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Praise for Happily Even After

 



“What a comfort to know that while no one wants to ‘need’ it, there is a book that will help widows in a unique, compassionate, and contemporary way. Encouraging a smile while tackling tough subjects and providing necessary support and education, this book will be invaluable to those so badly in need.”

—Lee Woodruff, 
contributor to CBS This Morning and New York Times 
bestselling author of In an Instant and Perfectly Imperfect


 



 



“Learning to live happily after the experience of devastating loss is among the most important lessons that can ever be taught. Carole Brody Fleet not only teaches this lesson, she dares to answer the questions that many are afraid to ask, wrapped in warmth and hope for a brighter future.”

—Marci Shimoff, 
New York Times bestselling co-author of Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul 
and author of Love for No Reason; featured teacher in The Secret; host of 
Happy for No Reason (PBS)

 



 



“Yes, even after the loss of a beloved, when all seems bleak and hopeless, it is possible to find your way out of despair. Filled with compassionate understanding, practical guidance, and honest reassurance that a meaningful life awaits, Happily Even After is a worthy companion for your journey.”

—Judy Ford,
 author of Every Day Love: The Delicate Art of Caring for Each Other


 



 



“Chock-full of personal questions and powerful answers, Happily Even After is full of compassionate and heart-healing advice. With a wisdom garnered from experience, Carole Brody Fleet’s comforting, hand-held approach will  help you move through the anguish of being ‘half’ and into the life-inspiring solace of feeling whole again.”

—Lori Bryant-Woolridge,
 author of The Power of WOW: A Guide to Unleashing the Confident, Sexy You


 



 



“Not just another grief book. I like this because it has spunk and because it is practical and not preachy. Carole Brody Fleet’s lists of things that can wait for a while and of things that can’t wait can be put to immediate use, for example. Her suggestions for establishing a routine are healthy. And since emotions do not go away, it is important not to skip any steps in healing. I also like the author’s assurances that everyone is unique, that you are in charge, and that if you can’t find it, then create it. Carole’s idea about celebrating Valentine’s Day anyway shows the sort of creativity that she encourages. Happily Even After offers a strong list of referrals and itself is a powerful guide to navigating a tough course. Carole has written what I consider the widows’ bible. She shows us the way to ‘good grief,’ and I will be recommending this book for years to come.”

—Linda Hawes Clever, MD,
 author of The Fatigue Prescription


 



 



 



“It’s all in here—the emotions, the financial details, the scream you want to scream, and the hand you want to hold—all served up with the kindness and humor that can make a gal feel a lot less alone.”

—Lenore Skenazy,
 syndicated columnist and author of Free-Range Kids 


“The author of Widows Wear Stilettos has done it again! Happily Even After fills a critical gap that aims to support the widowed mother, thereby supporting her children. By speaking honestly and from experience, Carole Brody Fleet conveys her respect and understanding of the uncharted territory of widowhood. This book is a beacon of hope in a sea of darkness. A true survivor’s survival guide.”


—Jill Starishevsky, 
author of My Body Belongs to Me and co-author of A Tiny Step Forward: 
Providing Children a Positive Way to Cope with Grief


 



 



“Bravo to Carole Brody Fleet! As a young widow with five children, I feel connected to Happily Even After. Each chapter gives voice to the different scenarios that a widow encounters. This book is a heartfelt and concrete road map that can guide widows through an emotionally challenging and chaotic time.”

—Charlene Khaghan, 
co-author of A Tiny Step Forward: Providing Children 
a Positive Way to Cope with Grief







author’s note

All suggestions regarding medical, financial, and legal subject matter are based upon the information, belief, and personal opinions of Carole Brody Fleet and Widows Wear Stilettos, Inc. only and should not be construed as directed advice. The ideas, suggestions, and procedures contained in this book are not intended as a substitute for expert assistance. Any application of the recommendations set forth in this book is at the reader’s discretion and sole risk.

The questions contained in the book are excerpted in part or in sum from actual letters and/or message board postings written to the author at and through www.widowswearstilettos.com. All clearly distinguishing or identifying factors have been eliminated to protect the privacy of those who submitted the correspondence contained herein. Correspondence has been edited in the interest of space. Bracketed additions to questions have been made for the sole purposes of privacy protection, continuity, grammar, and/or subject matter clarification.

All letters and postings contained herein are the exclusive property of the author and Widows Wear Stilettos, Inc. and are subject to all copyright protections therein. The answers to the questions contained herein are the actual answers to the questions asked and are authored entirely by Carole Brody Fleet. Answers may be augmented for the purposes of continuity, elaboration and references to other areas of the book, or to other reference sources and materials.






dedication

 



 



This book is lovingly dedicated to:

 



All of the courageous widows, widowers, and their loved ones, whose letters 
and postings comprise this book and who so willingly shared their thoughts, 
trials, and experiences. Though you may not realize it, you are helping countless 
people in their grief recovery and I salute your spirit, your generosity, and your 
selflessness in giving of yourselves.

