mumbai. There were the usual five stages, in the usual order: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These stages, every time I heard them, made as much sense to me as computer code. Anyway, it seemed that I should have left them in the dust by now if I were adhering to a schedule. I wasn’t following any sorts of stages at all. Instead, I swung back and forth, sometimes wallowing in early-morning weeping, sometimes laughing my ass off like a normal person. Then I’d turn to share the joke with Bernie, and … back to the weeping again.

I was failing the stages of grief. I didn’t even understand them. I was a misfit widow.

I glanced around the circle again, seeking eye contact, a fellow misfit perhaps, but the widows were following their handouts through an assortment of reading glasses, hiding their thoughts behind invisible veils. When Jonathan finished, he passed us another tract. We were supposed to check off boxes next to symptoms like Insomnia, Crying Spells, and Difficulty Making Decisions. These were typical signs of grief and nothing to be alarmed about, he said in his mechanical voice, and I had to agree that they were a nice summation of the new, more depressing me on my worst days. He added that we were probably clinically depressed if we checked Psychomotor Retardation, Prolonged and Marked Functional Impairment, and something called, simply, Worthless.

More reading material followed, this time on Low Self-Esteem. An hour had passed, and Jonathan said we’d have to rush through the last twenty minutes to introduce ourselves and explain how our spouses had died. I knew this was what I’d signed up for, but now my self-esteem plummeted at the thought of it. The first woman to speak launched into a graphic account of her husband’s long final illness, which involved a lot of bedpans and disputes with insurance companies. With billowing frustration, she complained that her neighbor had stopped asking how she was doing three weeks after the funeral. “I’m here because my friends don’t get it,” she concluded.

From there, others followed her lead, and the meeting devolved into a Who’s Most Pitiful contest. The widows, one by one, vented their bitterness toward friends who didn’t sympathize enough, family members who interfered too much, doctors who failed to do enough, and husbands—yes, husbands—who left too soon. Everyone’s spouse seemed to have died within the last couple of months, and I remembered my own morbid absorption in the negative at that time, but did I want to dredge it up all over again? I shuffled the stack of psycho-literature on my lap. This wasn’t at all what I’d had in mind. I’d come to brainstorm with new confidantes about what to do now. Like, what should I do with Bernie’s old jazz records? And should I try to meet another man, and if I did, where would I find one? This grim gathering was magnifying everyone’s sorrow, not assuaging it. We were cramming our personalities into the boxes on Jonathan’s checklists. Anger, check. Depression, check.

I noticed an expectant silence and looked up to see the circle of faces trained on me.

“Um, well … my husband died just over a year ago from a rare cancer,” I began, trying to convey the basic facts. “He managed to live for four and a half years with all kinds of chemos and surgeries and … everything else. The last couple years, the cancer spread to his brain, so that was … hard.”

I sputtered and stopped. Quick, I thought, try something else.

“What I want now,” I blundered ahead, “what I want to say is … well, I want to cheer up! Something awful happened to him, and to me, but I don’t want to live in some kind of purgatory for the rest of my days because of it.” I managed what I hoped was an optimistic smile. “I want to be happy again, don’t you?”

I looked from face to face, but the veils were back in place. There was a perfunctory silence, and the woman up next gave me a squinty look. “You notice there’s only one man here,” she addressed the group. “That’s because all the men are out there already, dating other women.”

“Yeah,” said the woman on my other side, jerking her thumb in my direction. “A younger one.”

Was I paranoid, or were these ladies ganging up on me?

I hoped for a break in the mournful tone when a widow directly across from me captured my attention with a dignified manner of speaking.

“I’m seventy-five years old,” she said in a measured voice. “My husband and I had fifty wonderful years together.” The rest of us nodded in respect to that achievement. “Now, I feel like my life is over.” She broke off to collect her thoughts. “But that young woman over there”—she fixed me with a murderous stare and thrust her finger straight at me across the ring of folding chairs—“she has it all! Her whole life is ahead of her! And I … I have nothing.” She lunged for a tissue box.

Whoa! Hold on, babe, I wanted to say. Fifty wonderful years might have been nice! Instead, I froze, stupefied. The rest of the group intervened, speaking out of turn for the first time, directing sympathetic murmurings at Mrs. Fifty Wonderful Years and slinging accusing looks at me.

