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PART ONE

Personal Evolution



CHAPTER ONE


Reentry
or
Would I Sleep with Eisenhower?


It was all very unlikely. She was standing in the hallway of the Marriott Marquis Hotel, wearing cute wrinkled Nick & Nora cotton pajamas, the white ones with the cherries printed on them and the small ruffles at the wrists and ankles. She was deciding whether to knock on the door of a friendly colleague who, earlier in the conference, had patted her calf in a suggestive manner but allowed her to retire to her hotel room alone. He had seemed interested, definitely interested, though he had done no more than extend an indirect invitation and wait to see if she would RSVP.


But she was fifty-six years old, and it was more than twenty-five years since she had responded to a calf rub offered by a man other than her now ex-husband. Still, that husband had been, for the last two years, rubbing someone else’s considerably younger calf—and wasn’t it ever going to be her turn again? That was the question that got her up, out of her hotel room, and into this awkward moment of indecision in a hotel hallway. Apparently, if it were ever to be her turn again, if she were ever going to kiss someone again, smile up at, hold hands with, not to mention the rest, well, something would be required of her. The new lover, new boyfriend, new companion, new man was not going to be delivered effortlessly into her life. At some point, she would have to knock.


So will you.


Because, however it happened, you’re back out there floating in single space. Whether you have been cast back out by painful circumstance, or you are finally back after years of hiding out, at this moment you are romantically unattached and on your own. And, by whatever process that has brought you to this brink, you are considering a return to the game.


That game would be the timeworn, thrilling, and terrible drama of flirtation, sex, and love; of courtship and romance; of getta-guy, getta-girl, or get gotten. How consciously and therefore how successfully you replay the game is the subject of this book. First you have to decide to knock.


You may be, at this moment in your life, very far from that hallway. Perhaps you are still frozen in the grip of a loss, staggering after a death or a betrayal. And even if your recovery from these wounds has brought you as far as this door, you may still be paralyzed in its face. The sexual and emotional experience available across the threshold is still far outside your picture of yourself. But you are considering a move in that direction.


On the other hand, had it been a different version of you in the hallway, you might never have retreated to your room to think it over. You may be one of those who threw herself over that threshold and out of those damn pajamas twenty minutes after your last relationship ended. (Or, to be on the safe side, twenty minutes before.) You are trading partners, changing stories, and eager to avoid a hole in your heart or in your life. You have leapt headlong into courtship, perhaps without some of the strategies you’ll need to make it turn out better this time.


Most of us are somewhere between these two positions—wishing to reconnect in some important way, longing to have a little fun or a lot of sex or a great companion, but anxious, discouraged, or cynical about the possibility of happily ever after. Much as we have not given up on the fantasy of romance, affection, and love, we are undone at the prospect of reengaging in the tiresome and hurtful dating game that carries with it these rewards. Eventually, though, most of us wrestle with the reality: It’s the only game in town.


All of us who are single—whether widowed or divorced, dumped or thankfully detached, or just newly resurfaced after the distractions of motherhood, career, or both—stand at the same anxious precipice. Must I, will I get back into the game of courtship? Would I want to? Can I bear its rigors? Is it worth it? Am I still a contender? Can I do it any better this time? Or at all? And, since it definitely requires two to play, where do I go to find someone with whom to get up a game?


These are legitimate questions at any age, but they can be showstoppers after, say, forty-six. That’s when we add the fretful salsa of age to our always conflicted feelings about dating. True, an amazing number of thirty-two-year-olds have been known to convince themselves that it is already too late. Old is not a belief confined to the “mature” woman or man. Too late is a destructive thought, whether at thirty-five or at eighty, but an awful lot of us over forty or fifty run it through our brains anyway.


For the moment, you are at your tennis club contemplating the decent-looking retiree across the dining room—single, sixty-eight, wearing whites and a knee brace—and you think, “Jeez, wouldn’t that be like sleeping with Eisenhower?” It’s a thought that could send you right off to babysit full-time for your own grandchildren, confining yourself to book groups and community service—all perfectly fine occupations if they are satisfying enough for you. But some of us stop to recall that, as it turned out, Eisenhower had someone on the side after Mamie apparently lost interest. We take another look across the dining room and see past the knee brace. We decide to knock.