 



My mother, Eilene, 
who believed that Widows Wear Stilettos was possible; 
my incredible daughters, Kendall Leah and Michelle Louise, 
who made my dreams believable; 
and to my husband, Dave Stansbury, 
who helped those dreams become “do-able.” 
Thank you all for putting up with ridiculous schedules, more cold leftovers than 
hot meals; and for celebrating the triumphs, helping me through the challenges, 
being my “sparkle,” and for simply loving me. 
The four of you are my heroes and I love you all so much.

 



My father, Elvin “Clink” Clinkenbeard, of blessed memory. 
February 2, 1923–May 23, 2001 
Daddy, time tempers the rawness of pain, but never the missing of your presence 
with us, or the hole in our hearts left by your absence. I miss you and I love you.

 



And, as always, to the late Michael Alan Fleet, Sr., of blessed memory. 
July 21, 1945–December 19, 2000 
May our work and our continued mission always be to your honor, your legacy, 
and to the fulfillment of your final wishes that our journey and experience 
together as a family would serve to help others in need. With my love forever.






foreword
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AS A FELLOW WIDOW ON MY OWN JOURNEY OF HEALING, I FELT THE MOST important point in Carole Brody Fleet’s Happily Even After is that you start to know yourself now that you’ve lost your husband. Carole makes you think, cry, and laugh as she guides you on your path to a new life. Carole lights up your darkness like a fairy godmother; holding your hand while being honest, funny, and realistic. It is how you choose to deal with your loss that directs the journey into your new life. This is how you begin to heal and move forward.

Carole teaches you that widowhood doesn’t define you, but it will play a role in shaping you. Happily Even After will remind you to never forget the past but also to enjoy the present and to not be afraid of the future, which you can control and enjoy without any guilt.

Carole is a driven and passionate person in all that she does. Her infectious and caring personality has helped so many across the country while on her mission to help the widowed get through their loss. Her guidance lets you know that you are not alone and will give you the strength to carry on. Rich  with experience, her goal is to reach out and to teach from her heart and soul. Carole is delightful and inspiring; she’s a true angel.

 



Lisa Kline 
host of Bravo’s Launch My Line







preface

 (OR, “LET’S GET IT STARTED”!)
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ONE DAY, MY AGENT AND I WERE TALKING ABOUT THE WONDERFUL SUCCESS that Widows Wear Stilettos had become and how excited we were at the prospect of mobilizing millions of widowed in need. I made a passing remark regarding all of the letters that I receive on a daily basis that many times ask the same questions—questions about money, questions about children, questions about emotions, family challenges, dating, love, intimacy—you name it and I’ve seen it. Other letters begin with a prelude akin to, “I know that I’m the only one in this situation…” and whatever the situation was, I had seen at least ten other letters from others in the identical situation yet; the authors of these letters were convinced that they were each all alone.

My agent listened for a few minutes and then announced, “That’s your next book.”

With that declaration (or direct order, I’m not sure which), I began to work on the book that you are now reading—a book that was written in large part by you, treasured members of the widowed community. The questions in the book are taken from actual letters written by widow/ers to me, as well  as from message board postings by the thousands of visitors at www.widowswearstilettos.com. The answers that you will see are the actual answers that I provided to the authors of the letters along with additional observations and commentary.

You may also recognize advice offered in the book that is also on the CD and with good reason: it’s valuable advice that bears repeating and advice that everyone needs to know. We’re not just here to help you with your attitude (because everyone has an “attitude”). Instead, we are here to help you with your “widow-tude,” Widows Wear Stilettos’s very special way of describing your approach to moving into a “new normal” or your life post-widowhood.

You will find that the questions and answers in the book cover a broad range of subjects. In other words, I can all but guarantee that if you have a question about your widowhood or your Healing Journey, at least one other widow has had that question too. The great news is that you will not simply find questions in this book, you will also find answers to those questions as well.

It is with great pleasure that I invite you to begin (or continue along on) your healing journey. Let’s now take that first step together.






prologue
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Whatever path I choose to take on my healing journey, 
it is my path to choose and to take. 
My path is unique because I am unique 
and is therefore not subject to opinion. 
I accept that I will make mistakes on this journey 
for which there is no map and no direction; 
no easy or quick way “out” or “through.” 
I will have difficult days. 
I will fall short of my expectations 
and perhaps the expectations of those whom I love. 
I will lose my way. 
But I will find my way back. 
I will chart my course and direction. 
I will recover and learn from my mistakes. 
I will have wonderful days that counter the difficult. 
I will exceed my expectations  
while discovering that those whom I love 
also love me in return and without condition; 
expecting nothing more from me than I am able to give. 
And while I know that the healing journey is a process, 
as long as I am moving forward 
slowly, 
determinedly, 
resolutely, 
and with purpose, 
the healing journey is not simply a process; 
it is also 
a promise.