Jonathan announced that time was up. Reaching for her bag, the widow beside me, the one with the squinty eyes, glanced my way. I recognized those eyes, so much like my own, unmoored but searching. Of course our circumstances were different, but here, face to face, just the two of us, I had the strongest urge to say, Hey, let’s cut the bullshit. What’s this widow business like for you? Had we met somewhere else, outside this totalitarian format, I felt sure, we could have found our way to common ground, or at least a civil conversation.

“I’ll see you next time,” she said, her features softening with a suggestion of kindness, perhaps even of apology.

The room cleared, but I stayed fixed for a moment, alone, numb in my hard little chair.
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THE BAD JUJU of the support group haunted me through the night in my profoundly empty apartment. Was this the role I was expected to play? Jonathan had said we could call him with questions or concerns, so in the morning, I dialed a number he’d scrawled on his stack of papers.

“I was a little uncomfortable,” I said. “Did you notice anything strange about the meeting?”

“Yeah,” he said. “They really went after you.”

“There seemed to be a lot of hostility in the room.”

“That happens all the time,” he assured me, his voice complacent. “Especially if one of the women is younger.”

“I could have used some empathy,” I said. “I was hoping we could all share some constructive advice. Like, what do you do with your husband’s old jazz records?”

“With what?” He continued frostily, “Anger is one of the stages. People need to get it out.”

“Really? I mean, couldn’t you have said something? Like, maybe, we all have problems, but let’s try to understand and support each other, too?”

Jonathan started to sound more than a little uneasy. “It’s your group. I can’t interfere with what anyone wants to say.”

“But you spoke for more than an hour! You talked about all that depression stuff, how worthless we must feel, how inconsolable we must be. Don’t you think we know that? If we weren’t depressed before, we sure are now. Couldn’t you have said something about not attacking each other, too? You’re not a potted plant.”

Congratulations, I thought. You’ve finally achieved the anger stage!

Jonathan, it seemed, was getting there, too. “You seem really upset about this,” he said with growing resentment. “If you don’t like what the others are saying, you need to stand up for yourself. You need to put up a fight.”

“I didn’t go there to fight! I felt sorry for them! ‘My life is over,’ she said—it doesn’t get worse than that. Why would I want to pile on top of that?”

The line went quiet while we both considered our positions.

“You seem unhappy with the group,” Jonathan said at last, regaining his even tone. “Maybe you just don’t fit in. Maybe you shouldn’t come back.”

“What? I shouldn’t come back?”

“I don’t think you should,” he said. “It’s disruptive to the group to have someone be so critical.” He repeated, slowly, as if he doubted my ability to comprehend: “I don’t think you should come back.”

A white blaze of confusion silenced me. I hung up and shredded Jonathan’s dismal paperwork in my shaking hands, straining to make sense of the whole loony episode. What had just happened here? Something both weirdly sad and weirdly funny. I had been kicked out of my widows’ support group. I didn’t fit in—Jonathan had said so. I was a wife without a husband, and now I was a widow without a widows’ support group. I wasn’t like myself anymore, I wasn’t like my friends anymore, but if I wasn’t like these widows either, who was I now?

Screw Jonathan, I thought. I even said it out loud—who was to hear? “Screw Jonathan.” I wasn’t about to let this depressing guy or Elisabeth Kübler-Ross or that my-life-is-over lady tell me what I could or could not do. An idea began to form through my grief-muddled agitation. I would start my own group of widows. A renegade group! That was it—Outlaw Widows! I couldn’t help but laugh. There would be no tissue boxes. No folding chairs. No mental health checklists. We would simply live and explore and share, together and apart, out there in the world, whatever that world might hold.

I didn’t know how I’d find them, but I knew this: If I wanted to Move Forward After Loss, I’d have to round them up on my own. A support group of renegade widows—how bad could it be? The worst, you see, had already happened.
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chapter
ONE

i plopped a sad glob of guacamole into an exquisite black Art Deco bowl, and I knew. The guacamole would not be right.

In fact, now I was sure, none of the food would be right. Potluck indeed. Too insecure about my cooking to prepare the dinner myself, I had asked everyone to tramp through the January cold with a dish. Now I didn’t know what would turn up—sodden casseroles, gluey bean dip, goopy guacamole. Oh, right, the goopy guacamole was mine, the same guacamole that once came in last in a family guacamole-making contest. And my family originated in Scotland. Worse, I had run out of time and left out the jalapeño, and I had forgotten the cilantro completely. And possibly the lime. So the guacamole, at least, would not be right. This party would be lost.

