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INTRODUCTION

When I was a young mother and my four-month-old daughter cried for an entire afternoon, I reached for Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care for advice on what to do. I quickly learned that babies her age start teething, and on close inspection, her tiny swollen gums confirmed the diagnosis. I felt immediately reassured. Benjamin Spock’s book, with its well-worn pages, guided me through many of her developmental milestones, well into her adolescence.

When my grandson turned two and wasn’t speaking as well as other children his age, my daughter consulted Dr. T. Berry Brazelton’s classic book Infants and Mothers. There she learned that all toddlers develop language according to their own pace and that her worries were misplaced. Dr. Brazelton’s other books helped her find answers to many parenting questions as her children grew up. She, too, immediately felt reassured, as if the kindly doctor had just paid a house call.

But if you are among the millions of American parents who have decided to divorce and you subsequently hear your children tossing and turning long after you put them down to sleep, you won’t find the special kind of advice you need from most experts on child development. Dr. Spock and Dr. Brazelton don’t write books about the effects of divorce on children. And so you probably find yourself feeling alone, confused, and in a state of shock, struggling to get out of bed to face each new day, dealing with your whimpering, red-eyed children who haven’t slept, and trying to calm your angry adolescents who yell, “What’s the matter with both of you? How could you be so selfish? How could you not care about my needs?” Or you may feel freer and happier than you have felt in many years, but you’re still facing distress in your children. How is it they don’t understand? What do they want from you?

When you decided to divorce, you knew what you were trying to escape. You can describe it in Technicolor. But now you face a new problem—what lies ahead? Building a life after divorce is as demanding as building a marriage. Just as a marriage license makes any kind of marriage possible, a divorce sets into motion—but does not shape—the postdivorce family. Both you and your soon-to-be ex-partner will need to determine who lives where, who cares for the children on a day-to-day basis, and how your responsibilities as parents will be shared or not shared. Will the post-divorce family continue the disappointments that marked your marriage or will it be a fresh start? Will it add new pain or will it help you and your children to create a much happier family? How will you and your spouse get along after the breakup? How will your new lover get along with the children? Or with your soon-to-be ex? You’re entering the divorce with far less information about what’s ahead than you had when you entered your marriage. If you’re to protect your children and yourself, you’re going to have to learn a lot of things very fast.

As you read through these chapters, I hope you’ll keep in mind the many facets of the job ahead. When you got married, you really faced only one major complex challenge—to build a marriage that worked for both of you. But now that you’re getting a divorce, you are about to be challenged by three major, interlocking challenges. Moreover, you have to work on them all at the same time, here at the outset and in the years to come. The first challenge is to get your life under control, literally to restore yourself and rebuild your social supports. You must find your equilibrium and fashion a new identity that is strong enough to cope with the stressful years that lie ahead.

The second challenge involves you and your children. You need to prepare them for the breakup and to support them through the crisis. You’ll need to choose the best custody arrangement for them and reevaluate it at regular intervals, as they grow older and have different needs. The third challenge is to create a new relationship between you and your ex-partner. You need to define for yourself what it means to be a co-parent after divorce and how you will carry it off together. It’s an entirely new family role.

All three of these challenges begin the day you decide to divorce and last, in many respects, until death do you part. This is why divorce is so complicated and why so many people don’t benefit from their divorces. Just because you succeed at one challenge does not mean you’ll do well at the other two. But if you succeed in meeting all three, I believe you can open up new opportunities in your life and put the disappointments of your marriage behind you, once and for all.

Because these challenges last many years, this book is a guide for parents who are thinking about divorce, who are in the process of getting a divorce, or who split up a few or even many years ago and are deeply concerned about how their children are doing in the post-divorce family. It describes the changes that you will experience in those first few days, weeks, and months after the decision is made and what you can do to take and stay in control of your life. I can tell you exactly what to say to your children and how, depending on their ages, they are likely to respond. I can lead you through those first crazy years after divorce and describe what you can do to protect your children from harm. I will help you decide how to choose the right kind of custody for your child and how to help each child settle into his or her new schedule without tears. Most of all, I can show you the changes that lie ahead once the dust settles. The turning points are numerous, the danger points are unexpected, but so are the opportunities. I will be your guide.

Why me? Why should you trust me? For starters, I have talked to more children and adolescents of divorce than anyone else in America. I have also spoken to parents all over the country and learned from what they had to say. As founder and director of the Center for the Family in Transition in Corte Madera, California, I have met and worked with thousands of divorced and remarried parents and their children from every economic background and culture that the California melting pot has thrown together. I’ve counseled them through every phase of the divorcing process, from separation through the post-divorce years, including second marriages and sometimes second divorces.