 



—Carole Brody Fleet June 2001






introduction
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I FONDLY RECALL THE FIRST THREE-QUARTERS OF 1998 AS A WONDERFUL, halcyon time in our family. I had just retired from a fifteen-year career in the legal profession to embark upon a career in the cosmetics industry, a career for which I felt “to the manner born.” If anyone had any doubts as to my potential for success in this industry, a quick glance at either my face or in my cosmetics drawer (yes, that’s drawer, not “bag”) would put those doubts immediately to rest, and happily, I realized the very success that I used to spend nights envisioning.

After a phenomenal twenty-eight-year career as a police officer and narcotics investigator, my husband Mike was looking forward to his retirement with a mixture of wistfulness and eager anticipation. He loved the work and the people with whom he worked, both of which he would miss terribly, but after twenty-eight years of bad guys and bad takeout food, crazy schedules, and constant call-outs, he was ready for a well-deserved rest. In stark contrast to me and my city-girl personality, Mike was a cowboy of the old school; longing simply to ride horses, throw a rope, stare at stars, and generally live a  more leisurely life than the “mean streets” had offered. He was completing his illustrious career on an incredible high note; setting records in the seizure of drugs and drug money and spending the last three years of his career as part of an elite task force on which any police officer would be anxious to work.

Our daughter Kendall was nine years old at the time and was very busy being a nine-year-old girl. As with many of you, I spent a lot of time shepherding her from one activity to another: swimming lessons on Wednesday afternoons, gymnastics on Saturday mornings, Hebrew school twice a week, and religious school on Sundays; the usual kid stuff in which most mothers are involved. In short, we were living life pretty much just like everyone else.

Until one day—one horrible, awful, terrible, gut-wrenching, forever-life-altering day.

Exactly two weeks after his much-celebrated retirement, Mike was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (also referred to as ALS, or what is more commonly known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease). With that diagnosis came the beginning of a new journey; one that we always referred to as the journey of our lives.

Mike’s valiant battle with ALS came to a peaceful end on December 19, 2000, and with that ending came a new beginning; a scary and uncertain beginning called “widowhood.”

To quote the Beatles, the journey known as widowhood is without a doubt “The Long and Winding Road.”1


After Mike’s death, as the weeks turned into months, and as I slowly rejoined the human race and began the arduous task of building a new life with a then preadolescent daughter of eleven years, I also embarked upon a search for answers to the many questions that all widows have, and I couldn’t find those answers. While wonderful books all, absolutely none of the grief books that I had read were addressing any of the very perplexing questions that were running around in my head; it seemed that the only thing that anyone wanted to talk about was grief and only grief. Talking about grief   is fine and even necessary for a while; however, I also knew that focusing on grief was going to keep me in a place of sorrow and I just couldn’t envision living that way for the rest of my life. Worse still, the more time that passed after Mike’s death, the more questions I had—questions that badly needed answering and many of which I was afraid to even ask.

Years later, it finally occurred to me: If you can’t find it, then you create it!

And with that decision Widows Wear Stilettos was born.

It’s now time to answer the wide array of questions that I know you have. Since our philosophy at Widows Wear Stilettos is “What Now and What Next,” let’s begin our question-and-answer journey together.






chapter one

 THE “WHAT NOW?” OF WIDOWHOOD
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“WHO AM I?”

“What do I do now?”

As I lay on my couch the day after Mike’s funeral, in my stunningly attractive penguin-printed flannel pajamas with the feet in them, these two questions repeatedly turned over and over in my mind. They were burned into my brain; they were etched into my “soul with a hole.” Day after day, I continued to just lie there, pondering these two questions. I didn’t open the blinds. I’m not entirely sure that I ate anything. I just lay there thinking: “Who am I?” and “What do I do now?”

Not only are these understandably daunting questions, these are by far the two most frequently asked questions by widows. The funeral is over with and everyone has gone home and returned to their lives, yet for you, the reality of widowhood and the building of a new life has just begun. You are left without any sense of direction, and in many cases, without even a sense of self. You are simply left…alone.

You may be surprised to learn that the “What Now?” of widowhood isn’t  limited to only those who have been recently widowed. You may have been widowed for quite awhile and feel as though you are still trapped in the “Who Am I?/What Do I Do Now?” phase of your Healing Journey, wanting oh-so-much to move forward and not having an inkling as to how to begin.

Let’s then examine the questions and concerns regarding the “beginning”—this most important part of your Healing Journey—as well as some of the ways that you can begin to slowly refocus and rebuild into a promising new life of your own. Whether your loss happened last week, last year, or last decade, let this very moment be a new start for you. It is time for your Widow-tude Adjustment to begin.