The room would not be right, either. I could see that now, as I placed the bowl on a side table next to the couch and straightened up to scope out the scene. Denise had offered to host in her Upper West Side apartment, one of those classic 1920s buildings with French doors and endless bookshelves and rooms the size of Stockholm. It was the most convenient location for all of us. But now, after arriving early and waiting around for everyone else, I was sure that the living room would not be right for our purpose, the layout a nightmare, too spaced out for any real intimacy. There was a couch, backed up against the wall on one side, facing one lonely armchair along the other. I could picture it now, five of them, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder along that couch, like patients in a waiting room, waiting for bad news, and me in that chair, like Jonathan without his five stages of grief to fall back on, wondering whatever had possessed me to plan this evening.

The people wouldn’t be right, either. They were strangers, a real grab bag. I was the only unifying factor. Me. They’d each met me, just once. Some of them twice. I’d collected them haphazardly by asking around, consulting friends and friends of friends. Only now, as Denise was dressing in the bedroom and I plunked down on that couch, sinking, sinking, it began to hit me: These women had practically nothing in common. The youngest was thirty-nine, the oldest fifty-seven. One was a blunt, scary-successful lawyer, one a chatty homemaker, and every postfeminist option in between. Some lived in the city, some in the suburbs. Some had children, some did not.

I reviewed their names in my head, hoping not to botch the introductions: Denise, Dawn, Marcia, Lesley, and Tara. Why had I invited them? There was only one thing they had in common, and that was not the sort of thing guaranteed to light a fire under a party: Every one of them had become a widow in the last couple of years. And that was definitely not right. That was not right at all.

What was I thinking? Why had I tried to orchestrate what would surely be a social debacle on the scale of … well, getting kicked out of my widows’ support group? I tried to remind myself that this evening had grown out of an idea that hadn’t seemed so misguided until a few minutes ago, an idea that grew out of my own confusion and pain and rebuilding when I too became a widow, and what I had learned from all that. What I still hoped to learn.

The idea was pretty straightforward. I would invite these five women, five young widows, to join me once a month for a year. We would meet on Saturday night, the most treacherous shoal for new widows, where untold spirits have sunk into gloom. We would do something together that we enjoyed, starting small—this dinner would certainly qualify—and ending big, maybe a faraway trip. By the end, we would test my theory that together we might find a way to triumph over loss, take off in unexpected directions, and have some fun along the way. There would be setbacks and pain, I supposed. And tears, certainly there would be some tears. But there would be kidding and silliness, too. There would be progress. There would be hugs. No one would be asked to leave.

If nothing else, these women would provide each other with traveling companions past the milestones of this common but profound transition—the first holidays without a mate, the first time taking off the ring, the first time daring to flirt. We would converge at this most vulnerable, weak, and awkward turning point and pledge to each other that this was not an end, it was a beginning.

I also reminded myself that I was basing this project on some actual research. A fair amount of time had passed since I escaped the defeatist vibe at that widows’ support group, perhaps a low point in the annals of social services for the bereaved. Four years, in fact. Throughout that interval, I hadn’t been able to let go of the conviction that there must be a better way to help people move past heartbreak. I consulted scientists who were beginning to conduct serious research into our natural ability to recover after loss and learned that they were challenging the conventional wisdom. They were finding, to my relief, that the famous five stages were a bunch of hooey. Many of the researchers said that happy experiences with real people can be more helpful than wallowing in old-fashioned support groups based on outdated theories. Jonathan’s widows’ support group, I had learned, wasn’t only bad juju, it was bad science. This new group, I hoped, would be informed by the principles of what most helps those who have become uncoupled: friendship, practical help, openness to new experiences, and laughter.

I was acting on my own intuition, too, gleaned from all the changes I had undergone in those four years. I had kept at it, plotting to start my own widows’ group even as my own life evolved in extraordinary ways. It was a long list, but an abridged version might include the following: I met a divorced dad, a writer who lived in another state, and married him a year and a half before this meeting. Quite unexpectedly, I now found myself with a new man, a new home, a new teenage stepdaughter, a new job, and a very old dog with one eye. I had learned that one life doesn’t have to end because another one does. Mine continued to offer up surprises, many of them happy ones.

But it’s also fair to say that new relationships at this stage of life come wrapped in complications. Wounded as I was by grief, I was still full of doubts, still seeking guidance, still wondering whether I had what it took to work through all the complications—new man, new home, new stepdaughter, new job, and old dog come to mind—that arise from creating a new life when the old one is broken.

