on being alone…suggestions for the widowed
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To become widowed is to suffer one of life's most profound losses.  When a loving marriage bond is severed, a part of you feels lost.  Life will never be the same again. You may be asking, "How can I survive without my spouse?"   Yes, you will survive and you can heal and even grow from this sorrowful experience.  Perhaps you can find some help from the suggestions of widows and widowers who have preceded you:
· You need time and patience to heal and adjust.  

Whether your spouse's death was anticipated or unexpected, the event of death always seems sudden.  In a moment you have become a widow or widower.  Your self image may be turned upside down.  Your role has changed.  The transition from wife to widow, or from husband to widower is a very real, painful and personal experience for which you may have had no preparation.  There is much to go through, but with support, healing, and patience you can discover a life for yourself.
· Give yourself permission to mourn.
To lose your spouse is to lose something of yourself.  It is only natural to grieve such a loss.  You may suffer emotions that you never thought possible.  But even though you are deeply grieving, as difficult as it may be, it is healthy and will help you heal.  You made a substantial emotional investment in your marriage, and, whether it was happy or unhappy, those emotions survive long after the funeral is over.  At first you may not feel strong emotions.  You may be in shock, numbed by your loss.  Also, don't be surprised at how little support you are given to truly express your grief.  In our culture, most people don't understand the grieving process. Regardless, mourning, expressing your hurt and sorrow, and perhaps anger, is very healthy and healing.  
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· Learn about the grief journey.

Most people who have lost a spouse have asked the question, "When will my grief end?"  One of the myths about grieving is that it has an ending point, the time when it finally stops hurting.  Although grieving continues, most widowed persons find that the intensity and occurrences of their grief lessen.  A favorite song, a picture, a special day, etc. can awaken the experience of loss.  Grieving is a natural and personal process that has its own pace.  It cannot be rushed and it cannot happen without your participation; time does not heal grief without your personal effort.
· Try to maintain your health as best you can.  

The stress of grief weakens your natural immune system.  While thinking of staying healthy can be one of the least of your concerns, you might try to maintain your health as best as you're able.  Regular exercise, proper nutrition, physical checkups are all a part of maintaining your health.  Also, overuse of tranquilizers and other medications, including alcohol, drugs and smoking, contribute to poor health, making it even harder to work through your grief.
· Honor the life you had with your loved one. 

Although your spouse is no longer physically with you, she or he is still present in your heart.  Some widows or widowers have created a special place in their home to honor the years that they had together.  For example, there can be a place where you put pictures and special mementos, or perhaps plants and flowers in your garden.  Or you might consider having a ritual with friends and family for your departed loved one.
· It may be beneficial to ask for help in taking care of the urgent details.  

Suddenly you are faced with so many urgent details: making funeral or memorial service arrangements, finding [image: image3.png]


important papers, notifying financial institutions, obtaining certified copies of the death certificate, notifying insurance companies and the Social Security office, advising creditors, etc. are all unexpected and overwhelming responsibilities.  Consider asking members of your family or special friends to help you in these seemingly insurmountable but important tasks.  Asking for help will not only benefit you, but also it will provide meaningful opportunities for others to support you.
· Determine your financial needs.  

Eventually you will be faced with dealing with the day-to-day survival issues.  Most people do not like to deal with money management after a sorrowful loss.  This can be a frightening prospect.  Perhaps consult a tax accountant or tax lawyer who will help you through this process.  Try to put off major decisions like quitting your job, selling your house, moving, etc. until about one year has passed.  Perhaps taking a leave of absence, or renting your house, or visiting your family, or taking a vacation would be intermediate steps you can take.  Possibly family members or close friends can help you determine your income and assets, and weigh them with your needed expenditures.
· It will take time to learn how to live alone.  
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With the death of a wife or husband, the way you live, how you perceive yourself, and how others perceive you can change dramatically.  It is possible that you feel ungrounded, without direction, and off-center.  You may need considerable time to adjust.  In a way, living alone may seem like you are starting life all over again.  Such an adjustment may well take years. Try to take one day at a time, learn from others who have traveled the same road, and above all, be kind to yourself. 
· When the time is right, consider doing things that you have never done before. 

Some widows and widowers find it helpful to reach out to their communities in ways which they have not previously attempted, for example, volunteering in the community, working part-time or returning to school to learn a new skill.
· Consider joining a bereavement support group.

Bereavement support groups are very beneficial for helping people heal from the death of a loved one.  They provide safe places where people who have endured a loss can express their feelings without judgment and find support during their healing journey. Your local hospice will provide grief groups free of charge. If you are comfortable with the Internet, there are many sites where you can go for information and support.  A good place to start is www.AARP.org offering many helpful and supportive resources suited to widowed individuals and www.AARP.org/griefandloss for bereavement help.  
Adapted from "On Being Alone: a guide for the newly widowed" by AARP
Provided by Gerard's House, a grief support center for children, teenagers and their families in Santa Fe, New Mexico. For more information please contact us at (505) 424-1800 or gerardshouse.org.
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