“WHAT DO I DO WITH MYSELF NOW?” 


“What do I do now? I’m so scared and feel like I’m going crazy.”

 



“There are so many things you have to do in the beginning and you don’t even know in what direction you’re going most of the time.”

 



“I really don’t know what to do with myself. I’m trying to find a way to move on with my life and be happy again.”

 



“I lost the love of my life and facing the rebuilding of my life has left me anxious and exhausted.”



One of the reasons that you may feel “zombie-like” or like you’re “going crazy” right now is that you may have been dealing largely in a reactive manner: you’re reacting to the death, you’re reacting to everyone’s opinions regarding what you should be doing and how you should be doing it (and there are a lot of those opinions, aren’t there?), and you feel like you have absolutely no control over anything. When you begin to take proactive measures, that is, taking control of as much of your situation as you possibly can, you will naturally begin to feel much stronger and far more centered and grounded than you are feeling right now.

How do we begin to take these first proactive steps? First, commit to establishing a very basic and easy routine in your day-to-day life. The sooner that you resume a daily routine, the sooner you will rid yourself of anxiety and feeling as though you are completely “lost.” We always feel better when there’s routine in our lives because “routine” equals “control.” We can’t control life and death, but we can begin to take control over our reactions to it. I strongly encourage you to establish your routine with the very most important thing in your life—your health. When the body suffers a shock, the immune system suffers as well.




WHAT ARE YOU EATING AND WHAT’S “EATING” YOU? 

Now, trust me when I tell you that I am not an over-the-top health nut. I don’t weigh and measure everything that goes into my mouth (do you have that kind of time?). I don’t obsess excessively over food labels (mostly) and with the possible exception of marshmallow fluff or the white stuff inside of Ding-Dongs (neither of which I believe actually qualifies as “food”), I believe that in moderation and as long as our doctors say that it’s OK, there is room in our lives to enjoy just about any food that we wish. However, I also know that when you make the effort to eat well, you will physically feel better and your body will treat you kindly in return.

If you have suffered a serious loss of appetite and eating is proving difficult for you, don’t worry about “three squares” a day or succumb to the pressure to eat that you may be feeling; both of which can be totally overwhelming. Eat when your body asks you for food and make your calories count. Minimize the fast food and junk food and choose lean proteins, fresh or frozen vegetables, and whole grains. Organic soups or any soup that is low in sodium also make great easy meals any time of the day—yes, even at breakfast—and you can always add items like fresh vegetables and cooked pasta to them if you wish. One of my favorite “quick and easy’s” is a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup, which is nutritious, easy to prepare, and easy on the stomach.

Rather than worry about sitting down to large meals or overwhelming amounts of food at one time (which can cause you to mentally overwhelm and shut down), concentrate instead on eating several small meals during the day to keep something in your stomach and your blood sugar stabilized. Don’t get  hung up on the word “meal” either. A small meal can consist of something like string cheese and a handful of almonds, a hard-boiled egg and baby carrots with veggie dip, or a small container of yogurt with a teaspoon of wheat germ or granola on top.

We also have the opposite end of the spectrum of emotional eating, which is turning to food for comfort, peace or, let’s be honest, just because it makes us feel good. However, if you find yourself constantly turning to fast food, junk food, sweets, and/or snack-type foods that are decidedly unhealthy and that habit is translating into weight gain, the time to get hold of it is right now. This has nothing to do with vanity and everything to do with a body that needs to be able to fight this trauma that you have sustained. This is your health we’re talking about and poor eating habits or binge eating and resulting weight gain can be just as dangerous to one’s health as not eating enough and excessive weight loss. Remember, where your health is concerned, there is no compromise.

Instead of hitting the drive-through for the third night in a row or constantly phoning the pizza delivery that’s on speed dial, reread the section above concerning healthy eating. It’s really nothing extraordinary or that takes hours to prepare (because I’m not that person either). Simply focus your daily eating on good, healthy, wholesome foods. That doesn’t mean don’t ever periodically treat yourself to the drive-through or Pizza Dude Delivery (without both of which I would probably perish), just don’t let it become your daily routine.




LULLABY AND GOOD NIGHT? 

Without a doubt, the most difficult part of the day is bedtime. The house is quiet, there’s nothing to distract you and worse yet, there’s that enormously empty hole in the bed next to you. However, if you don’t get sleep, your body will eventually turn on you and you’re going to wind up getting sick. It is inevitable.

Try to aim for a regular nightly bedtime and a regular rising time in the morning. Don’t exercise, don’t start cleaning the house, don’t start paying the bills, or otherwise engage in any physical or mentally stimulating activity  right before bed. Give yourself a “cut off and calm down” period before bed, sending a message to your body that it’s time to go to sleep. Treat yourself to a cup of herbal (decaffeinated) tea, read quietly, or write in a journal. In other words, use your actions to “tell” your body that the time for rest has arrived.