Woman in Transition


Whether you are poised hesitantly at this brink or you’ve thrown yourself relentlessly, determinedly into the online, blind-date, hookup bars middle of the middle-aged dating world, you are at a life stage you might think of as reentry. Reentry is a tricky time, and it requires more preparation and self-awareness than merely how best to market yourself with a great computer profile. (Though such advice helps—no question about it.) If you are looking for a safe and happy landing, reentry needs some solid-state understanding of the process and a damn good heat shield.


That is the purpose of this book. For one reason or another, you unexpectedly find yourself in the untethered universe of single life. To move from that romantic free fall toward a loving connection, you will have to navigate an intensely emotional, uncertain, and unsettling period of time.


The internal forces that will drive you during this period— your own individual fears and longings, your lifelong romantic patterns, and your acute reentry needs—are powerful, unexpected, and erratic. It would help to have some meaningful self-knowledge to steer a safe course. Yet your capacity for introspection and self-awareness may well have atrophied during your marriage or motherhood, when you focused so much on taking care of other people that you lost close touch with yourself.


Now here you are, thrown back on that self you may no longer know well, negotiating your own mixed feelings while you are recovering from emotional loss. Just catching up with your inner life could be a full-time preoccupation. But many of us are tempted to skip this inner step entirely. The outer drama of e-mail flirtation, social competition, and actual foreplay can be so compelling, confusing, or aversive that we miss a clear picture of ourselves because we are too busy watching the show.


That show, the interpersonal soap opera of dating, will involve meeting, assessing, kissing, touching, wooing, and negotiating with some stranger. And his children. Plus his friends. Not to mention his ex-wife, past girlfriends, medical history, financial fetishes, sexual aspirations, political biases, and his odd habit of saving string and old Playboy magazines because he still believes the collection is valuable.


Anywhere along this rocky way you might dismiss him, which will exhaust and discourage you, even though you are the one to do the dumping. Or he might reject you—which will sting even if you had already decided you didn’t want him. All told, it’s hard to believe that any one of us could refer to such a potentially brutal interaction as a game, nor that sane and self-sufficient adults would enter into it. But we do. And we must, because at the other end of reentry is connection, and that’s worth a lot of shake, rattle, and roll.


Actually, truth told, you will probably have to engage in bits and pieces of this process more than once, perhaps with many strangers, in order to develop one serious, solid, and cherished bond with a person who will undoubtedly turn out to be flawed, because in the end we all are. And then you will have the struggle to compromise and love him anyway. But by this time you will be long past the awkward uncertainty of getting naked again and into the serious relationship for which there are many other books written—some of which I’ve written myself.


Right now, though, you are at the precarious and interesting beginning. Between the relationship you’ve left behind and the new person with whom you will connect, there is an internal process and an interpersonal one. You can get better at both.


The internal process of getting naked again involves a personal evolution. Understanding and furthering that evolution—its dynamics, conflicts, and their successful resolution—is the subject of part I of this book. It is also its deeper purpose. Certainly we date again because it’s a drag to sit home on Saturday night; because it’s nice to have a man to dance with at weddings, to open jars, or to intervene with the car mechanic; or because they sometimes pay and that’s a plus (though the cost of hair and makeup and shoes usually evens out this benefit). But expedience is not the only reason we return again and again to courtship, decked in hope and dread and fresh Botox.


Romantic life is really nothing more than a playing field; increasing your capacity to give and receive love is the prize. A sexual reawakening, some very good laughs, and the sheer pleasure of telling your girlfriends the tale are the side benefits. And happiness—packaged as quiet contentment, studded with emotional sizzle, and grounded in a sense of connection—is the point. To enjoy these fresh emotional heights, though, you will need more than a suitable partner. You need an evolving sense of yourself.


Most of us who get naked again start by shedding or losing a partner. We go from attached to alone, but that change of outward status takes awhile to percolate through to the soul. Naked can feel very chilly, and some of us rush to shelter in a quick new relationship, create a career onslaught, or take temporary, even necessary cover in the lives of our children. (A daughter’s divorce can, for example, distract you from the pain of your own.) But wherever you hurry to hide out, the change of identity will creep up. It’s best to be ready for it.