So I would be the sixth member of the group that was gathering tonight. More as an observer—at least that was what I thought at the time. Whatever happened, the other widows and I would agree, we’d share it in this book.

We would share our stories, and we would share one story. We couldn’t know where it would lead, but I resolved that ours would not be a story of sorrow. No, it would be an adventure story. Not that we’d be paddling through the deepest reaches of the Amazon or scaling the jagged walls of Annapurna, but an adventure story nonetheless. An exploration of life, of new opportunities, of newfound desires—dangerous territory indeed. The story of six women, remaking themselves. Six women seeking new discoveries and new purpose. Six women heading into the unknown, navigating life in extremis.
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THAT WAS THE THEORY. This was the reality: These women were strangers. They were widows. They were supposed to be sad. They wouldn’t like the guacamole.

“Are you nervous?” Denise already knew the answer when she joined me in the living room.

“No. No. Not at all,” I lied. “I’m completely confident it’s going to be great.” When what I really meant was, Would you mind if I step out … for the next few hours?

Denise looked at me as if I were a mutt that she wished she could adopt. “I’ve had other parties here,” she said, taking in my dubious expression. “It always works out. People sit on the floor. I’ll have my shoes off by the end of the night.”

If I was trying to calm myself down, Denise was the person to see. Her allure lay as much in her imperturbable composure as in the well-proportioned harmony of her face and body. Only thirty-nine years old, she managed to conceal the grief she was feeling behind a serene mask. Denise was one of those people who practice yoga with the kind of discipline an honors student brings to final exams, and it gave her the grace of a gladiola, tall and true. Even her apartment was hushed, Zen, filled with books. Denise, in fact, was an editor of books, and I could tell that she had applied the measured care of her profession to organizing her library shelves, interspersing classics and current titles with black-and-white photographs taken by her husband. Now that Denise and I were sharing the room, I knew what had been throwing me off about it. This apartment was too spacious for one. Denise’s husband was missing. Together, they had been restoring the place and adding furnishings from the 1920s, like reclaimed lamps with shades made of mica, casting soft amber light. I could see his taste. I could feel his absence.

I had shown up at this meeting dressed with no particular effort to impress, in jeans and a black turtleneck, and Denise had put me at ease when she met me at the door in her yoga clothes. Now, minutes later, she’d emerged from the bedroom, still casual, but in ballet flats and a bell-shaped black skirt with a boatneck sweater that showed off her waist. Her fine brown hair was slicked back, wet from a quick shower, her face free of makeup, the better to emphasize her eyes: the wide-set eyes of a sorceress, the pale, ghostly blue of a winter sky. Looking closer, I saw something beneath the surface of those eyes, a subtle expression that seemed to be saying, seemed to be whispering, Help me. It was the look of a tourist lost on an unfamiliar street but too timid to ask for directions. I recognized that look. I’d employed various masks to cover it myself.

On the surface, though, as we waited for the others, Denise radiated thoughtful stillness. Whereas I radiated a sort of toxic anxiety.

Would anybody show? Everyone had confided doubts about walking in on five unknowns with nothing but their stories to share. Who could blame them? Then the bell rang. Fortified by Denise’s encouraging smile—a smile informed, no doubt, by all the wisdom of Eastern philosophies that I did not comprehend—I opened the door, and our Saturday night adventure began to unfold.
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chapter
TWO

twenty minutes later, one of our guests was still missing. Perhaps she’d lost her nerve. But the four who had turned up so far were enough to keep me occupied. They made their introductions while I struggled to find my voice and retreated to the chair, nodding like a bobble-head doll. Denise nimbly folded herself cross-legged onto the floor and beckoned Lesley to join her. They seemed comfortable enough. Facing me on the couch, though, legs crossed and hands folded on their knees, sat as unlikely a pairing as I could imagine, a Cabernet and a cupcake, Marcia and Dawn. I winced as I realized that few people would have less in common.

Dawn was pure confection. Everything about her said, This widow situation is not going to slow me down. In fact, she had told me as much when I answered the door—she was planning to dash out after dinner for a drink with a guy she had met the week before, and she was dressed to thrill. Her slim sheath of a skirt, printed with a pattern of black-and-white diamonds, had an I-dare-you silver zipper running up the side, and her black sweater featured a scoop neck that dangled on the risky side of low. All of it showcased a Barbie-doll figure. Long crystal earrings sparkled in her blinding blond hair. Nothing about Dawn indicated that anything was amiss in her life. If this was a mask, she wore it with flair.