One of the things that I found very helpful at bedtime was listening to soothing music while I was drifting off. I set a timer and the quiet music distracted my brain, which admittedly even now tends to race in absolute dark and quiet. Another wonderful aid that I found was “soundscape” CDs, which are sold at many discount and specialty stores. All I have to do is listen to the sounds of the ocean for ten minutes and I’m out like a light.

If your body needs a nap during the day and you can manage one, by all means grab a nap, without feeling guilty for doing so. Although you need to take care that a nap doesn’t disrupt necessary, restorative evening sleep, I also believe that if your body is telling you to lie down someplace, you need to lie down someplace! It’s kind of like what they teach you right after you have a baby, i.e., “When the baby sleeps, Mommy sleeps.” Keep your nap short (thirty minutes or less) so that your evening routine is not interrupted and chances are excellent that you will feel much fresher and better equipped to face the rest of your day.




 PAYING ATTENTION TO YOU INCLUDES EXERCISE, PAMPERING, AND SOCIALIZING TOO! 

OK, before you run away screaming or throw this book across the room, exercising does not have to mean spending two hours a day in a gym someplace. Most women don’t have that kind of time under the best of circumstances and I’m no exception. I don’t work out obsessively and I guarantee that you will not find me on the cover of any fitness magazines in full makeup and big hair wearing teensy stretchy pants and drinking fancy water. (I’m more the no-makeup-during-workouts, sloppy ponytail, worn-out sweats, Crystal Lite type.)

Exercise can be something as simple as walking around your neighborhood for a few minutes every other day. Just a few moments of fresh air outside will truly do wonders for your soul and for your widow-tude. If it’s cold,  bundle up; if it’s hot, wait until evening, but commit to moving around just a little bit. Get outside of the four walls that you have been staring at for far too long, if only for just a little while. At this moment in time, it’s not about lifting weights or cardio or jumping around to the latest video craze. It’s about moving, changing up your scenery, and giving you an opportunity to take a few deep breaths.

On the other hand, if working out has been a regular part of your daily routine, and the thought of working out right now isn’t overwhelming to you, by all means, continue to work out in whatever way(s) you think best. From high-intensity spinning to the quieter pursuits of yoga or Pilates, continuing your regular workout routine will not only keep your body strong, it will help you mentally as well. One word of caution: The body is more prone to injury after having sustained emotional trauma. Do not choose this moment in time to embark on anything new or extraordinarily strenuous; in other words, unless you’ve been working at it for a while, now would not be the time to begin triathlon training. For the time being, stick with the routine to which you (and your body) are already accustomed.

Here’s a word you may have not used or heard in a while: pampering. Remember pampering? It’s what you used to do before all of this turmoil and upheaval came barreling into your life. As with exercise, this does not need to be time consuming, expensive, or especially girly, if that’s not your style. Pampering can be twenty minutes in a tub with bath salts that you can get at your local drugstore. It can be an afternoon of scent sampling and coffee or a fun makeover at a department store cosmetic counter or with an in-home beauty consultant, and scent sampling and makeovers are often free of charge. If you’re not into doing the “girly thing,” you can still pamper and pay attention to yourself. Pampering can also consist of a few quiet moments at night or in the morning, perhaps spent with your faith or with other meditative pursuits. Do something to renew and revive you.


I realize that you may not feel particularly social right now and that’s absolutely fine; you don’t have to go out clubbing on a Saturday night. Instead, grab a trusted friend, someone who lifts your spirit and makes you feel better just by being around her. Put on an outfit that makes you feel wonderful. It  doesn’t have to be over-the-top or designer-fab. It just has to make you feel great. Then go and get out of the house for a couple of hours.

Do you have interests or hobbies or activities that you have had to either backburner or that you’ve let fall by the wayside altogether? Now is a great time to get back to what it is that you love to do—it’s OK to do that. Don’t feel guilty for taking some time to enjoy yourself in a creative, spiritual, or athletic pursuit. Nowhere does it say that you have to be “gloom and doom” twenty-four hours a day and the boost to your mental and emotional well-being will be phenomenal.

When you implement just a few of these suggestions into a very easy and low-key daily routine, you have just assumed control of your situation. When you are proactive and in control, the feelings of feeling “crazy,” being “lost,” or lacking direction will soon begin to diminish.
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YOUR BODY IS TRYING TO TELL YOU SOMETHING—Pay Attention!

I strongly advise and will continue to remind you that if you have suffered or are suffering any of the following symptoms, please contact your doctor immediately:
Serious loss of or unusual increase in appetite 
Sudden / rapid weight loss or weight gain 
Dizziness 
Heart palpitations 
Inability to sleep 
Sudden weight loss or gain 
Hair loss 
Headaches 
Fatigue (to the point that you are unable to work or otherwise function normally) 
Digestive problems 
Feelings of hopelessness or despair 
Suicidal ideation





Don’t assume that you’re just in a “phase” that will eventually pass. A strong body will allow you to better cope emotionally and that’s the goal right now. If you are having any kind of potentially serious symptoms, get help right away.
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“OLDER” VS. “YOUNGER”—“WHO AM I?” 