More than thirty years ago, I began a small study of sixty couples and their 131 children who were going through a divorce, and I have, through all these years, kept in close touch with three-quarters of the children and most of their parents. I interviewed them at the time of their parents’ divorce, a year later, and then every five years up to twenty-five years after the event. I knew them when they were little and am still talking to them now that they’re in their thirties and forties with children and stepchildren of their own. My research has always been based on a case method approach to understanding human behavior and motivation. This means I put my faith in the power of individual stories to shed light on crucially important themes in our contemporary culture. Instead of asking 1,000 people in a questionnaire how often they visited their father (every day, once a week, once a month, never), I like to say, “Tell me about your dad.” If a young woman begins to cry or her body stiffens as she slowly responds to my request, I learn a great deal about her feelings and her relationship with her father that is not conveyed by tabulating the number of visits. This kind of face-to-face study has a power that can’t be matched in large surveys. And it has enabled me to distill a message from children of divorce in their own words and to capture their voices as they grew up in the post-divorce family. I have written three best-selling books about these children of divorce whose childhood and adult lives, I submit, are emblematic of millions of young Americans.

Based on this knowledge, I believe that I can tell you what lies ahead for your own family. What should you fight for and what should you let go? Issues will arise related to when you move, find a new job, and find or lose a new love or spouse. Many things change when your children grow to adolescence and young adulthood, when you and your divorced spouse are invited to college graduations, weddings, and visits with new grandchildren. It’s a long road ahead. You need to get ready for the journey.

Parenting is always a hazardous undertaking. Much of the time it’s like climbing a mountain trail that disappears and reappears, making you wonder if you’re still headed for the top or if you’re stranded on a cliff. But parenting in a divorced or remarried family is harder—it’s like climbing that same trail in a blizzard, blinded by emotions and events out of your control. You have no clear path, no idea of where you’re going. You may not even realize that you’re lost.

Almost every week I get letters from bewildered parents:

“My attorney says that the custody plan she worked out for my kids, who are five and eight, is a good one but they’ve never been away from me. What should I do?”

“I’m worried that my son will think I don’t love him if I agree to joint custody. What should I do?”

“My teenage son wants to live with me but his mother objects. What should I do?”

“My new wife says that my daughter will ruin our relationship just like she ruined her mom’s remarriage. What should I do?”

Let me warn you right now. People will offer a lot of advice that won’t be all that useful for you or your child. Much of it will revolve around the breakup itself. You’ll hear from experts who swear that if you mediate your differences, your children will be home free. Some argue that joint custody will protect your children from feeling that they’ve lost their family while others insist that if you refrain from fighting, your children will slide easily into a new life chapter. Attorneys, mental health professionals, friends, and other parents are going to tell you that you can do things to ensure that your divorce has no lasting consequences.

But of course it will. You know it and every other parent knows it. How could a child not be affected by the major changes that divorce and remarriage bring? Divorced families are altogether different from intact families. So are remarried families. Your relationship with your children changes the day you divorce. It changes again when you remarry. With luck and good judgment, the divorce will turn out to be a turning point that leads you to greater happiness and to be a better parent. But the change that you or your spouse or both of you seek voluntarily will necessarily involve sorrow and loss for your children. They’re going to need your help in coping with the losses, now and later.

What happens to your children in the long run is not governed by events at the breakup but by what occurs through time in the post-divorce and remarried family.

You see, divorce is not a single event. Like marriage, it’s a process that has many stages for you and your children. Divorce begins with the escalating distress of the marriage breaking apart—a crisis that often peaks when divorce papers are finally filed—and ushers in several years of disequilibrium for everyone in the family. Many parents say that the low point doesn’t occur until two years after the divorce.

So what do you need to know to help your child? Does age matter? Does gender matter? What if your child is shy? Does an outgoing personality help? Where will the effects of your divorce show up in your child’s life? In the classroom? On the playground? At home? Now? Later? Maybe never? How do you cope with a crisis within a crisis?

One of the first divorcing parents I ever talked to was a young father who called in a panic. His two-and-a-half-year-old son refused to move from a chosen spot in the living room where he seemed to be standing guard. As far as the father could tell, there was nothing special about this location in the room. It was halfway between the couch and the window, off to the left. His son, holding a ragged toy rabbit, would not budge. Every time the father tried to pick him up to take him to bed, the child screamed in terror.