“Where do you live?” she asked Marcia.

“Upper East Side. And you?”

“New Jersey.”

“Huh.”

Dawn was forty-five, an Italian American from a working-class town near Newark. Now she lived farther out in the country, but clearly she was a Jersey girl through and through. Northern New Jersey—not quite the Shore and not quite New York, but one high heel planted in each, equal parts style and sizzle. Her voice was showy, too, musical and full of passion.

“Belleville was the wrong side of the tracks,” Dawn explained. “The hometown of Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons. My parents took my name from the song.”

Close your eyes and you could hear Frankie Valli’s high tenor as Dawn worked to find common ground with Marcia: “Dawn, go away, I’m no good for you!”

I could only imagine her take on the woman planted next to her. Marcia was all business—serious, sensible business: rust-blond hair chopped in a sensible bob, sensible rimless glasses, and a sensible uniform of crewneck sweater and boxy jeans. It looked to me like the jeans had been ironed. Marcia’s expression gave little away, and when she spoke, her words were terse, logical, precise, and, of course, sensible. I understood what Dawn must be feeling—Marcia had frightened me the first time I met her at a restaurant after work. She had worn a black suit then that called to mind a member of the Politburo. At her office, she told me, she had been known to make underlings cry. I hoped there was more to Marcia than the brusque demeanor. It was only later that Lesley let me in on something she’d noticed about Marcia that night. Under that sensible getup, she was wearing a pair of kick-ass cowboy boots.

Marcia and Dawn gamely faced each other across a wide chasm in the arts of feminine presentation. Seeing them there, I realized, I should have given more thought to compatibility when I assembled this group. They reached a truce, talking about Marcia’s favorite subject: work.

“I have a big job,” she told Dawn, which was no exaggeration. At fifty-seven, she had risen to the top of her field as a corporate lawyer, making the kinds of deals you read about in The Wall Street Journal, working late into the night, every night. She lived alone and collected fine wines.

Dawn was more of a mojito girl. You might think by looking at her that those shiny eyes would glaze over at Marcia’s talk about balance sheets and assets, but that would be a mistake. Over the years, Dawn had started a series of scrappy businesses. Now, she told Marcia, she ran a company that provided two-way radios to police departments, fire departments, and entertainment events like rock concerts and the Macy’s parade. Before she had children, Dawn had traveled the world helping acts like the Rolling Stones and U2.

“Your kids must think that’s cool,” Marcia said without inflection.

“My kids aren’t interested yet. They’re eight and nine. They loved the Barney tour, though.” I could see Marcia’s mind flipping through her mental address book. Barney. Barney who? Dawn continued: “But everyone loves Barney, because—a guy in a dinosaur suit—no entourage, right? And if the talent acts up they just get another one.” She laughed, a big, frothy laugh, as free as spun sugar.

“Huh,” Marcia said again.

I looked toward Denise to settle myself. She and Lesley were keeping up a steady chatter, or at least Lesley was. Apparently, conversation would rarely stall with Lesley in the room. She spoke with the animation of a teenager at a sleepover, clearly determined to keep it light. But what in God’s name would those two discuss? Denise, the editor, didn’t have children, and she ran in a circle of writers and artists. Lesley had met her husband when she was seventeen and married him by the time she was twenty. Now forty-eight, she had raised three girls, forgoing both education and career to manage a home.

Miraculously, the two found a compatible wavelength. Denise listened with quiet attention as Lesley talked about a smaller house she was planning to buy near her old one in Connecticut now that the girls were grown.

“I’m looking forward to playing in a new sandbox,” she said.

I laughed. There was something youthful and flirty about Lesley, dressed down in jeans and a loose-knit sweater. It was hard to tell what was going on underneath. Could anyone be that cheery to the core, or was she protecting herself? Too soon to know. Only five feet tall, she reminded me of a Russian nesting doll. Short brown hair framed her round face, which projected an expression of perpetual surprise—eyes large, eyebrows arched, and mouth puckered as if she were always exclaiming a startled Oooh! She spoke in a high, chirpy voice with a strong accent from South Africa, where, she explained, she had grown up.

“Everything sounds a lot sexier when you have a little accent,” she confided with a wink. “Even after all this time, people have trouble understanding what I say.”

“People have that problem when you come from Brooklyn, too,” said Marcia, picking up on the conversation.