“I’m sixty-six years old. I have joined [several] different support groups but they were not for me. I’m nothing like the women I’ve met.”

 



“I’m forty-eight years old. Am I a young widow? Because I really don’t fit in with the older widows that I’ve met [at support groups].”

 



“I am not sure that I qualify as a young widow as I’m fifty-four years old, but I feel like I have more in common with young widows.”

 



“I am so incredibly sad. I am fifty-one years old and have never lived alone in my life. Am I too old to be a ‘young’ widow?”

 



“I am fifty-two years old and my husband was sixty-three years old. I might not ‘technically’ be a young widow, but I feel too young to be going through this.”



Reading these questions reminds me of those alleged fashion “experts” that tell us that after a certain age, we can’t have long hair or wear miniskirts or tank tops or high heels or anything with spaghetti straps, and these so-called experts get to decide on the magical age cutoff for us. Never mind what makes you feel comfortable or what you think is appropriate or in what styles you look and feel terrific. Forget about the fact that you exercise, you eat healthy foods, you look amazing; when there is one more candle on your birthday cake tomorrow than there is today, all of a sudden you’re expected to cut off all of your hair. You’re not supposed to be wearing miniskirts or tank tops or spaghetti straps, and while we’re on the subject, you had better go out and buy some sensible shoes.

Sorry folks, that’s just ridiculous. Besides, I never was any good at taking orders, listening to “experts,” or following the crowd—just ask my mother or my agent.

Consequently, I’m delighted to inform you that neither widowhood nor Widows Wear Stilettos works that way. In particular, “qualifying” as a younger widow isn’t like qualifying for the Olympics or qualifying for a home loan. In your mind and inside of your heart, if you feel that you are a “younger widow,” then you are indeed a younger widow. Period.

It is true that the first book targets many issues geared toward women who are generally younger chronologically because the issues that these women face are particular to their situation. As opposed to a widowed sisterhood who may be somewhat chronologically older, many younger widows were left with young or adolescent children still to raise. These are women who perhaps planned to have more children or were denied the opportunity to have children at all. Rather than approaching retirement or enjoying an already-retired life, these women either still have careers or are going to be reentering the workplace after having been stay-at-home mothers. These are women for whom marriage was supposed to be for a much longer period of time than what they actually experienced. The largest and saddest common denominator is that virtually none of the younger widows’ chronological peers will be able to relate to that with which the young widows are coping.

However, it didn’t take us very long to discover that Widows Wear Stilettos (in all of its forms) not only appealed to widows of all ages, but that the insights, opinions, advice, and education was absolutely applicable to widows of all ages as well. Therefore, if you have failed to find support or people that relate directly to your grief and your pain; if you feel completely out of place at support groups whose membership might not include those who still have children to raise, a career to attend to, and perhaps love wearing those high heels, then you absolutely belong at Widows Wear Stilettos. The year reflected on your birth certificate does not matter and what other people think certainly does not matter—it’s your emotional health and well-being with which we are and will always be concerned.

Let me add an excerpt from one of my favorite letters that I have ever received: 
“I found [Widows Wear Stilettos] after reading a story about you in Woman’s World Magazine and I’m so happy that I did. I am a widow who tried support groups and hated them. They were all full of old stodgy people who didn’t want to live anymore. I feel like I finally found a place where I belong and where people understand me. I don’t care that I am eighty-five years old and have six grandchildren and two great grandchildren…I feel young inside and [your] website is the only place that I feel like I belong.”





Take a lesson from the very wise author of this letter: clearly it is what’s on the inside that counts! Remember, if you are receiving comfort, support, community, solace, or whatever it is that you are seeking to get you through one of the greatest challenges that you will ever face, then Widows Wear Stilettos is where you belong. We pride ourselves on welcoming all ages and offering support and education that is relevant to the entire widowed population and that will never change.
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“WHY DON’T I FEEL BETTER YET?” 


“I lost my husband to an accident. It has been two months and the pain just keeps getting worse.”

 



“I lost my husband a week ago and I haven’t a clue how to live life now.”

 



“My husband died from a heart attack a month ago. I have such terrible feelings of sadness, loneliness, and hopelessness. I cry at the drop of a hat. The weekends are endless. How do I move on and get over the future that will never be?”

 



“It has been eight months since my husband passed. I want so much to go on in life and not be so weighed down with depression, sorrow, insecurity, and sadness, but I don’t know how to move [forward]. Is the mourning and grief supposed to be like this after eight months?”

 



“I lost my husband two weeks ago in an accident. I have been trying very hard to go on with my life, but I’m still in so much pain.”