I asked the father, who was trying his best to calm his son, when his wife had left and where the child was when it happened. He recalled that his son had been playing in the living room when his wife stormed out of the house in a towering rage. The little boy had waved to his mother from the very spot he now refused to abandon.

“Have you talked to your son about this event?” I asked.

“Oh no,” the father replied. “He’s much too young to understand.”

“Talk to your son immediately,” I said. “He’s not too young at all. You’re making a mistake by thinking that. Tell him that his mother is coming back to visit him. Get her on the phone and let him speak with her. Then tell him he doesn’t have to stand and wait for her.”

My advice worked. The gallant little sentry allowed himself to be carried off to bed with the knowledge that he would see his mother again. The father learned the importance of communicating with the son he thought was “too young” to understand. He also laid important groundwork for talking directly to his son and in later years remained especially sensitive to the boy’s feelings.

My goal is to give you advice that you can use during your divorce and through the years ahead. If you’re in the thick of the crisis, you can look up specific ideas about your three-year-old who won’t go to bed, your eight-year-old who is having trouble at school, or your fifteen-year-old who is angry all the time. You can find out how to explain divorce to children in ways that they will understand at each age and that will help them cope. I’ve included information to help you decide custody and visitation.

But I hope, too, that you’ll use this book in the many years after your divorce for ideas about how to protect your children in the ever-changing post-divorce family. I offer specific advice on what to say to your children when they reach adolescence and young adulthood, explaining how you can help them avoid being afraid of love and commitment in their own lives. I tell you what you need to know before you commit to a second marriage and give advice to stepparents, who need all the help they can get.

I suggest that you read the whole book first and then go back to specific topics. This way you’ll gain an overview of what lies ahead and be able to plan.

I’m firmly convinced that one reason divorced families have problems is because most people don’t have the help that they need. All of us want to shut our eyes and believe that “everything will take care of itself,” as if life after divorce will unfold according to some magical formula. But nothing about divorce and remarriage is simple. And if you are yourself a child of divorce, your own journey down this road will be complicated by your earlier life experiences. I wish I could say you are automatically wiser and better able to help your children than people who have not been touched previously by divorce, but that’s not how it works. It may be harder for you when you recall your own childhood pain or you may be able to draw on your experience to help yourself and your children.

Each decision to divorce begins a long journey that holds surprising, unexpected turns. We begin, in the next chapter, with you.



PART ONE


THE BREAKUP




Chapter 1:    Take Care of Yourself

After Hurricane Andrew slammed into the Florida coast in 1992, killing twenty-six people and causing more than $30 billion in property damage, stunned residents were slow to pick up the pieces. Whole neighborhoods had been destroyed. Utility lines were knocked out. Businesses failed. Gradually, though, people put their communities back together. Streets still had the same names. Familiar movie theaters reopened. Stores restocked their shelves and opened for business as usual. Everything was the same but everything was different. Everyone who walked down the street was proud of the rebuilding but knew in his or her hearts that it was not the same city as before.

What happened after Hurricane Andrew is equivalent to what happens after you divorce. Divorce is an end and a beginning. From the moment you walk down the courthouse steps, you’re going to need new knowledge and new ideas and most of all a new you. Even after the disequilibrium of the breakup is restored and you’ve found balance in the various spheres of your life, you’re a different person. But most of all, you’re a different kind of parent.

One of the many things I’ve learned is that parents can’t help their children until they’ve thought about themselves, about where they’re coming from. So let’s begin right there.

First you need to take control of your own life. I wish I could tell you that it’s okay to lie down and pull the covers over your head, but that’s not possible. You may feel like you’re the only person in the world who could ever feel this bad, but let me assure you, you have plenty of company. Once you’ve decided that “it’s really over,” you’ll have set into motion the task of becoming a different person and, to your surprise, a different kind of parent. While your decision marks the end of a marriage, it’s also the formation of a new kind of family. It’s a new play with different characters in strange settings, changes in parent and child relationships, and predictable transitions that most parents fail to anticipate.

Most people don’t understand that divorce follows a long trajectory. What you feel today is probably not going to be relevant to your life three, five, or ten years from now. The quick fix that you want to put into place tomorrow won’t be of much use down the post-divorce road. You can take steps to ease your immediate pain, but the really hard work comes one day and then one year at a time with changes that ricochet into your life and into the lives of your children.

You’re about to undergo a metamorphosis. To succeed for yourself and your children, you’re going to have to create a self-image as someone who can cope with the demands set before you. You can’t become an effective parent until you’ve regained your footing and begun to repair the damage done by the failed marriage and the inevitable stresses of the divorce.