Tensions must be easing, I decided, if Marcia was starting to loosen up. Still, the women were drinking more water than wine. No one had touched the guacamole, no surprise, but they also shied away from a splashy platter of sushi that Marcia had brought. Soon, all that tuna and snapper would smell like the docks of Biloxi in July. I had known that such a gathering of strangers was bound to be stiff at first, and so it was. Denise, I noticed, still had her shoes on.

Half an hour passed, and no sign of our sixth invitee. Of all the women, Tara had been the most hesitant about joining this project. She worried, she had told me, that meeting other young widows would conjure up memories she’d sooner put to rest, that the others wouldn’t understand the complicated nature of her grief, would draw out secrets she’d rather not share. Asked whether she’d ever considered joining a more official widows’ support group, Tara had told me, “I’d rather jump off a cliff.” Just when I’d decided she wouldn’t make it, the bell rang again.

At the door, Tara handed over a gargantuan bowl of salad, but still she looked like someone carrying something heavy. We’d met before at her country club in a New York suburb. More in her element there, Tara, fifty-four years old, had been wearing black cashmere that day, her honey-colored hair in a luxe cut that swept dramatically off her face. She greeted friends with the innate sociability of a woman accustomed to playing hostess in a high-gloss world. Once, I knew, Tara had excelled in advertising, and later in philanthropy. Her two daughters had recently finished college. Tonight, though, there was nothing but tension in her face. Worse than tension—dread.

“I’m sorry,” she said slowly, with stagey pauses between each word. “I underestimated … how long it would take me … to drive.” Tara’s voice was her most distinctive feature. A slow, deliberate, and sexy alto, like Lauren Bacall’s, it was filled with drama, commanding attention even though she kept the volume purposely low. Conversation stopped when she greeted the others and took the only chair. She wrapped a cashmere cardigan tighter around her. Lesley told me later, “I took one look at Tara and thought, such a broken woman.”

I balanced on the armrest of the chair, wanting her to feel someone close. Now the group formed a loose but wary circle, everyone protected by a different veneer. Denise was calm. Dawn was frothy. Marcia serious, Lesley chatty. My persona, I hoped, was confident. Tara was the only one who seemed to have shown up without a mask.

I could see how tricky this project was going to be. On the one hand, I wanted the group to find its own natural flow. I was determined not to play the part of social worker—no lectures, no compulsory recitations of individual tragedies. But on the other, the one bond that we shared was lurking in the dark recesses of the room as conversation trod safely in the daylight domain of home, work, children, weather.

“Let’s start with a toast,” I suggested, and fetched champagne from the kitchen. That got tricky, too, as everyone stood and fumbled over which of us knew how to pop the cork. It went unspoken—that had been a job for the men. Denise did the honors smoothly enough, and I poured.

We raised our glasses, and everyone looked to me. Whatever was going to go wrong tonight, I thought with mounting unease, the fault would lie with me. I hid behind my confident mask, forcing myself to smile and speak. “None of us expected to find ourselves in this strange situation, having to reinvent ourselves when we least expected it. But as long as we’re doing it, here’s to doing it in style, and here’s to doing it in good company.”

“Cheers to that.” Lesley took the first swig.

“Here’s to a great new year,” Dawn said brightly.

“For me,” Tara said, “it couldn’t be worse.”

The room grew hopelessly still as her words hung in the air. Everyone sipped and looked down at her glass as if contemplating a rare object. I was ready to write off the entire evening, maybe even the entire year, when a low, commanding voice broke the silence, and the taboo.

“How long … has everyone been widowed?”

It was Tara. She’d said the word. Not the word, widow, but close enough. No one had dared go near it up to now.

The silence stretched, and we sat back down, deflated. I felt the full weight of the moment, knowing we’d arrived at the point that would decide what this party, what this group, might be about.

“It’s been a year and a half.” Marcia, sensible woman of few words, spoke first.

The rest of us answered, everyone except Tara. A year and a half for Dawn. Five and a half years for me. Just over two years for Lesley. Only five months for Denise, our youngest.

“Ooh, yours is so new,” said Lesley, her eyes round, her voice tender.

“Yes.”

“It’s very different then,” said Marcia.

Tara still hadn’t spoken, holding her thoughts in reserve as the rest of us fell mute again.

“You know,” Dawn turned her sparkly countenance toward Denise, who was perched again on the floor, “people are going to tell you that time makes all the difference.” Her smile remained blistering bright. “And you just want to kill them.”

