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“Be strong.”
“It will be okay.”
Well-meaning people peppered me with those 

words throughout the wake, and in the days and 
months after.

It was not okay.
My husband had abruptly died. 
We’d shared our lives for 17 years.
Everything had to be re-learnt. Sleeping. Eating. 

There was no comforting presence. There were no 
future plans.

There was never going to be a series of soft 
snores from that side of the bed. And the deep 
chuckles he’d have at some funny one-liner he’d 
come up with.

I had to accept that he was never going to come 
back. 

It has been eight months.
I still cry at horribly unexpected times. Some 

days, I wear a tonne of non-waterproof eyeliner and 
eyeshadow in the hope that my vanity will win out 
over the tears.

I think I do a good job at functioning, on the 
surface. 

Except I can’t seem to talk about “it”. 
I have become a social hermit. 
Seeing other people happy makes me feel self-

ishly sad. Worse, if they are happily married and 
have children. 

I need to thank the people who have reached out 
and offered their condolences, company and 
comfort. I apologise if I have appeared cold or have 
turned away your offers of help. As the cliche goes, 
it’s not you. It’s me.

I haven’t been able to deal with anyone delving 
into my life, or trying to help. I just want to be left 
to be.

I still can’t talk about ‘it’

There is one exception. One dear friend, who 
was also The Spouse’s best friend, seems to have 
made it his life mission to make sure I survive and 
get through this time. We cry together over our loss. 
He has encouraged me to laugh again without guilt. 
He celebrates my small victories and scolds me 
when I am being silly and self-pitying. 

People ask me why I do this to myself. Snap out 
of it, they say. Stop going back over and over again. 
Don’t chew on it, as it were. 

And of course, they wonder – with the best in-
tentions – whether writing this column is good for 
my sanity.

But I felt it was important to acknowledge that 
while losing your spouse is one of the worst trau-
mas one can go through, there are places in the 
world where being a widow is a veritable death 
sentence.

In these cultures, widows are considered un-
lucky, and are ostracised and shunned. 

 According to The Loomba Foun-
dation, which helped created the 
UN-ratified International Widows 
Day, many widows become vic-
tims of mental, physical and sexu-
al abuse, including rape. 

Some cultures think that the husband’s death is 
due directly to the widow, her insufficient care, her 
witchcraft or bad luck.

Some are subjected to customary ‘cleansing’ 
rituals, involving having sex with a member of the 
deceased husband’s family or a stranger.

Many end up living in severe poverty and are 
vulnerable to exploitation. 

On Friday, UN Women acting head and Deputy 

Executive Director Lakshmi Puri drew attention to 
the estimated 115 million widows living under the 
poverty line, and the 81 million who are subjected 
to physical abuse – often by their own family mem-
bers. 

There are ways to help. 
One NGO in India is distributing colourful saris 

to the women who are often forced to wear only 
white. Visit www.gfa.org/helpwidows

I think I am lucky to be in Singapore. The only 
time I ever felt a modicum of unease and supersti-
tion around widows was during Chinese New Year, 
where I politely excused myself from the visiting 
caucus so that I would not offend anyone who was 
the slightest bit “pantang” (Malay for superstitious).

Hopefully in time, all the little bits that people 
are doing all over the world – including publish-
ing today’s stories about brave widows who have 
confronted life’s challenges, as well as this com-
mentary – will go to change mindsets.

Widowhood is one of the hardest things anyone 
has to go through. 

We don’t need to make it harder.
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She had a bad feeling that some-
thing was wrong.

Her husband, a stickler for punctuality, was tak-
ing an unusually long time getting home from work 
that Sunday.

Filled with foreboding, she took her own car and 
re-traced the route he usually took home. And 
she saw the mangled wreck that was his BMW, 
wrapped around a tree.

Shell-shocked, she simply watched as rescuers 
extricated his body.

She was 27. Their daughter, Megan, was a mere 
six months old that February in 2003.

“I was lost,” says the freelance nutritionist 
frankly.

She had met Peter, a doctor, in December 1998. 
They married in December 2000, and it was sup-
posed to be a happily-ever-after union.

Both in the healthcare line, they worked in the 
same building, lunched together, before knocking 
off together.

And then everything came to a sudden halt.
“You don’t think it could happen to you,” she 

says. “And when it does, you keep asking ‘why’. 
Why did life have to take a turn like that?

“I was like an automaton. Just mechanical. Go to 
statuary boards, to the insurance companies, 
doing what I had to do to settle his affairs, then 
returning, exhausted, to Megan and crying myself 
to sleep.”

She almost let despair overtake her, she admits. 
“I didn’t want to wake up in the mornings.

“Then one day, I saw Megan looking up at me. At 
that moment I told myself I had to go on... It wasn’t 
fair to her. I couldn’t afford to wallow in self pity.”

The months after were hard.
She returned to work after about a month.
“It gave me a sense of purpose.”
She became a single mother and provider, and 

had to learn basic skills like writing a check and 
online banking.

“I learnt to manage finances, I learnt to do 
things like changing light bulbs. When the car 
breaks down, there’s no one else but you to solve 
it.” 

The first year was about surviving one day at a 
time. The second was harder.

“Reality set in that he was never going to come 
home,” she says simply.

Then there were the heartbreaking milestones: 
For instance, she was determined that Megan 
would have a first birthday party.

“The people who came, our good friends, were 
happily married, with their children,” she says with 
a touch of wistfulness.

Then there were parent-teacher meetings – 
which she attended alone.

