DIVORCE & STARTING OVER

When the Marriage Ends but the
Grief Doesn't

Endings can hurt even when they needed to happen.

Divorce has an ending date.
Or several of them.

The day one of you said it was over. The day someone moved out. The day the papers were filed. The day the
divorce became final.

Eventually, there is a document somewhere saying the marriage has ended.
Grief is considerably less interested in paperwork.

It may continue long after the legal decisions are made, the belongings divided, the addresses changed, and
everyone around you assumes you should be moving on.

That does not necessarily mean you made the wrong decision. It does not necessarily mean you want the
marriage back. It may simply mean that something important ended.

And endings can hurt even when they needed to happen.

You Can Grieve Something You Wouldn't Choose Again
This can be one of the confusing parts of divorce. We tend to associate grief with wanting something back.

Sometimes you do. Perhaps you did not want the divorce. Perhaps you still love your former spouse. Perhaps part
of you continues to hope that something could have been different.

But you can also be completely certain that the marriage needed to end and still grieve its ending.

You can know that leaving was the right decision and miss your old life. You can be relieved that the conflict is over
and cry when you find an old photograph. You can feel safer and lonelier. You can enjoy having the bed to yourself
and miss having someone beside you. You can never want to live through that marriage again and still mourn the
woman who once believed it would last.

Human beings are capable of holding more than one truth at a time.
Divorce tends to require it.

Relief and Grief Can Live Together

Sometimes relief makes grief harder to recognize. If the marriage had become painful, perhaps the first days or
months after separation brought an unexpected sense of quiet.

THE BRIGHTER PATH



DIVORCE & STARTING OVER ) THE BRIGHTER PATH

LS
) o
PN

No more arguing. No more tension. No more monitoring another person's mood. No more trying to solve the
same problem. No more wondering what will happen when you walk through the door.

Relief can be enormous.
Then grief arrives.
That can feel confusing.

I thought I was doing better. Why am I sad now? Does this mean I made a mistake?

Not necessarily.
Relief tells you something about what the marriage had become. Grief tells you something about what mattered.
Neither has to cancel the other.

You May Be Grieving the Marriage You Had
Even difficult marriages contain ordinary life.

Inside the conflict may have been years of shared meals, private jokes, family vacations, sick children, home
projects, Christmas mornings, financial decisions, terrible television shows, good news, bad news, and
conversations no one else ever heard.

There may have been genuine tenderness. There may have been years that were good. Perhaps the marriage
changed. Perhaps one or both of you changed. Perhaps there were serious problems from the beginning.

Whatever happened later does not require you to declare that every earlier moment was false.
You are allowed to miss what was good. You are also allowed to remember what wasn't.
A marriage does not have to become entirely wonderful or entirely terrible simply because it ended.

You May Be Grieving the Marriage You Didn't Have
There is another kind of grief.

Perhaps you are grieving what you kept hoping the marriage would become. The conversations you thought you
would eventually have. The problems you believed you would solve. The closeness you kept trying to create. The
retirement you imagined. The partnership you expected. The person you hoped your spouse would become.

Perhaps you spent years thinking:

When this gels better... When the children are older... When work settles down... When we
have more money... When he understands... When she changes...
Then the marriage ends, and along with it ends the possibility that this particular marriage will someday become
the one you were waiting for.
Sometimes we grieve not only what we lost.
We grieve what never arrived.

Divorce Can Keep Producing Losses

A marriage may end in one legal action. The losses often arrive separately.

The first holiday. The first family gathering. The first time you fill out a form and check a different box. The friend
who stops calling. The in-laws who disappear from your life. The house that has to be sold. The financial reality you
didn't expect. The empty side of the garage. The first time your child says, “At Dad's house..." The realization that
no one else remembers a particular part of your life the way your former spouse does.

Each experience can reveal another thing that changed.

This is one reason grief may seem to last longer than you expected. You are not necessarily grieving the same loss
repeatedly. Sometimes you are encountering a new part of it.

Other People May Be Ready Before You Are

Divorce makes people surprisingly optimistic about your romantic future.

“You'll meet someone.” “You're better off.” “Now you can find someone who appreciates you.” “Have you tried
dating?”
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Perhaps someone has already imagined the destination wedding.

They may mean well. But a new relationship is not the only evidence that a woman has recovered from an old one.
And being ready for another relationship is not a deadline.

Perhaps you will fall in love again. Perhaps you won't. Perhaps you want to. Perhaps the very thought makes you
tired.

None of that needs to be decided while you are still trying to understand what just happened.
The life after divorce does not have to begin with finding another person.
It begins with finding yourself in the life that remains.

There Is No Correct Amount of Time
People sometimes speak about recovery as though there should be a predictable schedule.

Six months. A year. Half the length of the relationship. Some mysterious formula involving how long you were
married and who filed first.

Grief is not that orderly.

A marriage of forty years and a marriage of four years are different experiences. So are marriages ending through
betrayal, gradual disconnection, addiction, abuse, incompatibility, abandonment, or a mutual recognition that two
people can no longer live well together.

The circumstances matter. Your history matters. What was lost matters. Your capacity at the time matters.
There is no prize for recovering quickly. And there is no virtue in remaining miserable longer than necessary.
The goal is not to grieve on schedule.

It is to tell the truth about what the loss has meant.

Moving Forward Is Not a Verdict on the Marriage

Sometimes moving forward feels like making a declaration.
If I build a good life now, was the marriage a mistake? If I'm happier without him, were all
those vears wasted? If I stop being angry, am I sayving what happened was okay? If I enjoy
being alone, does that mean I never really loved her?

No.

Your present life does not have to issue a verdict on your past one.

You can be grateful for parts of the marriage. You can regret others. You can recognize harm. You can take
responsibility for your own choices. You can wish the marriage had survived. You can be thankful it ended. You
can feel several of these things on the same day.

Moving forward does not require reducing a complicated history to one final conclusion.

You Don't Have to Make the Divorce Mean Something Yet

There can be tremendous pressure to turn painful experiences into meaning.
Everything happens for a reason. This was supposed to happen. The universe has
something better waiting.

Maybe you believe that. Maybe you don't.

Either way, you do not have to explain the divorce before you are allowed to grieve it. You do not have to identify
the lesson. You do not have to become wiser because of it by Thursday. You do not have to call something good
because you eventually create something good afterward.

Sometimes something painful happens. Then human beings do what human beings have always done.

We respond. We learn where we can. We repair what we can. We grieve what we cannot. And eventually, we begin
participating in life again.

The meaning may come later. Or perhaps the meaning will be found not in why the marriage ended, but in how
you choose to live now.
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This Is Grief

Perhaps that is the most useful place to begin.

You experienced a loss. Maybe many losses. You do not need to justify them. You don't need to want the marriage
back. You don't need to hate your former spouse. You don't need to forgive them. You don't need to be
devastated every day. You don't need to be ready to date. You don't need to announce that the divorce was the
best thing that ever happened to you.

You can simply recognize:
This changed my life. Some of it hurt. Some of it may still hurt. There are things I need to
understand. There are things I need to grieve.

That is enough for now.

Because recognizing grief is not a decision to remain inside it. It is a way of beginning from reality.
The marriage ended. The grief may not have ended with it. And your life did not end either.

All three things can be true.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: Grieving More Than the Marriage

Divorce rarely takes only a spouse from your daily life. Home, financial
expectations, friendships, family traditions, identity, community, routines,
and an imagined future may change with it. Next, we'll look at the
secondary losses that can make divorce feel much larger than the ending of
one relationship.

THE BRIGHTER PATH CHAPTER 1 | PAGE 4