How fast or how well this happens depends on how you respond to the challenges and frustrations that lie ahead. There’s no way not to cry. Whether you left the marriage or you were the one left, crying is good for the soul. It doesn’t banish the hurt but at least you can get the pain out of your belly. But if you’re caught up in the image of having failed in your marriage—because you were betrayed or you’re guilty of breaking your marriage vows or your judgment was just plain lousy—your parenting will be burdened. Nor can you muster the strength you need if you think of yourself as a victim. It may be grossly unfair if the person you trusted most in the world is the cause of all your pain, but that feeling must yield to the tasks before you. As strange as this sounds, if you find yourself raging at your husband or wife, it really doesn’t matter if you’re right. What matters is that being enraged will eclipse your ability to be a good parent. It will cloud your judgment and make it harder for you to take care of yourself or see your children as being separate from you, with different needs and priorities in their young lives. Worst of all, it will make it much harder for you to be a compassionate, loving mom or dad.

If your divorce is like most, only one of you wants to end the marriage. Never in my thirty years of working with divorcing couples have I seen two people sit down quietly at the kitchen table and say, “You know, we both made a mistake, let’s go our separate ways.” There’s almost always pain and palpable grief. At this point, the hardest thing you face is the need to avoid getting stuck in your pain. Think of Lot’s wife. She was offered escape from Sodom and Gomorrah, which were due to be destroyed by God, on condition that she refrain from looking back. But tragically for her and her children, she did look back and forfeited her only chance for rescue. The decision to divorce requires that you focus on what lies ahead, unrelated to how or why the divorce happened.

If you are the one who wanted out and are feeling great relief and pride at having, at last, done what seemed impossible, you are to be congratulated. But you’re still going to face problems with your children. I assure you that you cannot expect instant support or even understanding, even if they’ve seen you suffering.

A NEW KIND OF PARENT
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Divorce creates two separate single parents with two homes, two sets of furniture, two refrigerators, and separate insurance policies. Each of you wakes up every morning to discover that when your children are under your roof you have responsibility for their well-being, discipline, and entertainment. As single parents you can surely cooperate, but you are no longer joined at the hip as mother and father over each twenty-four-hour day. Even in bad marriages parents often protect each other against the anxiety and fatigue of parenting. If a child is sick, parents who no longer share a bed still take turns getting up during the night.

But with your divorce, true shared parenting evaporates. You have no one to call on for help. Whatever happens during the days or nights that your children are with you, it’s always your turn. Of course you can work out a cooperative arrangement with your ex-partner and I surely hope that you will. You can divide custody. You can decide to split errands and soccer games. You can share the children’s favorite recipes. But coparenting after divorce is not the same as coparenting within marriage. If the nursery school calls to say that your previously well-behaved son is biting the other children and breaking toys, you can’t set the clock back. You certainly can’t say, “I want to talk this problem over with my husband.” There’s only you talking with the teacher, trying to keep your child in the school he’s disrupting. If you let your seventeen-year-old borrow your car and he’s several hours late, you walk the floor alone. You can call your ex or the police, and probably you should, but they will not pace the kitchen floor with you. You can turn to your family for help or hire a nanny, but no one will supplant a full-time partner. A successful divorce requires you to be stronger than you’ve ever been, as if you are one person doing the work of two with the tenacity of ten.

Divorce forces you to become a new person. It really doesn’t matter who made the decision or whose “fault” it was. The transformation is similar to what happened to you when you first had a baby. From day one you embarked on a new adult role for which you had no dress rehearsal. The birth certificate didn’t make you a mother or father. You remade yourself into a parent. Remember when you suddenly found yourself getting up in the middle of the night to carry out new and unfamiliar duties? You learned to be responsible in ways you never imagined. Your hearing got sharper. You could detect your baby’s breathing a room away and you could hear her faintest cry. You carried a constant awareness of your child’s needs whether you were one mile or three thousand miles from home. So, too, divorce requires you to rally yourself to carry out new responsibilities that are every bit as difficult and demanding as those you learned after your first child was born.

WHO WERE YOU BEFORE?
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Unfortunately, the legal change noted on your divorce papers does not usher in this change in identity. You do. Divorce doesn’t happen in the courts, although the public record is what makes it official. It happens in the psychological changes that occur over time in both you and your expartner. Most of the changes occur gradually, with the result that you wake up one morning and realize that you’re a different person. You no longer cry yourself to sleep, wake up angry, berate yourself for your poor judgment, obsess all night about whether you made the right decision, or feel like screaming much of the time. After weeks or months, indeed sometimes years, of feeling shaky and bewildered, there will come one psychological moment when you become this new person.