Even if you just stand bravely stripped and single in the world, it will still take some time to integrate the idea that this is you, meeting a strange man for coffee; you, handing cuff links to a man not your husband as you two dress after sex for a theater curtain; you, slow dancing at a resort party with a man who miraculously appears to have an erection. All the while the woman who lives in your mind’s eye is still married, a mother, a wife, a granny. Who are you now? Who will you become? Or more likely, if it’s fear whispering the questions instead of excitement—what’s to become of you?


Victorian as the thought is, it does capture the sometimes overwhelming sense of uncertainty that accompanies the transition from some safe harbor to the unsheltered world of single life. Over time, if you pay attention and press through the obstacles to change, this becomes you, free to decide whether to spend the money on the new roof or the trip to Africa; you, removing the dead mouse from the kitchen floor because there’s no one else there to do it and you know what, it’s doable; you, deciding to stay, move, buy, rent, with only your adult children to natter at you about your decision; you, slipping your business card into some guy’s pocket because at this point, why the hell not?


Getting Naked Again is about evolving into an adult single woman after you’ve defined yourself as part of a whole. It’s about partnering again, if that’s what you hope for, and about taking your clothes off in front of someone again, even if that’s what you fear. It’s about revealing yourself—your heart, your soul, your quirks and calcified habits, your physical droops, maternal missteps, crammed closets, and/or empty retirement funds—to fresh judging eyes. It’s about acting in your own self-interest, especially when your heart is steering you off the cliff of love, or when your fear has you dug deep behind a barricade of reasons.


It’s about doing all of this with a smile on your face and a strong and clear sense of yourself, recognizing:


•	How the injuries and frustrations of your previous relationship shape your next one.


•	Which mistaken fantasies and beliefs you may be nurturing.


•	The signs that you are ready to reconnect.


•	Which of the two great reentry fears drives you.


•	Your most productive mind-set for dating.


In the end, like it or not, dating, commitment, and love are less about whom you meet and more about who you are. Part I of Getting Naked Again focuses on understanding who you are and catching up with the woman you’ve become.


None of that introspection is easy, especially because you’ll be seriously distracted. Though it may be rough, getting naked again is also an emotional rush. After all, you are not only going back to the game of romance; you are also returning mentally to the last time you played it. Circumstances have thrown you back on your own, to an earlier solitary time in your life. You are suddenly without cover, open to the cruelty of the seven-second judgment, the evaporating e-mail friend. You are back to thinking about what to wear with an eye to how it unzips. Back to contemplating eyelash batting, phone-call waiting, and hope followed by crash followed by delicious, exuberant hope again.


In other words, you might be feeling the same wild mood swings and jailbreak giddiness you felt when you first left home. If you are coming back to life after a freezing grief, or a decade of grim marital endurance, you might just zip up a bustier, strap on your four-inch heels, and wallow in being young again for as long as you can.


But even if dating rituals make you feel temporarily twenty— with all its sexual thrill and shaky self-worth—it’s still smart to use your grown-up head to steer by. True, everyone goes back into the game in his or her own way, but there are common success and failure patterns from which you can learn. There are basic dating and relationship skills in which we could all use a refresher. More important, there are mistakes you can avoid, pitfalls to steer around if only you could see them coming. And, just as every satellite needs to align itself properly to assure a successful reentry, you will need to adjust your attitude to best survive the atmosphere of romance. Part II of Getting Naked Again, Interpersonal Expertise, reviews each of the central questions:


•	What’s the best meet-and-mate advice offered by people who have been out there and succeeded?


•	Who picks, who pays, who calls, who seduces in adult courtship these days?


•	How do you manage your girlfriends, their husbands, the social world, and altered family expectations when you turn single?


•	What are the four classic transitional relationships and what emotional needs do they satisfy?


•	How can you recognize, and correct, your own emotional regressions?


