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m y husband, Mannard—my great 
love—was gone, suddenly dead 
from a heart attack at age 50. 

And here I was, two years later, plunging 
to earth at warp speed with a 220-pound 
man tethered to my back. Tandem skydiv-
ing as a 47-year-old widow can be surpris-
ingly therapeutic. Especially when it ends 
with a nice, clean land after you’ve signed a 
lengthy legal document certifying that if you 
go splat, it was your own damn fault. There 
are several ways to grieve, and I’d tried a 

few—journaling, meeting with fellow wid-
ows, working with a therapist. But in the end 
it turned out to be adrenaline, that rush to 
my heart and to my head, that would soothe 
my soul. “Black girls just don’t do that,” my 
mom said when I told her I was doing the 
skydive. “We have too much sense to risk our 
lives doing such crazy nonsense.” But this 
happens to be one African-American woman 
who takes pride in doing the outlandish. 

I still feel guilty, though, for having the au-
dacity to sometimes laugh until I’m gasping 

for air, for being joyful when my husband is 
locked away in a mausoleum. There are times 
I catch myself and reel it in, tone it down.  
Because I just can’t fathom that someone 
so agile, intelligent and beautiful is no lon-
ger. We were married for 21 years and to-
gether for 26. I’d known him since I was 10 
years old and he was 16, when our mothers 
were coworkers at Henry Ford Hospital in 
Detroit. I keep coming back to wondering 
why I should be happy and starting off on 
this amazing rest-of-my-life when he is not. 

Parachuting back into life
When her beloved died, she felt her own life freeze—until her closest friends 

put her on a plane and jump-started her joy  B Y  S H E R I  H U N T E R
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our guide fell overboard; we were terrified 
for her and for us (since none of us can swim). 
But once she was safely back on the raft, we 
laughed so hard, we nearly fell over the side. 

o ur loved ones, including Mannard, 
thought we were nuts. But with 
each success (meaning no one dead 

or injured), we became more determined 
to be daring. We rented Kawasaki motor-
cycles to earn our cycling licenses. And let 
me tell you, that was love. Black girls don’t 
smush their hair into heat- inducing hel-
mets that turn curls into knots for nothing. 
Next we powered down the mountains of 
Aspen, strapping on skis for the very first 
time when we were well into our forties. 
So when my mother asked whether I would 
jump off a cliff if my girlfriends did? My 
answer was yes—off a 30-foot cliff into the 
Gauley River in West Virginia. And when 
my husband suddenly died and my world 
fell apart, I found, to my mother’s distress, 
that it helped to spend time with positive 
people who lived life a bit dangerously.

It helps to have great friends to 
put it all in perspective. When I took 
that 12,000-foot plunge to earth, I 
wasn’t alone. I was with three other 
African-American women I met at 
our church almost 10 years ago. 

We call ourselves the Dare Divas 
of Detroit: Angenette, Brenda, Mia 
and me. We served in ministry to-
gether, organizing outreach events 
and working with new members 
and people coming to be baptized. 
We prayed for parishioners who 
suffered all sorts of traumatic life 
events: marital problems, death of 
loved ones, stints in jail, substance 
abuse, belligerent children, health 
scares, thoughts of suicide, loss of 
jobs, loss of homes. 

Once there was a young man who 
came in to be baptized, but when we 
saw he was wearing an ankle mon-
itor, we hesitated; submerging him 
in water might cause the alarm to go 
off. We wanted to help the fella—his 
faith was in peril, after all—and from 
what he explained about his past, he 
needed an intercession. So we called 
the authorities and alerted them to 
what might happen. Then my husband 
searched the church for duct tape, which he 
wound around the ankle monitor to seal it off. 
Meanwhile, the Dare Divas and I ran around 
the church as if we had the Holy Ghost, tell-
ing ministers and staff what they should say 
in case the cops came a callin’ despite our 
warnings. It worked. (Mind you, we nearly 
split that guy’s gut, hoisting his ankle to the 
heavens to keep it from getting wet.) 

Seeing folks like this young man try for 
solid footing in their lives made my friends 
and me want to attempt things we’d never 
considered before. 

Mia was the catalyst. In 2008 she came 
to a church meeting with pamphlets about 
white-water rafting on falls graded from 
three to five in terms of difficulty (Niagara 
is a six). I’d never dreamed about white- water 
rafting, never even wanted to white-water 
raft, but you know how a crowd (or in my 
case, three fierce females) can get you going. 
“Ah, let’s do it.” “Come on, you don’t want to 
miss out.” “Eh, we may drown, but what a 
great way to go, right?” During the trips that 
have followed, I’ve barfed water, and once 

Though we didn’t meet until we were 
adults, all of us divas sprang from humble 
beginnings, four little chocolate inner-city 
Detroit girls who along the way became an 
attorney (Angenette), a public administrator 
(Brenda), an auditor (Mia) and a  journalist–
marketing strategist (me). Taking on the 
spirit of the late African-American finan-
cier Reginald Lewis, we asked, “Why should 
white girls have all the fun?” 

In our circle, there were no role models. 
Of course, there are other African- American 
women out there who like thrilling esca-
pades. I just don’t know them, nor did I see 
them written about. The Olympics have had 
some golden exceptions: Vonda Flowers 
powering her team on the bobsled, Jackie 
Joyner-Kersee blowing everyone away with 
her long-jump maneuvers, Gabby Doug-
las dazzling crowds with her gymnastics 
moves. But these women appeared to be 
superhuman. And they were not 40, and 
certainly not pushing 50, like us. 