A couple of us laughed. Denise smiled, tucking her knees under her skirt and arching her back in a fluid motion.

“No, they’re not saying that,” she said placidly. “They’re saying, ‘You seem fine.’ That’s what I get. They say, ‘I’m glad you’re fine.’ ”

“Are you telling everyone you’re fine?” I asked.

“No, no, that’s just what they want to say. That’s what they want to believe. If I could tell people one thing, it would be, just acknowledge that this happened. Don’t pretend it didn’t happen.” She took a hasty swallow of champagne.

“Are you getting ‘You’re so strong’?” Tara asked.

There were knowing nods all around. Of course we were strong—what choice did we have? “I get that, too,” said Marcia. “But one of the things I’ve found is, even now, I get to where I feel strong, and then I go backwards.”

I hadn’t expected to hear that, the buttoned-up and—I’ll be honest—strong-looking Marcia with a hole in her armor. In fact, I was surprised that all these women who hadn’t known each other an hour ago were willing to share such thoughts.

“Yes,” Lesley said intently. “I still have that sort of day. I’m buying this new house, and I want to, I really do, but I keep thinking I shouldn’t be doing it by myself.”

Tara listened to her with sidelong remove. Finally and abruptly, she offered some information. “My husband died last February … so it’s coming up on a year.” She stopped at that.

Dawn rescued us from another silence with a loopy non sequitur. “I find that the only cure for sadness is happiness.” Everybody cracked up at the obviousness of the remark, but I couldn’t help recognizing that she seemed to have hit on the hypothesis for this group. Perhaps the hypothesis was loopy, too.

“No, really,” she said, trying to maintain some gravitas. “I figure out what will give me the most happiness, the most fun, and I go out, and I do it. I don’t always feel like it. But I force myself. Really, really, really force myself.”

“And you get lost in it,” Marcia said abruptly. “And then you say, ‘Gee, I had a good time.’ ”

Dawn and Marcia exchanged a brief jolt of recognition. Perhaps they had more in common than I thought.

“But back to my point,” Dawn insisted, her voice swooping with operatic dexterity. “People said to me that time makes all the difference, and I just wanted to hit them. I’d be like, Shut up! But, I have to say, now, a year later, it does make a difference. I was in a blur six months after my husband died.”

“A blur,” several women chanted, nodding.

We were beginning to engage with each other now, taking a real interest, finding patterns of similarity. Once again, Tara cut in and stopped us cold. “Were your husbands … ill … for a period of time?”

I could see that she had braced herself against the inevitable—what she didn’t want to hear, what she didn’t want to say—but still, she had asked the tough question. Tara was probing for what had to be everyone’s worst memory, the calamity that had set each of us off on an unfamiliar, lonely course, but I thought she was prodding herself as well, forcing herself to share what her instinct told her to conceal. I braced myself, too. I feared that her question would set off the same spiral of resentment I’d witnessed at my last support group washout.

No one seemed keen to follow where Tara was steering us, nor was I. But I had gotten everyone into this mess, I figured, so I took the lead. Okay—so go: the cancer, the four-plus years of caregiving—I didn’t feel the need for much elaboration. This group would know what those years had done to my husband, and to me.

When I finished, Dawn spoke up with none of her usual flourishes. “My husband died in an accident,” she said. “He went away for a weekend with his friends, riding all-terrain vehicles in West Virginia. He went over a cliff. That’s it.” She shrugged. “He went away for a weekend, and he didn’t come back. Yeah. So.” She looked from woman to woman, palms up, casting us a go-figure expression.

“How old was he, Dawn?” Lesley asked.

“Forty. Yeah.”

“So young,” said Lesley.

“He was … gorgeous.”

And he’d left two young children behind, children for Dawn to raise alone. There was barely time for us to register the stark tragedy of it before Marcia succinctly outlined her own: “Mine had cancer. He wasn’t sick for that long. Maybe five months. Not long. It was particularly difficult, though, because by the time he was diagnosed, it was stage four colon cancer. He opted for alternative treatment, so he never went through chemo. I don’t know how it would have turned out if he had.”

We waited, feeling the force of these revelations, to see who would go next.

“I still don’t know how my husband died,” Denise said after some hesitation. I’d been worried that these cumulative tales of loss might be too much for a widow of only five months, but she spoke with presence. “He went into the shower in the morning, and he came out and collapsed. I was with him. The last thing he said was, ‘Help me.’ ”

He died in her arms. Five months later, she was still awaiting results from the autopsy.