This might all sound like much ado about something that depends primarily on luck and the right social connections. In fact, most of us, whether we are dating at twenty-seven or seventy, tend to obsess about the question “Where do I go to meet someone?” and ignore the rest. After all, meeting someone is the necessary if not sufficient condition to a romance, and if you believe that no one is out there, then what good is knowing the best way to proceed? Too, “Where do I meet someone?” resonates with the cherished romantic belief that meeting the right person is everything, that when it’s right it’s right, that love solves problems.


Meeting is a critical part of the process. Whom you are willing to meet, how open you are to meeting, to connecting, to risking the rejection that so often follows meeting, how willing you are to do the picking, how much you rely on being the one picked—all of these are crucial relationship variables for you to examine and reevaluate.


You can’t ignore the meet-who-where question. But frankly, if you focus exclusively on it—that is, if you don’t look beyond the reasonable advice to


—join clubs, ask friends for introductions, pursue your hobbies, be friendly, go where the boys are, but only if you’re sure you wanna be there, to take up golf or tennis or Internet matches, to try Elderhostel travel or SilverSeniors or Gorgeous Grandmas or some other equally chirpily named group


you are apt to put out a great deal of effort with very little return.


After all that work, with little love to share, you will naturally come to believe that there is no one out there, all the good ones are taken, no one you want will ever want you. In other words, without thinking more deeply about what you are doing, you could easily end up with all the self-limiting convictions that make so many of us retire to our sweat suits and curl up with our cats. Getting naked again, you’ve determined, was a bust.


Meeting someone is a numbers game, as you’ve been told. But it is also more than a numbers game. It is bringing the right mind, body, and spirit to that numbers game. You are, after all, reentering after a long relationship followed by a brutal divorce (and they are pretty much all brutal, just each in its exquisitely individual way). Or you are gathering your strength to reengage after the death of a longtime partner—whether it was a partner you adored or one you tolerated and, if it was a long marriage, you surely felt some of each.


These losses might have been recent, in the last weeks or years. Or they might have been long ago, and you ignored the possibility of romance in favor of your career, your parenting responsibilities, your destructive addictions or elevating preoccupations. Whatever your individual pattern, when you reenter the game after age forty or so, you are different this time around. Your mind, your body, your emotional attitude will probably need a little conscious work, some weeding, some turning of the mental soil, before anything new can really take root.


It’s not all about whom you meet. Getting naked again is, first, foremost, and maybe in the end most important, all about who you are when you meet him. And that depends, at least in part, on what sent you back out there.



CHAPTER TWO


You Bleed or You Thaw


She is wearing Prada heels with half ankle straps that keep sliding ahead of her toes. It takes all her concentration to make it to the table for this date, her first date in, oh, twenty-five years. He is wearing a matching tie and pocket scarf. The only other man she knows who wears a pocket scarf is her dad. The man she is divorcing wears flannel. This could be a good thing.


He orders wine with lunch and drops the name of several boards on which he sits. She appears properly impressed and tries to imagine kissing him. They find common conversational ground in their workouts. 


He asks: “How many men at that gym hit on you? ” 


She fumbles: “Gee, I really don’t know. I mean, I was married all that time.”


He asks: “Wait. How many men have you screwed in the last twenty years?”


She admits: “Uh, one? I was married.”


He: “No wonder your friend said you were looking to get laid.”


Her friend? Was that the friend who asked if it was okay to give her number to a pleasant, pocket-scarf-wearing, board-sitting, wine-ordering divorced man looking to meet someone?


 She’s not ready for this. 


A return to dating is emotional whiplash, pure and unavoidable. One hour, one month, you are entirely absorbed in the heartbreak of loss—sleeping in a partner’s sweater because it still smells of him, leaving his voice on the answering machine because it comforts you to pretend he is there. And then profound and genuine feeling is abruptly interrupted by some absurd dating dilemma: When, you find yourself wondering, exactly when will you wear the great negligee you bought for your first weekend away with a new lover?


I mean, do you don it the moment you check in and sort of swan around the room for a while? Or wait until just before going to bed, when, being a man, he will be on to the sex and want the nightgown off as soon as possible? (This will pretty much be a waste because great negligees can cost as much as a large appliance and should therefore be appreciated.) Possibly you put it on after sex, but isn’t he sleeping then and aren’t you? Surely you could decide to do without the nightgown problem completely, but that leaves you with the naked problem. And so on.