To be sure, each of us has had her mo-
ment of sheer dread, when camaraderie 

EXTREME HEALING (clockwise from top left): The author (at left) and her Dare Divas  
friends Mia, Brenda and Angenette taking selfies in Paris, zip lining in West Virginia, skiing in  

Michigan and white-water rafting in West Virginia. Opposite: S kydiving in Michigan.
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almost failed to trump anxiety. Angenette: 
“Oh, no. I am not jumping from a cliff into 
rushing water when I don’t know how to 
swim. Even with a life jacket!” Mia: “Motor-
cycles? You do know my sister-in-law broke 
her collarbone and got a 14-inch gash on  
her thigh when she lost control of her mo-
torcycle. Pleassse.” Brenda: “Ski . . . that 
mountain? That big ole mountain? Who’s 
been drinking the crazy juice?” Me: “Sky-
dive? You do know that I’m not just a sin-
gle parent, I’m an only parent, and there’s  
no life insurance for jumping out of per-
fectly functioning airplanes.” There are 
still times when I pinch myself. I actually 
jumped? Ouch. Yeah, I’m still here.

 

m aybe I’d never have leaped 
from that plane if Man-
nard had not died right 

next to me in our bed. I was awak-
ened deep in splendid slumber on a 
Sunday at 4 am by what sounded like 
a broken water pump in the base-
ment. It was an odd noise, like wa-
ter rushing through pipes. I reached 
drowsily over to my husband; inves-
tigating strange bumps and thuds in 
the night had always been his job. 
When he didn’t respond, I realized 
the sound was coming from him.

Mannard’s hands were balled 
into fists; his eyes bulged; his beau-
tiful cocoa-brown face was ashen; 
his body, in a white cotton T-shirt, 
arched eerily heavenward, strug-
gling for air, leaving him unable to 
speak. I scrambled to call 911, then tried to 
pump air into his chest, crying and panicking 
because I’d never had to try CPR before and 
wasn’t sure I was even doing it right. 

If my husband had died anywhere else—
at the office, in a car crash, in a freak acci-
dent on the eighth hole of the golf course—I 
could have rationalized that bad things can 
happen when you leave the haven of your 
home. But Mannard was home, with me, in 
our bed, and that didn’t stop the unthink-
able from happening there. 

The Dare Divas were the first to the hos-
pital, and they visited my house for days 
afterward. I was adrift, just like many of 
my fellow parishioners who’d so needed 
prayer. I had never lived alone, and I’d re-
lied on my husband too much. 

First, I feared that I would be next, or-
phaning my son, 18, and daughter, 16. Then 
I was afraid that I wouldn’t measure up as 
the head of the household, that I’d cause 
some terrible financial snafu that would 
leave us destitute. And before long, my 
youngest would be off to college. When 
Mannard and I got married, facing an 
empty nest alone wasn’t part of the plan.

I decided I needed to leave Detroit for 
a while. Once my kids were both away at 
school, I planned my escape. Mannard and 
I had dreamed of taking an outrageous six-
month, around-the-world cruise when we 
retired. That was a good 15 or 20 years away, 

but we’d already begun collecting brochures 
from luxury liners. There was no way finan-
cially we could do this trip sooner, but that 
was fine. There would be other, more af-
fordable trips in the meantime—including a 
15-day Holy Land cruise booked as a belated 
20th-anniversary gift to ourselves. Mannard 
died just weeks before we were due to sail. 

m y escape from Detroit would be 
a 65-day solo cruise around Af-
rica and Asia. It wasn’t the cruise 

Mannard and I had planned, but I decided I 
needed longer than 15 days to figure things 
out. I needed months and prayed it would 
not take me the rest of my life. 

I started the journey in France, the Dare 
Divas tagging along for a four-day bon 

voyage, after which they would head for a 
vacation in Spain while I flew to the cruise’s 
embarkation point in South Africa. 

In Paris we drank Champagne, visited 
the Mona Lisa, posed at the Eiffel Tower 
and kicked up our heels at a vaudeville re-
vue. Later, the girls surprised me with their 
own farewell extravaganza on the sidewalk 
outside our hotel. Arms laced, they sang and 
danced their own version of the cancan while 
folks asked one another, Who are those crazy 
black women? I watched from the back of my 
departing taxi, laughter mixing with tears as 
they serenaded me on my way. 

Aboard the ship alone, the first time I had 
ever cruised without Mannard, I 
had moments when I holed up 
in my well- appointed cabin and 
cried. I was jealous of all the cou-
ples on the ship who were in love, 
making memories together. But at 
the same time I felt joy meeting 
new people from around the world 
and experiencing sights, such as 
the Great Wall of China, that I had 
previously only imagined. 

I felt guilty about going with-
out Mannard; he should have been 
there. And it felt odd when men—
men who were not my husband—
eyeballed me with interest. 

In 65 days, I saw Mozambique, 
Madagascar, Tanzania, Kenya, 
the Seychelles, the Maldives, Sri 
Lanka, Thailand, Singapore, Cam-
bodia, Vietnam, Hong Kong and 
Japan, and the only way I could 

have enjoyed myself more was if Mannard 
had been there with me. In those 65 days I 
also asked myself some important questions. 
When is reliance on another person, a loved 
one, too much? Is there such a thing as a soul 
mate, and if so, what happens if your soul 
mate dies before you do? How am I dealing 
with my grief? What will others think of the 
decisions I’ve made, and should I care? 

I don’t have all those answers, but I do know 
this: My faith, my friends and the act of living 
on the edge have shown me that there is still a 
great life to be lived. And, yes, I can helm my 
own ship, even though my anchor is gone. 

SHERI HUNTER is working on a memoir, When All 
Else Fails, Sail. Next up for the Divas: scuba diving and 
a hike up Mount Kilimanjaro. @SheriHunter

ADVENTURE TRAVEL with her friends helped Hunter 
cope after her husband, Mannard, died. 
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