“Mine was really … complicated,” said a muted voice. This time, Tara didn’t wait to go last. We leaned in toward her as she worked that silken instrument, slower and softer even than before, holding us captive as she curled her body forward in the chair, taking up as little space as possible. “Because … I lost my husband slowly … over stages.” She stopped, and I thought that might be all she planned to say, but she went on. “He was an alcoholic.” She gave a decisive nod, as if to confirm this to herself. “He was. So we watched him transform into something … entirely different from the man we knew.”

“Is that what he actually died from?” asked Lesley.

“No, he died of heart failure. But, you know … it pickles all the organs. He was fifty-six when he died.”

Without taking a beat, Lesley straightened herself from her spot on the floor and plunged like a swimmer into a cold lake, not allowing herself time to think. “My husband committed suicide,” she said abruptly. Everyone registered the shock of it but managed to maintain a level gaze. “He was the most adventurous, hard-working … He loved life to the fullest, and he was only fifty. And much like your husband, Tara, dying of a disease like alcoholism, I think Kevin probably suffered from depression.”

“And you didn’t know?” Marcia asked.

“No,” said Lesley. “Obviously, he had been thinking about it for a while, because he left all sorts of notes to help me through.” Her eyebrows went up again, her coquettish eyes grew rounder, and her voice recovered some of its chatty tone. “I was a little bit precious, you know. He did everything for me. He left us a three-page letter, a beautiful letter, the girls and me.”

“You have children?” Dawn asked.

“Yes. The youngest had just gone off to college two weeks before.”

Next to me, I could feel Tara unfold as she realized that Lesley, so capable of cheer, had weathered such a trauma. It must have placed Tara’s own ordeal in sharp relief. She sat up taller and looked at Lesley with new respect. We were all tempted to say it: “Lesley, you’re so strong.”

The stories were out at last, the rough outlines at least. They were almost too much to take in, let alone keep straight, the only common thread being in the telling, squarely, without embellishment, without self-pity. Perhaps that was why, rather than bringing everyone down, the disclosures seemed to open everyone up. Taut shoulders loosened, jaws relaxed. The rush of release that swept through the room was palpable. We couldn’t seem to wait to release our most closely held thoughts.

Dawn told us with some embarrassment that she’d been unwilling to hear the details of her husband’s accident. “I still don’t even want to know,” she said, her musical voice grainier but still emphatic. “The guys who were there would try to tell me, ‘We tried to do this or that,’ and I didn’t even care, really. It was too painful for me. I’m like, it doesn’t matter! As long as he’s not lost or missing and I should do something about this, what the hell difference does it make? He’s dead.”

This set off a wave of what-ifs from the others. Lesley revealed that she had found her husband in their home after what he’d done to himself—she didn’t say what. “I tried to save him, and for the longest time I thought, oh my gosh, he died because I didn’t do something right.”

“Yes,” said Dawn. “I was in this crazy place for a while where I thought that if he died, it somehow had to have been my fault. Somehow I did it. I was bad. It’s hard when your husband dies and it totally affects your whole life to think that it didn’t have anything to do with you.”

Widow’s remorse and widow’s guilt. The pangs seemed to be just under the surface, and everyone was mining them now. “It’s hard not to go over all the scenarios,” I said, in an effort at soothing. “To think, I could have done this differently or that differently.”

“You must have felt that, too,” said Lesley, turning to me.

“Me? Yes.” I was caught off guard. I had expected to keep my distance in this conversation—I was the organizer, after all. But I could hardly avoid answering. “My husband’s illness”—did I want to do this?—“was very long. We made hundreds of choices along the way. Do we do radiation? Do we do surgery? Do we do another chemo? It’s hard not to beat yourself up. You don’t know what would have happened if you’d done something differently. And he suffered so much, maybe we shouldn’t have gone to such lengths.”

I hadn’t planned to volunteer this information, wasn’t prepared to revisit it. Five years later, it still unnerved me.

“You can beat yourself up about things where you have some control,” Dawn said gently. “But I don’t think that life and death fit into that category.”

“There’s nothing you can do,” Lesley agreed. “My husband was the best thing I ever had. When I lost him, my life changed in an instant. But this has made me totally fearless. Because the worst thing that could happen has already happened.”

It was my turn to feel a jolt of recognition. That was my line! “Yes,” I said. “Anything less and you have to let it go.” I tried to steer the conversation toward the future. “That’s why we’re here. Now. Tonight. To let this go and head
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