How can you tell? You’ll know that you’ve begun to acquire this important new identity when you finally excise your partner’s voice somewhere inside your head berating you, accusing you, pleading with you, or hounding you. You are a new person when you finally stop feeling like a failure who says, “I tried so hard but my best was not enough,” when you feel free, even hopeful, and can make decisions without trembling inside. In taking these new steps toward a new identity, reward yourself with something real that makes you feel good. Try a massage, a night out, a new hairdo, or go for broke and get a whole new outfit or set of golf clubs. As it is after any shock, you may start out walking a bit unsteadily but then you will gather strength as you go forward.

To begin the healing process, you might try this simple exercise. In your mind, go back over the years and try to recapture who you were before you got married. Are there earlier self-images that you can substitute for the sad ones linked to your failed marriage? Were you hopeful as a young man or woman? What happened to that hope? Did you have other choices when you chose your husband or wife?

One woman told me, “I was a very attractive and popular girl. I had several men vying for my attention. I’d already enrolled in law school but gave it all up when Jim came along and swept me off my feet with promises of everlasting love that turned out to be false from the honeymoon on. I look at myself in the mirror and can’t believe the worn-out image with dark circles under her eyes that looks back at me. Even my hair has lost its curl. What happened to the real me?”

A man told me, “She was the prettiest girl at school and the mayor’s daughter to boot. I was from the wrong side of the tracks. I thought that with her at my side we would reach the moon together, have a wonderful gracious home, and create the family I always longed for. But the marriage drained my self-confidence and my drive. For years I almost suffocated in boredom.”

So try to find your earlier self-images and use them to rekindle the hopes and strengths that you need to move ahead with your life.

At some point every man and woman, whether left or leaving, has to face up to the hurt and disappointment that go with a failed marriage and the continuing tensions of the divorce. Resolving grief means letting go. In divorce, it’s letting go of the memories collected over many years of being together. It means letting go of the hopes and dreams that led you to marry this person in the first place. You need to pull up the memories of your courtship and all the good times you had together, to mourn each recollection individually and put them to rest. Many people find that therapy helps them in this process. A sensitive therapist can provide support as well as understanding that can break into your loneliness and restore your perspective. One man credited his therapist with restoring his sense of humor. “I was beginning to bore myself with self-pity,” he said. “Thank God she helped me snap out of it.”

Mourning loss is a process that takes time. But you need to know that after divorce you enter a new kind of attachment with your former partner, one that is not born of love but one that arises from the role of being coparents. As one of my colleagues put it, divorce is the end of love and the persistence of attachment. This enduring tie can be based on anger, tenderness, friendship, or any combination of powerful emotions. It may change over the years. When you meet at your daughter’s wedding or as new grandparents at the baptism of your first grandchild, you may feel friendly or you may still be raging. Whatever the mixture, the tie will endure for as long as you both shall live. As human beings, we’re blessed and damned with memories.

Be aware, too, that before you can give your children the attention they need, you need to gain control of your own emotions in general. In the early weeks and months after the breakup, you may be more upset than you’ve ever been in your life. Many people admit that they allow themselves to scream at everything that crosses their path. An hour later they want to crawl into a dark hole and hide. People who have been wonderful parents and rarely raised their voices in anger slam doors on their children, cry in closets, and erupt in anger over nothing in particular. The feelings that now pull you apart from the person you married are as powerful as the feelings that once drew you together. Propelling yourself out of a marriage where there was once love or at least the excitement of coming together invades every domain of adulthood. As much as you want to disappear into the woodwork or stay in bed for a week, because you have children you are not free to do this now.

By their presence, your children remind you that you have big responsibilities, and that is the last thing you want to think about. I have found that many children are terrified by the change in a parent’s behavior. They have no way of knowing that the loss of control is temporary. Being children they think the changes are forever. Many children have said to me, “My mom is different. She screams all the time like the witch on TV. My dad yells so much he’s lost his voice.”

If you’re honest, you’ll realize that although you’re worried about your children, you mainly want to think about yourself and your own problems. Meanwhile the legal system is demanding that you make choices. In your weakened condition you are called on to be wiser than you’ve ever been before.

In this chaotic mental state, you may push your children to the periphery, emotionally and sometimes physically. The trouble with chaos is that it escalates. The more chaos, the crankier your children become, the more they scream at each other, and the more you’re going to lose self-control. As one mother put it, “I felt like a thousand ducks were snapping at me.” But children also have a funny way of calling you back to reality. One woman showed me exactly how that works. She said, “Just as I was getting ready to lose it, my eight-year-old said, ‘Mom, if you keep getting mad your face will freeze that way.’ I was so astonished, I burst out laughing. She said she learned it from her teacher. So I hugged her and she broke the spell.” Children can drive you up the wall, but they also have a marvelous recuperative influence.

