DIVORCE & STARTING OVER

When Other People Have Opinions
About Your Divorce

Your life does not require consensus.

Divorce apparently creates experts. People who would never tell you how to manage your career, your finances,
or your health may suddenly have remarkable confidence about your marriage.

"You need to forgive him." "You should start dating." "Don't talk about what happened. Think about the children."
"You're better off." "You should have left years ago." "You gave up too quickly." "You need to let it go." "At least you
got the house." "At least the kids are grown." "Everything happens for a reason."

Most people probably mean well.
That does not make them right.

Everyone Sees a Different Part of the Marriage

One of the strange things about divorce is discovering how many people have opinions about a relationship they
experienced only from the outside. Friends saw dinner parties. Children saw their parents. Neighbors saw people
coming and going. Extended family saw holidays. Coworkers heard whatever one spouse chose to share. Perhaps
someone saw you during the worst year of your marriage. Someone else remembers you during the best.

No one outside the marriage occupied exactly the position you did. That does not mean other people's
observations have no value. Sometimes people see things we cannot see while we are living inside them. But
observation is not omniscience.

Someone can know part of your marriage without knowing the whole marriage. Including people who love you.

"Think About the Children”

Few phrases carry more moral force after divorce. And sometimes it is exactly the right concern. Children should
not be used as messengers. They should not be required to choose sides. They should not become emotional
caretakers for their parents. They should not be asked to carry information that belongs between adults.

Those things matter.

But "think about the children" can also become a way of telling a woman that she is no longer permitted to have
an honest response to what happened.

Don't be angry. Don't set that boundary. Don't correct that story. Don't talk about the financial consequences.
Don't refuse the family gathering. Don't make anyone uncomfortable. Think about the children. Even when the
children are adults. Sometimes very adult adults.
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Protecting children from being placed in the middle is different from requiring a parent to pretend nothing
happened.

You can care about your children's relationships with both parents without surrendering your own reality.

Adult Children Have Their Own Relationships With Both Parents

This can become especially complicated when children are grown. Your adult child may continue having a close
relationship with your former spouse. They may understand the divorce differently from you. They may not want
to know details. They may know details and interpret them differently. They may defend the other parent. They
may defend you. They may wish everyone would simply stop talking about it.

Adult children are entitled to relationships that are their own. And so are you. You do not have to recruit them to
your understanding of the marriage. But neither do you have to adopt theirs. There can be more than one
perspective inside a family.

Sometimes maturity means allowing those differences to exist without requiring everyone to arrive at one
approved family narrative.

People Are Often Uncomfortable With Anger

Sadness is easier for other people. Sadness invites comfort. Anger makes people nervous. Especially women's
anger. A sad divorced woman may receive sympathy. An angry divorced woman may be told she is bitter.

Sometimes anger does become corrosive. Sometimes we remain inside it longer than it serves us. But sometimes
anger is simply an accurate response to something that was wrong.

You do not need to perform serenity in order to make other people comfortable. You also do not need to make
anger your permanent address.

You can say:
That harmed me. I am angry aboul it. I am working through what it means.

All three can be true.

Advice Is Often About the Person Giving It

Someone who remarried happily may encourage you to date. Someone who stayed married may tell you that
people give up too easily. Someone who regrets a divorce may encourage reconciliation. Someone who regrets
staying may wonder why you waited so long. Someone whose faith emphasizes forgiveness may focus on
forgiveness. Someone terrified by the idea of being alone may urgently begin finding you a partner.

We all interpret other people's experiences partly through our own. That does not make the advice malicious. It
does mean you should notice whose life the advice actually describes.

Sometimes the advice tells you more about the person offering it than about the decision in front of you.

You Don't Have to Explain Why You Stayed

This question can carry its own kind of judgment.

"Why didn't you leave?"

Perhaps you have asked yourself the same thing. There may be many answers. Children. Money. Love. Hope. Fear.

Faith. Health insurance. A mortgage. Promises. Family expectations. The belief that things would improve. The
inability to see the situation clearly while you were inside it.

The fact that leaving a complicated marriage is considerably more complicated than people standing outside it
sometimes imagine. Or perhaps you simply weren't ready. You do not owe everyone a defense of the timeline.
You made decisions from inside the life you were living. You can understand those decisions differently now
without putting your earlier self on trial.