The process of emotional recovery—from sadness to preoccupying silliness, and back again—is a normal if disorienting aspect of resuming romantic life. Certainly you are back to romantic thrill and the girlish uncertainty of your youth, back to trying to figure out what he really means when he says he’ll call, back to wondering if you should say you’re not free, even though you are free, just so he won’t know exactly how free you are.


But then again, you’re not back there at all.


You are not really back to dating again, not returned to the you of twenty-two or thirty. You are dating again, but after a serious romantic injury. The shape of your scar and the degree of your healing will influence every subsequent connection you form.


Here’s what might have happened:


You were safe in the harbor of a romantic partnership and—suddenly, harsh and impossible to believe, or slowly and torturously—you lost it. Whether through the tragedy of death, the humiliation of sexual betrayal, or the dry ice of emotional dismissal, your partner left you and took with him the cocoon in which you two sheltered. You’re back out here because he forced you to be.


The opposite might be true for you. Somehow, somewhere, you found the strength to leave that shelter of your own volition, recognizing that while it was safe—safe in the sense that its miseries were familiar and therefore tolerable—it was not happy, not satisfying, not alive, and therefore, in your opinion, not right. Even if you’ve left a harsh or unhappy harbor, it still sets you out on the open sea. Baby, it’s cold out here.


Many of us were in the middle. You sort of stopped loving him and he sort of checked out and it was unraveling and you were ambivalent and then this happened and that happened and whatever finally caused the breakup—here you are, you’re baaack.	


Or maybe not. Neither breakups, nor widowhood, nor other life changes must send you back into romantic life if you are unwilling to go. There are plenty of ports in which to take refuge from flirtation, courtship, or sexual attraction.


Work and single motherhood are the traditional sanctuaries from the storm of sexual excitement and romantic defeat, but your own haven might have been something more personal, less universal. A preferred passion for travel or bird-watching, aging parents, financial catastrophe, or inner battles that range from addiction to eating disorders and back through depression or time-consuming compulsions—any of these emotional burdens or idiosyncrasies can keep you out of the game and inside a rocky harbor of your own creation.


Recently, though, something in you may have started to heal or begun to thaw.


Maybe the kids have finally left home and there you are, looking in the mirror and through the closet for the first time in ages. Could you, you wonder, get back in the game? Or the kids are still around, but you looked up recently and noticed that they were having sex themselves and how come they get to have all the fun? Is it really all over for you?


You had a birthday, your hormones shifted, you lost five crucial pounds, a new member of your investment group sparked some old feeling, your girlfriend met someone, it’s spring, and suddenly . . . you’re thinking, very privately, that if it were possible (it’s not, you’re sure, it’s not), but if it were possible—only if you meet someone, you’ll give it a try, you’re considering or definitely committed—you’re coming back.


And you are bringing your history with you.


Cause for a Comeback


You are starting over with a personal story, with feelings and beliefs about love, about men, women, and about yourself. Those internal elements will strongly color how you resume romantic life, what prize you seek, and whether you expect to succeed. In this sense, as in all other games, the playing field is not level. Your personal story is part of your handicap.


Certainly it matters whether you are widowed or divorced, whether you were dumped or in grateful flight. Still, there is certainly a core similarity among all of these experiences. First, each involves loss, and loss has its own emotional geometry, whatever its trigger. Every recovery from loss involves a transition, a period beautifully described by consultant William Bridges as a time when you let go of the way things used to be and somehow take hold of the way they have become. Sounds smooth enough, but Bridges emphasizes the chaotic gap between the past and future, “a low-pressure area, where all kinds of heavy weather is drawn into the vacuum left by the loss.” Widowed or divorced, you are getting naked in a stormy climate.


Too, a woman newly single for whatever reason has to deal with the isolation and second-class status accorded single women without adequate fuck-you money. (Those with sufficient cash will be accorded the standing of men.)