MEN AND WOMEN FACE DIFFERENT CHALLENGES AT THIS TIME
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If you’re a woman who has never made financial decisions alone, now is the time to learn Economics 101. You’ll probably have to work fulltime, run your home, be a mom, and try to carve out some time to live life as an independent adult. You may also have to return to school to improve your market skills or launch a new career. Many divorced women say that work provides welcome structure to their lives. If your job is gratifying, it can greatly help restore your self-esteem. But if your job is demeaning or difficult or occurs on weekends or nights, so that it creates an even greater gap between your wish to be a mom and your need to work, then the job can have the opposite effect.

Ask yourself how your work affects the rest of your life. What pleasure or support does it provide? Are your coworkers a source of friendship? Does your schedule dominate your life and wipe you out? If you possibly can, make plans to get a more civilized schedule. Your children need you more than ever. It may be worthwhile to borrow money from your family, in-laws, or friends to enable you to pursue a career that satisfies you. Or it may be possible to get your ex-partner to help you for a year or more, especially if he can see a financial advantage in having you upgrade your skills or education. Several women I know well from my long-term studies of divorce borrowed money from their former husbands to finish college or graduate study or even pay tuition to law school. One divorcee who had been a full-time mom and housewife got a Ph.D. in musicology with a loan from her ex-husband and went on to a brilliant career at a first-class university. Several women who had no former business experience established successful companies. Work is important. Whether it provides support and pleasure or is only drudgery and a necessity will make all the difference to you and your children. Lots of studies show that when a woman feels enhanced and happy with her work she brings her good feelings home to benefit her children. But when she feels exploited and exhausted her children suffer doubly. They are deprived of their mother’s presence and they have to contend with her ongoing depression.

If you’re a man who never took care of the kids day-to-day, welcome to Home Economics 101. You have to figure out how to entertain, feed, and care for your children. If you’re like most men and you have exited the family home, you’ll need to find a new place that has room for your children. Make sure that each child has his own bed and a place for his special possessions. It’s not a good idea to vacate your bedroom to sleep on the living room couch when your children are in your custody because it’ll make them and you feel very uncomfortable. Get a decent-size refrigerator and kitchen table. Make sure that there’s a place to do homework that’s not in front of the television set. Start checking the newspapers for details of entertainment aimed at children and families. If your child enjoys baseball, get some season tickets. All this takes planning as well as serious consultations with your children. If they’re preschoolers, check out playgrounds and library programs that include reading stories to young children. For older children check out recreational programs. Whatever your children’s interests—theater, sports, movies, all sorts of hobbies—they’ll be very grateful if you show interest in helping them pursue their goals while they’re with you. Furnish their rooms with appropriate toys and games. Get their input before you lay out the money, but also get some help from friends with children the same age.

Most youngsters need help in setting up their activities outside of school. A visit to the local recreation center or Y is a must. Have a talk with your children’s teachers. They may be surprised that you took the trouble to consult with them, but I predict they’ll be happy to make suggestions and also keep in touch. Ask about community programs and how good they are. Some activities may be new to you. It would probably be better not to include adult friends at the early stage after the breakup. Your hardest task in these early days is to keep your children and yourself from being bored and fatigued with each other’s company. You don’t have to be a playground director, but you have to create a new, welcoming, and interesting environment when your children are with you.

MORE RESPONSIBILITY LESS CONTROL
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Now comes one of the hardest parts about raising children after divorce. This message is very important because hardly anyone will prepare you for this big change. Both of you need to come to terms with the fact that while you have greater responsibilities for raising your children, you have far less control as a parent than you had when you were married. I will be blunt. Although you’re divorced, you’ll never be free of your ex-spouse. If you hoped to expunge him or her from your life, you’ll find that you’re only out of his or her bed and bank account. Because you have children together, you won’t escape having a continued relationship. Whatever your custody arrangement, you’re yoked. Divorce in a family with children is always partial. The other parent is always there. Each time you exchange your children within your custody agreement, you may run into the other person. Even if you try to avoid personal contact, you’ll see your ex-partner in the facial expressions and behavioral quirks of your children. Everything you do as a parent is still constrained by what the other person does. If you have a good relationship with each other this is good news, because it means that you can help each other in the challenges of parenting. But whether you do or don’t get along, the ties that bind you together still hold.