There’s little that hurts my heart more than hearing a widow say, “It’s been three weeks” or “It’s been six months” and they cannot figure out why they don’t yet feel better. Why don’t you feel better? Because it’s only been three weeks or six months; of course you’re still sad.

The fact is that the great majority of widows have completely unrealistic expectations of themselves as to their recovery and can’t figure out why they’re still crying more than laughing after a few weeks or even months have passed. This is likely compounded by the possible presence of a person (or people) who have decided on your behalf that you should be “over it and moving on,” regardless of how much (or more to the point, how little) time has passed since your husband’s death. You must, right now, get realistic about what you have been through and that from which you are recovering.

Many of you already know that the very first thing I encourage when loss  is recent is to “baby” yourself. Your loss is brand new and truly, you are still in the “shock” phase. Right now, even though it might not be the most comfortable place, it is perfectly fine to be in that phase, a sort of “fog” if you will. Regardless of whether or not the death of your husband was expected, you are still trying to get your head around what has happened to you. That “fog” is your body’s cushion against the shock that you have sustained. Allow yourself to be cushioned because it’s OK to actually be just plain sad.

Resist the very natural urge to make any huge decisions right now. A “huge decision” is defined as one that has or may have long-term ramifications, i.e., selling a house because it’s “too difficult” to be in it; changing your career; radically changing your appearance, etc. The only decision making that carries any kind of urgency are those decisions that concern filing for any survivor benefits to which you are entitled (for example, through your husband’s employer and/or the government) and taking care of any kind of dispositions that may be set forth in a will. Other than that, everything else can wait.

As a person, I have many strong suits. Patience is not among them. Patience is a virtue that has long since eluded me and in fact, is a trait that is admittedly lacking in most of the female members of my family. However, I quickly learned and embraced the fact that neither the grieving-and-recovery process nor the ensuing healing journey was going to be fast or easy or something that I could cut short or circumvent altogether. You must be willing to take time and patience with you. Please remember that recovery is a baby-step process. Be willing to allow yourself the time to do so.


“I was doing okay but I feel my body stressing. Once again, I’m not able to keep food in and I don’t sleep. Is this common?”



If you had a sore throat or a broken leg or a horrible cough that wouldn’t go away, you would go to the doctor, right? This is no different. When grief starts to affect you physically (inability to sleep; inability to keep food down or in; sudden weight loss or gain; hair loss; headaches; etc.), your body is telling you that it needs HELP! You can’t permit your physical health to deteriorate; you  need to be physically healthy to continue on your healing journey. Reread the symptoms listed earlier and do not allow any kind of symptoms to continue or worsen. See your doctor immediately!




“WHY DON’T I FEEL BETTER YET?”—THE SEQUEL 


“My husband died [a few] years ago and I’m in more pain now than I was the first week after he died. I’ve remarried, but this pain won’t [go away].”

 



“I have been a widow for [several] years now and it is still very devastating.”

 



“I am just ‘going through the motions.’ It has been years and I still can’t see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

 



“I feel like I’m going backwards. You think that in time it will get easier but it just ‘gets different.’”

 



“The first year was hard but I found the second and third years even worse. It seems like the longer they are gone, the more you miss them.”



Have you ever had any kind of dental work? Of course you have. What happens after the dentist is done drilling or pounding or extracting and that anesthetic starts to wear off? It hurts—a bunch!

One of the reasons that you may feel worse as time passes or as though you’re “going backward” is that the fog that we just talked about—the “anesthetic” that has cushioned you against the shock of your loss—has begun to wear off. Just as happens when that dental anesthetic begins to wear off, the anesthetic that has numbed you against your loss begins to wear off as life slowly begins to resume. The fog begins to lift and the pain becomes more acute—more real. Furthermore, things like legal and financial matters, transitioning your children into a life without Daddy, and returning to work can all serve to postpone the facing of your own grief, with which you may just now be starting to cope. 


Another reason that you may be feeling your emotional pain even more acutely with the passage of time is that you did not allow yourself adequate time to heal initially. There is no shame in that of course, but as my mother used to tell me, “If you skip over any part of your life, at some point in time, you will go back to retrieve it.” This is what you may be experiencing now.

(This is also the explanation used to rationalize ninety-year-old men with bad comb-overs wearing diamond studs in their ears, shirts unbuttoned down to their navels with obligatory gold chains, and driving fire-engine-red sport cars).

For whatever reasons, at the time of your loss—whether it was too difficult for you to be alone; a friend or relative told you that you should be “over it” and you believed them; you busied yourself to distraction with work, children, or both—you were not permitted to truly grieve and accept that which had happened to you.

Ever hear the phrase, “back to basics”? This is what I’m going to encourage you to do now—go back to the “basics” of healing. Even though you may be further away from your husband’s death in terms of chronological time, you may very well need to revisit the very basic first steps of healing in the ways that I described earlier. Reestablish your basic routine; pay attention to your health and start your recovery processes over again.