And, widowed, divorced, or detached, you must still struggle with the fresh reality that, as the author Carol Shields observed, you are no longer first in anyone else’s world order. Now you are deeply alone in the way that we all are, but can pretend not to be when we are snuggled in the sanctuary of the couple. In this sense, by whatever circumstances you arrive, single is single.


And then again, it’s not. One big difference is in the element of choice, and in how society regards those not chosen. Whether you see yourself as victim or initiator will impact both your emotional state and the kind and amount of injury you sustain.


The following discussion is not meant to be a catalog of the miseries that relationships and their endings might inflict. For one thing, you know that pain too perfectly—the place it tended to lodge in your throat, your stomach, the small of your back; the way it came and went and came again when you thought you had run it to ground. Getting naked again begins, if it begins at all, someplace down the road from that pain, and it is influenced by the long shadow of the life-altering experience you’ve endured.


It must be said that not all relationship endings are occasions of mourning. Relief and even elation may play a part; celebration too, however privately it tends to be held. Life being the messy emotional stew we are so unprepared for it to be, some death and much divorce stirs the whole pot—relief, regret, despair, and possibility. You will naturally be some time sorting your way through this. At the end of this chapter there is a discussion of the signs and signals to identify your own progress toward readiness for a next relationship.


For now the point is only this: Coming back to romance after a divorce differs from the return after the death of a partner. You will probably carry different baggage, and, whether you do or not, the world will regard you differently.


A widow—no matter the emotional quality of her marriage—is telling a dignified story. She is regarded with a well-deserved compassion for gathering the strength and imagination to reconstruct a life after devastating disruption. Those who eventually have the courage to reconnect with romance deserve the respect they are accorded.


Divorced women and men, on the other hand, raise an eyebrow. Sometimes a whole curling upper lip. Someone wasn’t good enough. Someone failed, quit, cheated, lost. The world looks you over and wonders privately—was it you? What is it about you? What invisible flaw or obvious known fault line cracked and left you standing there on that ice floe all alone? (Well, alone but for a crowd of lawyers, aging parents, damaged children, and left-behind pets all needing care and feeding and comfort themselves. But alone, nonetheless.)


It’s easy to grow all too aware of this abrasive scrutiny and give in to the urge to defend yourself. “It wasn’t me,” you explain in earnest or in fury, “it was him/her/them. He cheated, he lied, she’s a shrew, she shopped, he’s sick, she’s crazy.” And are judged more harshly for the unevenness of your explanations. So you repackage your history to the socially acceptable, “It was both of us really.” The social scrutiny doesn’t stop, but you learn to tune it out. Progress.


Your own mean internal monologue may take longer to tune out. Divorced people report long conversations with themselves regarding their unlovability or the unlikelihood of finding a partner worth loving. One woman’s husband of thirty-some years mentioned his unhappiness and moved out a week later. For several years after, she saw his rejection everywhere, everywhere. “I felt like the world was pointing at me when I walked down the street, saying, ‘There goes that old woman no one wants.’ ”


Even a welcome divorce can carry with it the aroma of failure that lingers past the celebration of freedom. One woman reported, “My dad said to me, regarding my divorce, ‘That’s one strike. Three strikes and you’re out.’ ” Not all of us face openly harsh judgment, but certainly every divorced person has to work to polish her social résumé when applying for the next relationship. Widows and widowers, on the other hand, can rest on their last impressive job title: loving wife; committed husband. It’s better.


Some divorced people believe that it’s simply preferable all around to have a dead rather than an ex-spouse. Pammy is outspoken enough to say so. “I do think it’s better to have your husband die. If mine had died, I would have gotten everything. This way I got half, and the battle to get my fair share almost destroyed me. Also, I get to go places and see my husband everywhere with a younger woman. I feel like I can’t heal because I’m constantly reconnecting with the pain.”


If your own divorce was sufficiently agonizing, you might find yourself in sympathy with Pammy’s acid assessment that widowhood is preferable. If so, for God’s sake I hope you are grown-up enough to keep this to yourself. Not every honest thought bears repeating and mentioning to a widow: “You don’t know how lucky you are. I’d be so much better off if George were dead” is a real showstopper.


