DIVORCE & STARTING OVER

The Difference Between Being Alone
and Having a Life of Your Own

Being without a partner is a relationship status. It is not a description of the size
of your life.

After divorce, people become very interested in whether you are dating. Perhaps this is because they want you to
be happy. Perhaps they cannot imagine happiness without a partner. Perhaps your being single makes them
uncomfortable.

Whatever the reason, the question arrives surprisingly quickly.
"Are you seeing anyone?"

Sometimes disguised as:

"Are you getting out there?"

As though single women have somehow wandered off the playing field and need encouragement to report back
for duty. Maybe you want another relationship. Maybe you don't. Maybe you have absolutely no idea. There is
another possibility that receives considerably less attention.

You may simply be learning how to have a life of your own.

Being Alone and Being Lonely Are Not the Same Thing

You can be alone and lonely. You can also be married and lonely. Many divorced women know this particularly
well. Loneliness is not simply the absence of another person in the room. It is the experience of wanting
connection that is not available.

Sometimes divorce increases loneliness. The house is quiet. There is no one automatically there at dinner.
Weekends change. Friends are busy with their own lives. The person who once occupied the other side of the bed
is gone.

That loneliness is real. But solitude is something different. Solitude can be restful. Spacious. Creative. Quiet.
Sometimes even delightful. The same empty house can feel lonely on Tuesday and peaceful on Wednesday.

Neither feeling tells you what your life is supposed to become.
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Quiet Can Feel Strange at First

After years of living with another person, silence can feel almost physical. No television from the other room. No
footsteps. No conversation. No one opening cabinets. No one asking where something is. No one coming through
the door. At first, the quiet may feel enormous. Especially if the marriage was conflictual, you may also discover
something unexpected. Your body notices the absence of tension before your mind knows what to do with it.

You may sit in a quiet room and realize:
No one is upset with me.
Or:
I don't have to monitor anyone else’s mood tonight.

Relief can arrive through silence. So can sadness. Again, both can be true.

A Life of Your Own Is Not the Same as Doing Everything Alone

There is a version of post-divorce independence that sounds exhausting. Fix everything yourself. Need no one.
Make all the money. Travel alone. Eat alone. Solve every problem. Become so self-sufficient that another human
being is essentially optional equipment.

That is not necessarily freedom. Sometimes it is isolation wearing sensible shoes. Having a life of your own does
not mean needing nobody. Human beings are interdependent. We need friends. Family. Neighbors. Professionals.
Communities. People who know how to fix things we do not know how to fix. People who will drive us home after
a medical procedure. People who will answer the phone. People we can help in return.

Independence does not require the elimination of dependence. It means having more choice about where
dependence belongs.

You May Need to Build a Different Kind of Support

Marriage often creates default support. Not always good support. But default support. There is someone whose
name goes on the emergency contact line. Someone expected to help when the car breaks down. Someone who
may notice when you are sick.

After divorce, those functions may need to be distributed. Perhaps one friend has the spare key. A neighbor can
help with the dog. Your sister is your emergency contact. A handyman handles what your spouse once repaired. A
financial professional helps with decisions you once made together. This can initially feel like evidence that
something is missing.

Perhaps something is. But distributed support can also be remarkably resilient. One person does not have to be
everything.

There Is No Prize for Doing It All Yourself

Sometimes after divorce, accepting help can feel dangerous. You want to prove you can manage. Perhaps other
people questioned whether you could. Perhaps you questioned it yourself. So you carry the box. Figure out the
repair. Handle the paperwork. Solve the problem. And sometimes that feels wonderful.

I did that.
Keep those moments. But there is no medal at the end for never asking anyone to hold the other end of the
ladder. Competence includes knowing when you need another person.
A life of your own can contain help.

You Get to Discover Your Own Rhythms
Shared life creates shared rhythms. Meals. Bedtimes. Weekends. Television. Vacations. Holidays. Housework.

After divorce, some of those routines disappear. At first, the absence can feel disorienting. Then something
interesting may happen. You begin developing rhythms that fit you. You eat when you are hungry. Go to bed when
you are tired. Leave the dishes until morning. Never leave the dishes until morning because apparently that drives
you crazy. Take a walk at seven. Read until midnight. Spend Saturday gardening. Do absolutely nothing on Sunday
afternoon.
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These are small things. But a life is largely made of small things.
Over time, your days begin acquiring a shape that belongs to you.

You May Discover You Like Your Own Company

This can feel almost illicit. You may discover that you enjoy going somewhere alone. Eating alone. Driving alone.
Traveling alone. Spending an entire day without talking to anyone.