You Don't Have to Explain Why You Left Either

The opposite question comes too.
"Was it really that bad?" "Couldn't you have worked it out?" "After all those years?" "Why now?"
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Sometimes longevity itself becomes an argument for continuation. You have already invested twenty years. Thirty
years. Forty years. As though the amount of time spent in a relationship automatically determines what should
happen next.

You are allowed to recognize that a relationship can have mattered enormously and still need to end. You are
allowed to know things about your marriage that other people do not know. And you are allowed to make
decisions they would not make.

You Are Not Required to Protect Everyone From the Truth
There is a difference between privacy and pretending.
Privacy says:
This part of my life does not belong in this conversation.
Pretending says:
I must present a version of my life that makes everyone else comfortable.

You are allowed to choose privacy. You do not have to tell acquaintances what happened. You do not have to
provide extended family with evidence. You do not have to correct every rumor. You do not have to explain your
divorce at the neighborhood picnic.

But you also do not have to say the marriage was fine if it wasn't. You do not have to describe a harmful situation
as a mutual misunderstanding. You do not have to say, "We just grew apart," because that version is easier for
everyone else to hear. You can be discreet without erasing yourself.

Some People Will Never Understand

This may be one of the hardest things to accept. You can explain carefully. Provide context. Correct
misunderstandings. Tell the truth as accurately as you know how. And someone may still disagree.

They may prefer your former spouse's version. They may believe both of you are equally responsible for
everything because that feels fair. They may decide they do not want to know. They may simply be unable to
understand an experience they have never had.

You cannot control another person's interpretation. Trying to do so can become exhausting.
There may come a point when you decide:

They do not understand.
And stop adding:
vyet.

Being Misunderstood Is Uncomfortable. It Is Also Survivable.
For many of us, being misunderstood creates an immediate impulse to explain. Surely if | find the right words,
they will see. Sometimes they will. Sometimes they won't.

You may have to tolerate someone believing something about you that you believe is wrong. That is difficult. But
their interpretation does not have to become your assignment. You can know what happened. You can remain
open to learning something you missed. You can take responsibility for what belongs to you. And you can allow
someone else to remain unconvinced.

Self-trust includes the ability to survive another person's disagreement.

You Get to Decide Whose Counsel Matters

Not every opinion deserves equal weight.
When someone offers advice, you might quietly ask:

Do they know enough about the situation? Do they understand me? Do they listen before advising? Do they
respect complexity? Do they have anything at stake in the outcome? Do | trust their judgment? Do they leave room
for me to make my own decision?

Good counsel helps you think. It does not require you to surrender your thinking. There may be only a few people
whose opinions genuinely deserve significant influence. That is not isolation.
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It is discernment.

You Can Stop Holding the Public Hearing

At some point, you may realize that you have been presenting the case for your divorce over and over. To friends.

Family. Adult children. Perhaps even to yourself. Exhibit A. Exhibit B. Here is what happened. Here is why | stayed.

Here is why | left. Here is why | am still angry. Here is why | made the decision | made. There may have been a time
when telling the story was necessary. Perhaps it helped you understand it. Perhaps you needed witnesses.

But you do not have to spend the rest of your life seeking a unanimous verdict. The public hearing can end. Some

people will understand. Some won't. Some will change their minds. Some never will.

And meanwhile, there is a life waiting outside the courtroom.

Your Life Does Not Require Consensus

You do not need everyone to agree that leaving was right. You do not need everyone to agree that staying as long
as you did was understandable. You do not need your former spouse to validate your experience. You do not need
your children to interpret the marriage exactly as you do. You do not need your friends to choose you. You need
enough clarity to know what belongs to you. Enough humility to reconsider when new information deserves
consideration. Enough self-trust to make decisions without unanimous approval.

And enough freedom to allow other people to have opinions without allowing those opinions to organize your life.

They may think you should date. Forgive. Move. Stay friends with your ex. Attend the wedding together. Never
speak to him again. Buy a convertible. Go to Bali. Perhaps they have thoughts about your hair, too. People have
opinions.

They are allowed.

And so are you.

Next: When Divorce Changes Other
Relationships, Too

A marriage may end between two people, but the effects can move through
friendships, extended family, adult children, community, and social life.
Next, we'll look at those secondary relationship changes-and how to
discern which connections remain reciprocal, trustworthy, and worth
carrying forward.
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