In fact, judicious self-censoring is practice for getting naked again. Discreetly masking some pieces of yourself while exposing others is a necessary part of early dating and relationship building. In this too, widows and widowers have a natural advantage. Like all advantages, though, it comes at a price.


The death of a spouse tends to discourage ugly conversation about that previous marriage, a nasty topic known to frequently leak onto and corrode otherwise promising second dates with divorcées. It’s not just that we find it unseemly to speak ill of those who have passed away, it’s also that death is the great eraser of all kinds of ill feeling in the first place.


Therein lies the hidden cost of widowhood when it comes to reconnecting with a new partner. It is natural to idealize a lost spouse


— because the hole he left makes us anguishingly aware of what we have lost;


— because memory clings to the happy times and wipes away petty irritations; and


— because love, so easily submerged by the daily abrasions of intimacy, floods back through us when those annoyances are removed and we are face-to-face with a severed attachment. The phantom limb screams. Reattachment seems to be all we could wish for.


So the widow has the problem of replacing an idealized partner with a new and very real one. She has a hole in her life whose size and shape are well known to her, and she is apt to automatically cast a new man into that gaping wound. If he fits well, these two might proceed from reentry to remarriage without missing a beat. But that beat goes on—into new stepchildren, different houses, strange rhythms, expectations, rituals. It can be a fast reconnection, but it is not necessarily an easy one.


Widowers, in particular, are legendary in their desire to remarry with dispatch. Tales of obituary scanning may be the stuff of suburban legend, but there is enough social truth in them to pay attention. Widowers regularly seek new wives to fill the role and the function, if not always the place in the heart. (Think Sir Paul McCartney for the most visible example of the urgency that can befall a man who has lost a beloved spouse, and the catastrophe such haste might create.)


“I just wanted my life to continue,” sixty-eight-year-old Eli explained firmly. “I married straight out of college, a wonderful woman who never gave me a moment’s aggravation. When I lost her, I retired, sold my house, and moved back to the city where I had great college years. I called an old girlfriend too, one I dated fifty years ago. She was divorced and we got together and for a minute, I thought we could pick right up there. She had too much baggage, though—grandchildren who always needed babysitting and chauffeuring. I could see right away that I would be spending my life sitting for someone else’s grandchildren and I sure didn’t want that. So I ended it.


“I’m still looking, though, for someone who will travel with me and go to concerts with me, the way my wife would have if she’d lived.” He pauses in his story, which he’d related easily and forthrightly as any man on a mission. Then he added his postscript. “I know this much about myself. I’m no good alone. I can’t be alone. And I don’t want to learn to get good at it.”


Widows of long and satisfying marriages often describe themselves as sustained by the relationship and its memory—an emotional support that, for many, survives death. For some time, though, that widow’s path may be dogged by the common guilt of the survivor. It echoes in variations of gripping self-punishment: “If he’s not alive, I failed somehow.”


In Chapter Two, the play describing the internal conflict created by his rapid second marriage after the death of his spouse, the great Neil Simon tackled a variation on this perplexing piece of mental baggage. Death does not erase the guilty feeling of infidelity. Sometimes, irrationally, it enhances it. If you are widowed, you might be hampered by the same inner struggle.


“How do I love someone new without betraying my allegiance to my spouse? How do I hold on to my love for my spouse, which is all I have left of him, if I give that love away to another person? I want a new relationship, but I don’t want one too.” Guilt.


Guilt may smother the possibility of a new relationship because it can leave the survivor reviewing and regretting behavior from the past. The sudden death of a spouse leaves us especially prone to this obsessive review—the emergency room too late; the last words, impossible to recall or—perhaps worse—remembered as harsh, thoughtless, foolish, unintended. Life interrupted and so measured by a heedless last encounter. It takes thinking, processing, churning, and a mental working-over of the memory until it can be endured and then incorporated into your view of yourself and of your relationship. Until then, loss and guilt might close your heart to the possibility of reattaching somewhere fresh.


A death after long illness does not protect the surviving spouse from paralyzing guilt, although at least three widowers with whom I spoke mentioned that their freedom to date came directly from a sense of completion with their dying wives. Two described wives’ bouts with cancer as some of the strongest times in the marriage. “We said everything we had to say to each other,” said one; “It was our closest period,” said the other. Both these men have approached dating with a zest that guilt tends to prohibit.


