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For Moe, and all my Hot Young Widows



INTRODUCTION

What this book is not:

• A collection of bummer stories.

• A definitive guide to sadness.

• A competition between you and me and everyone else to see who has the Saddest, Worst, Most Tragic Story of All Time.

That last one is important.

If we all took our personal tragedies and lined them up for comparison, we would find that someone always has it worse, and someone always has it better than us. We’d quickly find ourselves ranking our losses against one another, deciding who deserves more sympathy, more compassion. I’ve heard a million times that comparison is the thief of joy. But it’s the thief of grief, too. And of empathy. Comparison is a dirty scoundrel who will snatch anything you leave hanging out of your pocket, so protect yourself with one of those little travel wallets that tucks up under your shirt and requires you to partially disrobe in order to pay for your lunch. OR, we can all just agree to suspend our reflex to compare, at least for the coming pages. Deal? Deal.

In my regular life, I host a podcast where I talk about people’s hardest life experiences. I’ve spoken with rape survivors, people dying of cancer, people who have lost their hands and feet, people whose entire families have died. And I’ve gotten thousands of emails from people who have survived or are currently trying to survive the death of their children, the trauma of abuse, or the loneliness and heartbreak of infertility.

When people reach out to me to share their stories, they often say, “Now, this doesn’t compare to . . .” As a preemptive strike against my judgment, or the judgment of others, they take the biggest thing that has happened in their life and shrink its significance.

Why?

What does the size of someone else’s loss have to do with the size of my own? What is this macabre contest, and who could possibly win?

At thirty-one, I was a widowed mother of one. I’d just lost a parent (RIP, Dad), a husband (RIP, Aaron), and a pregnancy (RIP, Baby Deuce).

As many internet commenters have reminded me, there is nothing special about what happened to me, or what happened to Aaron. They are right, because people die all day, every day. And they are wrong, because it is all very special. Because it is ours, and it happened just to us.

I am the only woman who lost Aaron as a husband (I hope). And you are the only person who went through exactly what you went through, exactly how you went through it.

I will confess right now that I do not love when people compare them losing their pet bird to me losing my husband, but then . . . I’ve never lost a bird.

There is no conversion chart that would help us quantify and weigh these losses, no yardstick we can use to measure them against one another.

Maybe you haven’t gone through anything hard yet. Maybe everyone you love is still alive, and the most difficult part of your life so far has been your middle school awkward phase. Well, just wait. You’ll go through something eventually. A whole lot of somethings, actually. And what you have gone through, or will go through, doesn’t compare to what I’ve gone through, and never will. The good news is, it doesn’t need to.

Grief is just one of the hard things you’ll experience in your life. Not just once, either. You’ll get multiple servings, even when you raise your hands and say, “Really. That’s enough now. I’d like to try the Joy if it’s still available.” At this point in the book, it’s probably easy to see why I have such a busy social life. Who wouldn’t want to spend their time with a woman who is constantly reminding you that everyone you love will die and that each death will bring a fresh new brand of grief?

Grief has the ability to maroon us on our own little island of emotion. The rest of the world is pretending it’s still Tuesday, but you know the truth: that time has stopped completely, that ice cream will never taste good again, that you will never not feel the abyss inside your chest. Comparing our grief against some unknowable Grief Yardstick has the strangest effect. It takes the universality of grief and makes it so special, so unique, that our islands get smaller and more remote.

It’s tempting, isn’t it? To hold our losses up to the light like some kind of jeweler would, looking at all the things that make them so very unique? I knew for a fact that when Aaron died I didn’t need anybody to help me through it. I scoffed at grief support groups. I bet you’ve never truly scoffed before—it’s terribly pretentious—but I actually did. I scoffed. I said aloud, “What are they going to tell me that I don’t already know?” What they would have told me were their own stories. They would have told me my own story. The circumstances, the names, the details, those would be different for every person in the circle of folding chairs in the hospital conference room. But the feeling—that unsoothable ache—would be the same in all of us.

They would have told me what I would like to tell you: that grief grants you admission to a club you had no intention of joining. You’re admitted whether the loss is yours—your husband, your sister—or whether the loss is more tangential. Grief is a rock thrown into a still pond—even the smallest pebble ripples outward.

This book is a club of its own. Not just for those who have survived the death of a spouse, but for anyone who has loved someone who died, or who has loved someone who loved someone who died. It’s for anyone who currently loves someone who will die, or who knows a person who loves someone who will die. For those whose grief is a hot fire burning through their lives, and those whose grief is a pile of ashes, embers glowing calmly. Some of the thoughts within are targeted to the griever, and some are targeted to the people trying to support the griever. Read it all. Because you’ll need it all. Eventually, the supporter is a griever. Someday, the griever becomes a supporter. Sometimes, you’ll be in both spots simultaneously, which is beyond rude and deeply unfair.

Today, you are here. And so am I.

.  .  .

My Tragedy Résumé reads as such:

Nora McInerny

Cancer Wife: 2011–2014

Chauffeur, personal chef, unlicensed nurse, and loving wife to Aaron Joseph Purmort.

Co-Founder, Hot Young Widows Club: 2014–Present

First husband, Aaron, died of brain cancer on November 25, 2014.