So what should you do?

If you’re a father, you’ll continue to share responsibility for your children financially and emotionally. You’re expected to help support them and to provide the values that you believe in, but you’ve lost the powerful role of being a father who always knows best. You have financial obligations with less power. You can yell about these, beat drums, jump through hoops, or join other fathers to complain how you were screwed. But the fact is you are not a carefree bachelor or the powerful dad that you were when you were head of the household and every child knew your role. Forever more you’re a divorced father. Your task is to make the most of a part-time role that you share with a woman who is no longer central in your life. This is true whether you’re a father who visits his children or a coparent in a joint custody arrangement. You cannot decide on an impulse to take the kids to Disneyland. You can’t even decide to go to Disneyland by yourself if it’s your turn to take the children. You have to clear everything with their mom, who is expecting you to return the children on a certain day at a certain time where she has dinner waiting. She has a right to say no, that they can’t arrive late because you want to do something else. You can’t suddenly decide to change their schedules, diet, or bedtime. You can’t call your ex-wife and tell her that she’s dating a jerk whom you don’t want hanging around your kids and expect that she’ll listen. You can’t satisfy your curiosity about her love life by pumping the children. They’ll be uncomfortable and she’ll object. You can’t suddenly change any of the rules of your agreement unless you both agree to the change.

If you’re a mother, you also continue to be responsible for your children but you’ll have less power in deciding how to raise them. If your husband never put a sweater on your son before sending him out into the cold air, there’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t push a sweater into his unwilling hands as they take off and force him to use it. If you worry that he drives too fast, it won’t do any good as they leave for you to say, “Don’t drive fast.” If you worry because he allows unlimited TV or permits the children to stay up too late by your standards, you can’t alter his rules in his house. You can’t dictate how he disciplines your children or what he teaches them about right and wrong. As for communication, talking will have precious little effect unless you agree to listen to each other. You have power to persuade but none to command. When your children are with their father, you cannot control what happens to them. Like your ex-husband, you can’t take off with a new lover to Las Vegas if it’s your time with the children. Nor can you take them to Las Vegas without his consent. You can’t even move yourself and your children to a new address without his knowledge, and in many states you can’t get remarried, move, and bring along your children without his consent and the consent of the court.

These differences can make for great tensions that are not apparent during and after the breakup. But if you divorced to gain total freedom, think again. I’ll discuss these problems and what to do about them later in the book.

ANGER
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Everyone is angry after divorce. There’s no way not to be angry. There’s no way to exit a close relationship of any kind, including business partnerships and love affairs, without feeling disappointment and without feeling furious at your partner, at yourself, and at the world that has thrown you a curve. Dreams are always shattered. If you’ve been betrayed, you may feel ashamed and wounded. If you walked out on your spouse, you may feel intensely angry about all those wasted years. You’re angry at the person who disappointed you. How could you have gotten yourself into such an unhappy mess to begin with? How could you have been so dumb, so misled, such a patsy?

Such feelings are inevitable after you decide to divorce. Actually, there’s nothing wrong with feeling angry, as long as it doesn’t continue.

The problem is—and this may surprise you—many people find that anger makes them feel good. They go out of their way to hold on to it by associating with friends who fan the flames of their rage or by avoiding people who seem unsympathetic. Let’s face it. Anger can make you feel righteous, if not saintly. You’re a good person and you were wronged. This is a very powerful feeling. What’s more, you may be right. You are a good person, a very good person. But feeling that, you may enjoy blaming the other as arch villain, and this can block you. Your anger may even prevent you from realizing how much you are suffering.

In Cher’s immortal words, “Snap out of it.”

Anger may make you feel better but it is dangerous. If you let it spin out of control, it can all too easily dominate your life. Anger that endures can turn to bitterness, cynicism, and suspicion of people who deserve better. I’ll talk later about anger that lasts and what to do about it in Chapter 19. For now, I want to focus on the first year after divorce. You are angry. What should you expect?

First, you can use your anger to mobilize yourself. Think about it. You don’t need that other person anymore. You’re free to organize your new life as you see fit. Anger can give you an aggressive push from behind. Nothing will get you up faster in the morning than the feeling that you are hell-bent on setting things right. Anger can persuade you that you’ll do things differently this time around. You’ll never again make such foolish choices. So be aware that there’s “good” in being angry if it drives you to restructure yourself and your life. Forgiveness can wait.

The danger is that anger can spill onto innocent people around you. For example, Jennifer, a thirty-two-year-old computer programmer whose husband recently walked out on her, called me one morning in a panic. She explained that she had lost her temper at her six-year-old son. After being screamed at for ten minutes, the small child turned with a hurt look and said, “Mommy, what did I do?”

