
 

Grief For A Lost Life Partner Is A Lot 
Tougher Than It Sounds 

 
“Grief.” 

The word, I believe, hides more than it reveals. It is a soft word for a hard experience. It is a 

short word for a protracted experience. It is a singular word for an experience of a bundle of 

troubling emotions, physical health conditions, and an altered state of being. 

And it is a word that closes off discussion. “What’s up with Michael? He doesn’t seem to be 

himself lately.” “Oh, he’s in grief since his wife died.” Now what do you know? That I’m sad? 

That I miss my wife? That barely skims the surface of it. 

Sad? Come on. My granddaughter and I were sad when her soccer team lost a game. Sad? Tears 

well up unexpectedly from time to time. I often feel profoundly lonely. I often scream at the 

universe in the middle of the night, “F… you!” The feeling I have about the loss of my wife is 

way beyond sadness. Eruptions of tearfulness at unpredictable moments and a sense of a 

shattered existence. 

Grief actually kills some people. Known as the “widowhood effect,” people who are widowed, 

especially men, have considerably lower life expectancy than people who have not lost a life 

partner. 

Physical conditions that develop or are exacerbated in the aftermath of the death of a life partner 

include immune system suppression, cardiovascular issues, sleep disturbances, digestive 

disruption, chronic pain, and physical symptoms like headaches, dizziness, muscle tension, and 

chest pain. 

 

https://www.ncoa.org/article/the-widowhood-effect-how-to-survive-the-loss-of-a-spouse/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7744468/


 

Widowhood also has very difficult psychological consequences, way beyond sadness. These 

include cognitive and neurological changes such as difficulty concentrating, memory issues, and 

disorientation. 

Psychological consequences also include not just one or two or three powerful, troubling 

emotions by a bundle that includes deep sorrow, tearfulness, emotional turmoil, feeling a void, 

loneliness, anxiety, sleeplessness, sentimentality, anger, a sense of abandonment, loss of trust, 

loss of confidence, loss of hope, vulnerability, lapses of irrationality, and more. And for some 

people there’s a sense of relief that the dying is finally over or even that they are finally out of an 

unhappy relationship. For many who feel relief there’s also a profound and troubling sense of 

guilt. 

But grief is not just a bundle of emotions, it is also a state of being. By “state of being” I 

mean that your sense of your self in the world changes. I, for example, feel like a stranger in the 

world I inhabit. I do not feel at home, I feel disconnected. I do not have a sense of belonging, I 

feel adrift. 

When I say that grief is a state of being, I mean to contrast it with the state of being that is 

characteristic of long, good marriages. Then there’s a shared reality that merges two individuals. 

That reality is now gone, shattered, lost forever, and there’s a new state of being as a single 

person. For me, after 49 years of marriage, it is a very confusing state. I do not yet know how to 

be alone. 

This is tough and complicated stuff or as I often say when asked: “grief sucks.” 

 

https://journals.healio.com/doi/10.3928/00989134-20250515-04
https://bwhbulletin.org/2020/03/05/study-widowhood-accelerates-cognitive-decline-among-older-adults/
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