But some long slides toward death leave the survivors with guilt and exhaustion that does not automatically end with their caretaking responsibilities. One widow, checking her computer to see what Match.com possibility might have found her cute today, suddenly got up, switched gears (whiplash in action), and spoke about the weight that choked her even now, three years after the loss of her husband. “I’m guilty, will I always be guilty? I’m guilty because, through our whole marriage, there was nothing I wanted that he didn’t try to give me. And he knew that I didn’t want him to leave me. So he suffered to stay alive. I should have helped him go, but I couldn’t.” Guilt—an amorphous lump of rage and anguish and no place to direct its arrow but toward your own heart.


What may be guilt and anguish in the widow appears as rage and pain in the divorcée. Divorce leaves a bleeding hole too, but of a different nature. You don’t have the problem of an idealized partner whom you are hoping to replace. Instead you probably have the demonized partner who may be hanging around. Whether he is present physically or mentally, he is in the way of a new relationship.


Perhaps your ex is deliberately visiting the grandchildren at the same time that you want to see them. Or he is still fighting with you about paying for your business degree or ignoring the insurance he’s required to carry according to the divorce agreement. He has suddenly co-opted your daughter and is turning to her for sympathy when his relationship with his girlfriend is in trouble. Worse, she listens, and her betrayal stabs at you.


Some savvy single men, recognizing that you are still caught in the brutal currents of broken child-care agreements and unreliable alimony payments, stay a safe distance from you. Any new man who does get close to you is apt to be sucked into your chaotic vortex. Three in the bed is crowded, for sure.


You may be sick when you hear your ex-husband’s voice on the phone, or you may be one of those who continue to call him at the slightest broken appliance. Either way, you are forced to recognize that divorce is a slow emotional and legal process that occurs in stages. For some, it begins years before the physical separation. For most of us it proceeds at best in fits and starts—forward through the splitting of the all-important stuff, backward through the occasional, predictable, yet unexpected sexual encounter. Or two.


On through the signing of the legal divorce, and still on through the lingering fantasy of reconciliation that lives in the hearts of your kids and, truth be told, sometimes in your own. This whole time that you are mentally, emotionally, and legally divorcing, some huge part of you is married, and therefore only partly available for a new mate.


Too, it’s hard not to view divorce as a personal failure, even if, privately, you regard your courage in initiating the divorce as a private triumph. You may have been shocked by how much the dissolution of your marriage has affected your adult children. Their ongoing sadness and anger as they struggle to adjust to their loss, to tolerate sexual parents, new partners, stepparents, depressed, despairing, or warring parental partners—all of it puts a damper on any divorced woman’s sense of personal celebration. Even if your divorce represents strength in your own eyes, you may see failure reflected in the eyes of your kids, should you dare to look.


Certainly the social world views divorce as evidence of some failure—whether failed hope, or skill, or something worse. In the end divorce is most certainly a failure of love, and, however common such defeat is, it carries a faint stigma back out into the dating world. You have to explain yourself. To them. To yourself. You have to tell the story in a way that buffs your image, disguises your outrage and injury.


The story itself, practiced and improved upon by the many requests for retelling (“So, tell me about your divorce”), can be tweaked to present the strong, tolerant, yet loving you who has learned from experience but is above-all-not-bitter. Your risk, of course, is that the story will come to conceal your personal truth, even from yourself. And you’ll need that truth to reconnect better the next time.


Those who initiate divorce have one enormous advantage over widows: Initiators can gradually build a new life while clinging to the security and stability of the old. People in unsatisfying marriages pull away from partners—sometimes deliberately and sometimes utterly unconsciously—and create whole separate friendship circles, interests, relationships, lives really. At the eventual moment when the confrontation is staged, the new apartment is rented, the joint account is closed, those who have completed part of this emotional divorce have a comfortable new haven in which to ride out the worst of the storm.
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“Finally, a smart dating manual for adults!”
—Pepper Sehwartz, PhD, author of Prime
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