Dead Dads Club: 2014–Present

Dad died six weeks before Aaron. Rude!

Miscarriage Club: 2014–Present

Lost my second pregnancy a week before my dad. Beyond rude!

Prior to 2014, you will notice an absence of any tragedy whatsoever. That’s because I had none. I had heard about a lot of sad things, of course, but none of them were mine. I lived a very easy, very comfortable life. I grew up as a white woman in the Midwest, daughter to two loving parents, and sister to three mostly well-adjusted siblings. I have not endured war, famine, racism, or poverty. I had some important people die, one right after another. This résumé seems like nothing at all to many people, and like a list of nightmares to other people.

I have never suffered the illusion that I am a special person. Maybe it is because I am one of four children, or maybe it is because I am painfully self-aware. One of my first thoughts after sitting with Aaron’s dead body was: Other people in the world are feeling this exact same thing, right now.

I was very right.

There are a few things that we all have in common, no matter where we come from or what we do for a living. We are all born, we all die. And in between, we all suffer. In big ways and small ways. In ways that are as personal as they are universal.

Tragedy comes for all of us eventually, and when the hard stuff came for me, I was totally unprepared. And so was everyone in my life. In the year after Aaron died, I did all the things I was supposed to do and many I was not supposed to do. I went to therapy. I did yoga. I journaled. I screamed into a pillow. I drank a lot. I gave money to people who shouldn’t have asked me for it. None of it helped as much as I wished it would. The most healing balm for my broken world was in my phone; the thing that helped me feel better wasn’t feeling bad for myself but feeling with other people. I got a lot of messages from a lot of people around the world. They didn’t all have dead husbands and dead dads, they all just had a really hard story that the people in their lives had stopped asking about, or maybe had never asked about. They just wanted to feel seen and heard. To be a little less lonely, even if they were just emailing a stranger on the internet.

I resisted joining any kind of support group when Aaron died. The entire idea conjured up notions of uncomfortable chairs arranged in a circle, weak coffee, and communal weeping, the kind that takes place in a church basement with terrible lighting.

And then I met Moe.

Moe and I met because we lived a few miles from each other and frequented the same coffee shop, a place whose owners were dead set on us creating a friendship. Moe’s husband had died by suicide just a few months before Aaron had died of cancer. I knew her story, but I didn’t know her, and my first reaction was no thanks! I didn’t want to be a widow, and I didn’t want widow friends. I just wanted to be me, without any label. The thing is, our coffee shop ladies are persuasive, and eventually I agreed to meet Moe. Our first date together was like my first date with Aaron: maybe it wasn’t love at first sight, but it was obvious that I had met someone who was going to be a pillar in my life. In Moe, I found a person who knew exactly what I meant when I shared my weirdest, darkest thoughts. A person who spoke the language I was just learning.

I hadn’t counted on making a friend, let alone a support group, but that’s what happened. Eventually.

Moe and I called ourselves the Hot Young Widows Club. Sure, it was just two of us at first, but people with dead husbands tend to attract other people with dead husbands, and soon we had an actual group of people. Some among us were never legally married, some were divorced when our partner died. Some of us have remarried, and some of us never will. Some of us are deeply religious, and just as many of us are not. It doesn’t matter. It’s just a name, so there is no clubhouse and no criteria for joining other than the death of your partner. You don’t have to be married, you don’t have to be young, and your hotness is innate and inarguable to me. If the person you were spending your life with dies? You’re in the club.

When we meet up in real life, there is no church basement and no coffee (unless it’s brunch). There is no leader, no bylaws, no ritual. There are hugs and screams of joy; there are plenty of tears. The only thing we promise to one another is to give each other what our friends and family outside the group have such a hard time giving us: a space to just . . . be. A space where we do not need to have a plan or stay strong. A place where we do not tell each other that it will be okay, or that everything happens for a reason.

The club that started out as Moe and me, meeting for coffee and crying in public, quickly grew into a network of friends and strangers around the world who shared this particular kind of loss.

Other people wanted in, too. Could they join the club if their sister’s husband had died? If their mother had been widowed? If they had lost a very close friend? The desire to belong to a group that understood loss—that welcomed the uncomfortable conversations that follow death—was astonishing. And it shouldn’t have been. Because the people who wanted into the club were people who had noticed how woefully unprepared they had been for a woeful situation. They recognized that to create a good support system for a grieving person, they would need to know something about grief.

The actual Hot Young Widows Club is a series of Facebook groups. Secret ones, the kind you can’t find through searching, and whose members aren’t listed publicly. These digital groups of total strangers—many of whom have only their catastrophic losses in common—have a real-life impact. One of our “wids,” as we say—because even sad people need a quippy nickname—is a handyman who signs in every Monday to show us how to fix things around our houses. Wids have helped one another move into new houses, get their finances in order, and create better dating profiles. Wids have vacationed together and flown into new cities just to meet up with a group of strangers who know more about their inner lives than most of their family members. Wids have gotten into commenting arguments over small things that don’t really matter because, look, the internet brings out the best and the worst in us, and let’s not even pretend we haven’t all done the same thing.
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