Jennifer realized that she was on the verge of losing it, that her anger was spinning out of control. Her son’s reaction triggered in her recognition of what was happening. She broke into sobs.

An hour later, Jennifer was in my office discussing the situation. I told her that I was very concerned at how her anger at her husband was spilling onto her little boy. I gave her the names of two good therapists and urged her to seek counseling. A year later, Jennifer called to say that things were going well. She had never worked harder at anything in her life, she reported, but she had regained self-control and understood the roots of the fury that had spilled onto her innocent child.

Another danger is that actions you take on behalf of your children may be guided by pure anger, and nothing else. This is no way to behave. You can’t make helpful decisions about your children if you’re driven by rage. I remember a woman named Sarah who had been planning to go to court to request that her husband’s visiting rights with their daughter be severely limited. I said, “You know, Sarah, he’s her father even though he’s no longer your husband. She’ll want to make her own judgments about him. If you curtail his visits now, she may be very angry at you someday.” Sarah called the next day to say that she stayed awake all night stewing but in the morning decided that I was right. She really had no right to interfere, other than being angry. She called her attorney and canceled her request to return to court.

So what can you do to recognize the power of your anger? How can you stop yourself from making mistakes? It’s very important during this first year to simply watch yourself. Ask yourself, How am I doing? Observe your own behavior. This is a moment of truth that only you can recognize. No one can overcome your anger for you. You have to do it by yourself.

If you’re like many people, you’ll find that your anger gradually diminishes as the months and years go by. You’ll be able to seal it off into a past part of your life and keep it from spreading. Most people let go of anger—or at least enough of it—to regain control. They don’t expect it will go away entirely. But they don’t feed it so that it burns ever brighter and stronger. They don’t go looking for anecdotes that will help them feel certain of their victimhood. They don’t look for opportunities to say, “See, I told you so.” They turn instead to valued friends, relatives, therapists, anyone they can really trust to tell them the truth. They’re ready to listen when someone says, “You are not being rational.”

A word of warning: anger fueled by jealousy is especially toxic. If you’re alone and unhappy while your ex-partner is dating other people, your mind can turn any relationship into a torrid romance. These fantasies are dangerous because they can lead to stalking and to violence. If you find yourself haunted by such ideas I strongly suggest that you get some professional help. Sometimes you can bring yourself back to reality by reminding yourself that you’re the one who is conjuring up those images and giving them the power to hurt you. You are your own tormentor. If you are the victim of jealous fantasies and threats have been made against you, I urge you to take them seriously and seek protection from the police.

If you find your anger is increasing—and you’re beginning to convince yourself that all men betray women, all women betray men—I advise you to think of your rising anger as a residue of the divorce that is blocking your progress. It’s something that needs to be under your control, rather than letting it control you. A lot of anger is based on self- pity. If all your energy goes into remembering how you were hurt, how can you have the strength to move ahead in your life? If you’re mired in anger, how can you recognize new opportunities? Anger blocks the kind of self-scrutiny that you need in order to change. It can lead you into repeating the same kinds of mistakes and prevent you from really understanding what happened. There’s no substitute for saying to yourself, “I am not going to remain stuck. I’m getting out of these habits of thinking. I’m determined to change.”

Many people can help you make the transition to the “new you.” Loyal friends and new people you befriend after the breakup can ease the way. Your family, including former in-laws, may want to help, especially with the children. New relationships, especially lovers, will see you in an entirely different light. When someone new finds you desirable, your self-esteem can soar. But beware of these so-called springer relationships. The person who springs you out of your misery may not be as wonderful as you think. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that your judgment is restored. This is not a good time to make a major commitment, unless you’re courting someone you have known a long time. You need plenty of time to explore your options in the world of romance, and you will need lots of time to learn how to be a single parent.

I can tell you that if you feel more confident as a parent, you’ll gain a great deal of strength and comfort in the role. Being a good parent during this transition helps diminish the grief, guilt, and tremendous upheaval that divorce causes. In the storm, your ability to be a good parent will anchor you. You’ll be aided by the knowledge that you are helping your children through this difficult transition by not overburdening them with your own pain. You’re clear about what’s happening and you’re able to comfort them. That will go a long way in easing your path.

If all this sounds like mission impossible, it is. It’s a real triumph if you do it right. If you divorced to regain the freedom of your dating years, think again. But if you hope to become a different you, to have a happier life, to improve the lives of your children, and to feel more in control, read on.
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