Perhaps you don't. That is fine, too. There is no advanced level of divorce recovery where you confidently request
"table for one" while wearing fabulous sunglasses.

The point is not to prove that you enjoy solitude. It is to discover what is actually true for you. Maybe you love
company. Maybe you need more of it than you currently have. Then that becomes something worth tending.

Having a life of your own includes knowing when you want other people in it.

Friendship Is Not a Consolation Prize

Romantic partnership receives so much cultural attention that other forms of connection can begin to look
secondary. They are not. Friendship can provide companionship. History. Affection. Witness. Laughter. Practical
help. Challenge. Belonging. Community.

None of these relationships need to imitate marriage in order to matter. A friend is not a placeholder until the
next partner arrives. Neither is a sibling. A neighbor. A group. A community.

A life can contain deep connection without organizing all intimacy around one romantic relationship.

You Do Not Have to Date to Prove You Healed

Perhaps you will want another relationship. Wonderful. Perhaps you will fall deeply in love. Wonderful. Perhaps
you will date occasionally. Fine. Perhaps you will download an app, look at it for twelve minutes, and decide you
have seen enough of humanity for one evening. Also fine.

And perhaps you genuinely do not want another romantic relationship. Not because you are damaged. Not
because you are afraid. Not because you have failed to heal. Because you do not want one.

That is an available life choice. A woman's recovery from divorce does not have to culminate in becoming
someone's wife again.

And You Don't Have to Swear Off Relationships Either

The opposite story can become just as rigid.
"I will never trust anyone again." "l will never let anyone that close." "l don't need anybody."

Sometimes those statements express genuine preference. Sometimes they are protection. You do not need to
decide today which one they are. You are allowed to leave the question open. Wanting no relationship now does
not obligate you to want no relationship forever. Wanting one later would not mean you failed at independence.

You are allowed to change your mind. Your future does not need a relationship policy.

Loneliness Is Information, Not a Verdict
There may be lonely evenings. Lonely holidays. Lonely Sunday mornings.

You may sometimes miss having one particular person who automatically belongs beside you. Loneliness does
not prove that divorce was a mistake. It does not prove that you need to date.

It tells you something simpler:
1 want connection right now.

Then you can ask what kind.

A friend? Family? Community? Conversation? Physical presence? Someone to eat dinner with? Someone who
understands?

Sometimes loneliness needs companionship. Sometimes it needs grief.
Knowing the difference takes practice.
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A Life of Your Own Still Has Doors

Independence can become another kind of wall if we are not careful. A life of your own does not have to be closed.
People can come in. Friends. Family. Neighbors. New relationships. Old relationships that become deeper.
Perhaps someday a romantic partner. Perhaps not.

The important thing is that connection becomes something you participate in rather than something required to
make your life legitimate.

The door can open without the house belonging to whoever walks through it.

The Question Is Not Who Comes Next

For a long time after divorce, people may continue asking:
"Have you met anyone?"
Perhaps eventually you will answer yes. Perhaps the answer will remain no.
There is another question that may matter more:
Am I becoming more fully present in my own life?
Do you have people you care about? Things that interest you? Work that matters? Places you belong? Ways to
contribute? Moments of pleasure? Enough solitude? Enough connection? Something you are looking forward to?

A life does not become complete because every answer is yes. But those questions tell us considerably more
about how someone is living than whether she has a date Saturday night.

Having a Life of Your Own

Perhaps this is what independence after divorce can eventually mean. Not proving that you need no one. Not
finding someone new as quickly as possible. Not becoming fearless about solitude. Not transforming yourself into
the heroine of a movie.

Simply inhabiting your own life. Making decisions. Building relationships. Asking for help. Offering help. Learning
your rhythms. Choosing what belongs. Discovering what you enjoy. Leaving some doors open. Closing others.
Changing your mind. Sometimes being lonely. Sometimes being wonderfully alone.

And gradually recognizing:
Being without a partner is a relationship status. It is not a description of the size of
your life.

Your life can be connected, useful, interesting, ordinary, difficult, peaceful, funny, meaningful, and entirely your
own.

No replacement required.
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CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: You Don't Have to Become Grateful It
Happened

We are often encouraged to find the gift in painful experiences. Sometimes
meaning does grow from loss. But building a good life after divorce does
not require declaring the divorce good, necessary, or somehow worth what
it cost. Next, we'll make room for something more complicated: growth
without gratitude for the wound that required it.
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