Madam Quek’s vivacious personality comes 
though at this point: “But every hard thing I had to 
go through, everything I did for Megan or com-
pleted successfully, however painful, however 
much I had to struggle alone, I felt I’d achieved 
something.”

Among the people who helped her along her 
journey, were the volunteers from Wicare. And she 
says she still counts Wicare members among her 
closest friends.

Volunteers came and visited her not long after 
the accident. Widows themselves, it was easy to 
talk to them and let out her anguish.

 “They were so empathetic. They 
understood the grief and they 
didn’t judge.”

Her story and experiences eventually made it to 
a book the organisation produced in 2008, Strength 
To Live, to help widows overcome their challenges 
with practical advice on how to handle tough situ-
ations.

Since then Madam Quek has found new love. 
She remarried in 2006 and has since had three 
more children. She speaks with refreshing candour 
but admits that even 10 years on, tears can still 
come with the recollections.

Megan too, still asks questions about her late 
father, often with tears in her eyes. “I encourage 
her to talk about it, let her talk it out.”

For herself, Madam Quek found peace creating a 
journal. And today, she helps other widows with 
her experiences too. 

She says quietly: “The pain  of losing a loved one 
never quite goes away. But I hope I can help some-
one else with my own experiences.”

She tells herself to go on 
for her daughter

TNP PicTure:  choo chwee hua

Continued from  
previous page

Her son, Lou Ee, 22, is studying law at 
the National University of Singapore, 
daughter Tam Mei, 21, is in Nanyang Tech-
nological University doing Mass Commu-
nication, while the youngest, Jo Ee, 16, is 
in her first year in junior college.

Of the three, Madam Chee (left) reck-
ons that Lou Ee was most affected.

She still remembers how she had to 
break the news to him when she returned. 

Madam Chee says: “I found him hiding 
under a blanket. It broke my heart but I 
still had to tell him, ‘Mummy could not 
find papa.’

“He just kept so quiet.”
It was tough for her to move on at first: 

Madam Chee remembers how she would 
keep trying to smell her husband’s scent 
on his clothes.

“But I realise that as time went by, after 
a year or so, the clothes lost Choon Yeow’s 
scent,” she says.

By the second year, she gave most of 
them away, except for a few pieces that she 
now keeps in a box, along with other items 
that had his signature, like his cheque-
book, and photos.

She also recalls how she nearly refused 
to hold a service right after his death.

“I told the pastor, no need lah. And he 
said, ‘No, you have to.’ Then a year later, he 

About Wicare and 
International Widows’ Day
International Widows’ Day was first officially recog-
nised by the United Nations in 2010 and is observed 
annually on June 23. It was introduced to address 
poverty and injustice faced by widows and their 
children in many countries.

Wicare, a support group for widows and the 
fatherless, registered in October 1998 with the 
Registrar of Societies as a Voluntary Welfare 
Organisation. Wicare helps to support widows 
emotionally and to encourage bonding with others 
in the support group; and to assist them to become 
self-reliant and financially independent.

Its ultimate goal is to help widows to move on, 
care for their children and re-integrate into society.

Wicare has about 200 members with voting 
rights, with 60-70 associate members. There are 
about 500 people on the group’s regular mailing 
list.

came to tell me, ‘You need to have a clos-
ing (another service)’ and I was like, no 
need, no need,” says Madam Chee.

“I realise now that I was in denial then. 
But the good thing was we had both ser-
vices.”

She is also grateful that her husband, 
whom she had met when he was a client 
of the advertising agency that she worked 
for, was a prudent man.

“He bought (insurance) policies... he 
used to joke that ‘If I die, Susan will be 
quite well provided for.’

“When he died, I had to learn every-
thing from scratch.

“There was more than coping with the 
grief and taking care of the children. I had 
to do stuff that I had taken for granted.”

She chuckles: “When he was around, I 
could just grab the keys to the car and 
drive off. If anything went wrong, like a 
punctured tyre, one phone call and he’d 
come running to wherever I was.

But it was her three children who kept 
her going and first pushed her to attend a 
talk by Wicare on “How I Grew Up without 
a father”.

 Madam Chee, who got involved 
in Wicare four to five years after her hus-
band’s death, says: “At first, I was like, why 
should I meet other widows and grieve?”

But she wanted to understand what she 
could do to help her children. That was 
when she realised she wasn’t alone. 

‘Take all 
the time you 
need to grieve’

After her husband dies in car crash...

“I saw all kinds of widows and I also re-
alised how blessed I was, that I didn’t have 
to worry about coping financially.”

And she found that being able to help 
others through Wicare gave her even more 
strength to carry on: “I realised I was be-
ing ministered to when I was ministering 
to others.”

 There was another thing 
she learnt, she says: “That 
you should never be too 
proud to ask for help. I tried 
to prove I could be inde-
pendent, but at the same 
time, I wanted pity.

“I wanted friends to approach me and 
offer help even as I found it hard to open 
up. It’s fine to crave the attention, for that 
kind of pity, but it’s also risky because it 
can lead to bitterness.”

But Madam Chee is thankful that she 
and her children have moved on.

Remarrying is not an option for her 
now, but she remembers how at another 
widow’s wedding, her elder daughter 
asked in a disapproving tone: “Mummy, 
are you going to get married?”

She says: “I told her very gently, but 
firmly, ‘No, I am not’. 

“I was so busy rebuilding our lives, and 
after a while, you just stop thinking about 
that.”
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