If you have since remarried or otherwise re-involved yourself in a serious relationship, you need to share your feelings with your partner. Don’t keep them guessing by playing the “What’s Wrong / Nothing” Game because that’s unfair to both of you. Let them know that you still don’t feel as though you are quite past your loss and that you’re going to need love, patience, and understanding while you attend to this very important emotional growth period in your life. I assure you that anyone who truly loves you and is committed to you and is aware of what you have been through is going to understand and support you all the way through your pain.

Finally, if you feel that all else has failed and that despite all of your best efforts to seek support, take advice, and implement suggestions, you just can’t seem to move forward in a healthy and positive way, get help! This truly does bear repeating over and over again because you don’t have to do this  all by yourself. While continuing to surround yourself with the tools and the support that you need, you should consider consulting with your doctor as to therapies and different alternatives that will best serve you and your needs right now. Emotional wounds and symptoms are every bit as serious as physical symptoms and your doctor is in a position to either help you or direct you to a specialist who can help you.

Our widowed friend put it so well earlier when she observed that, “It doesn’t get easier; it just ‘gets different.’” This observation is actually one of the first things that I teach all widows. Will life be the same as before? No, it won’t. Will life once again be wonderful? If you open your mind and your heart to that possibility, it certainly can be.




THE “SQUARE PEG” SYNDROME 


“My husband passed away [after a work-related accident]. We were married [for many] years [and] I have two adult children. I feel so alone in whatever I do. I have only a few close friends because I stayed at home for years. My fear is losing the quality of life my husband and I had built.”



There doesn’t have to be a loss of the “quality of life” that you and your late husband built together. You now know that life is going to be different, but given time to heal and an open heart to new possibilities, you will get there. Here are a couple of suggestions:
1. Stay close to those close friends. Plan “girls nights out” with them—movies, dinner, whatever you’d enjoy together. Will they relate directly to your pain? No, not unless they themselves are widows. But if nothing else, you will be back out in the “Land of the Living” and enjoying yourself once again. Remember to take baby steps here; this doesn’t mean going out every night.

2. Meeting new people who have the same values and “quality of life”  is as simple as putting yourself where those people are. Get busy at church or synagogue, volunteer, whatever your passion is that helps to enhance your particular set of values.

“I became a widow in my early forties. I don’t fit in with the fifty-to-seventy-year-old widows. I don’t know how to ‘fit in’ anywhere. I don’t know what to do anymore.”





Like you, I felt like I didn’t have much in common with widows in the somewhat-older age groups, except for the fact that I too had lost my spouse. So it’s natural that you don’t feel as though you have anything in common with our chronologically older widowed counterparts. That’s completely understandable. My feeling is that if we are indeed a collective “square peg,” we are wasting our time trying to fit into round holes. I decided to start punching out some square holes, that’s how (and why) Widows Wear Stilettos came to be. So while I understand the feeling of not fitting in anywhere, you must now realize that you do fit in somewhere—you fit in with millions of women exactly like you.


“I don’t even know where to look for single friends.”

 



“Recently, I have wanted to get out and do things, but where is everyone? They have their own lives with husbands and children and I’m on my own.”

 



“I’ve practically begged people to do things with me, like going to a movie or something, but they all have stuff going on. Do I need to make new friends instead of the friends we were ‘couples’ with?”



You can certainly keep the friends that you and your husband had as a couple; realizing that yes, they are going to have their “couple” activities going on but what’s wrong with making new friends as well? What are you doing to facilitate new relationships, new adventures, and new possibilities?

If you want to go out with the “girl half” of your couple friends, pick up  the phone with your datebook in hand and ask, “What are you doing on Saturday (or on Sunday, or on the seventh, etc)?” Don’t just say, “Let’s go to a movie sometime” or “We should get together for lunch someday soon.” “Sometime” and “someday” are not days of the week. Book a date, a time and a place to meet, and go! I assure you that no matter how busy they think they are, no one has “stuff going on” every single hour of every single day.


“I’m a widow [in my forties and] I don’t fit in with widows [in my age group] that have children.”



I know that you feel like you don’t fit in with those of us who have children, but the fact is that quite often, children whose parents are in your age group (forty years old and above) are grown or almost grown. My own daughter is a young adult, lives on her own, and leads a very busy and active life. Translation: I don’t see a lot of her now. Further, as she continues to move forward in her burgeoning career and continues to grow into adulthood, this fact of life is not going to change. So you may have more in common with the forty-year-old and fifty-year-old widows with children than you think. Give them a chance. While you may think that you have nothing in common with these women, remember that a great many of them, including yours truly, are coping with the “Empty Nest Syndrome” on top of widowhood and would be only too happy to have a friend like you.
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