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    I dedicate this book to the two offshoots of my soul—

    my dearest Arielle Rose and my sweet Julian Rai.


    Arielle, may this book remind you to set your sights

    on the stars but be content with the gifts within reach;

    and Julian, may you conquer all your challenges

    and remember to always save a dance for Mommy—

    no matter how big you may get.


    I love you both with every ounce of my being.
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    INTRODUCTION



    Last fall, my ex-husband’s most recent birthday fell in the middle of the week. I invited him out to dinner the night before the actual day for a small family pre-celebration. It was my parenting time with the kids, but I wanted us all to celebrate together. I always like to have the birthday person make a wish and blow out a candle, and our waitress at the diner obliged us with a cupcake. We all sang. I snapped a cute photo of Jason with both kids and posted it on my social media, saying something like:


    Happy early birthday, Jason, I’m really blessed that after all we’ve been through I can still call you family. Thanks so much for being such a great dad to these two kids.


    As the owner of a public relations firm, I post quite frequently on social media. It’s the nature of my job. This particular post caused much more of a stir than usual. I got hundreds of “likes” and comments about how refreshing it was to see such a harmonious co-parenting relationship between a recently divorced couple. My friend Caryn, an elementary school teacher, commented, “I can’t tell you how many parent/teacher conferences I have to conduct twice, because the parents refuse to even sit through a meeting concerning their child together. If these people would just realize how hard it is on their kids! You should teach a class!”


    The light went on in my head. I had wanted to write a book for years, but just couldn’t settle on the topic. “You’ve just inspired me to write a book!” I wrote back. “Thanks!”


    I am proud of the peaceful process Jason and I managed to achieve and the way we both handled ourselves during what anyone who has ever divorced knows is probably the most trying time of your life. Co-parenting with your ex is not easy, and there’s a lot of biting my tongue, sometimes until it bleeds. It’s about having the strength to pick your battles. I pick and choose my arguments so it’s not an ongoing war.


    Now that we’re divorced, there is far less obligation to concede and compromise. It’s quite a bit more effort once you are no longer committed, and children are the only link left, to behave in a great way. Because you no longer have to get in bed with that person at night, share finances, see their mother the next day. You don’t have to speak with them at all if you don’t want to, so you really must be careful about the fighting part, or the disagreeing.


    We didn’t get divorced because we no longer liked each other; it just wasn’t a viable long-term romantic connection. I can truthfully say today that I love Jason—probably more now than I did when we were married, in a different sort of way. We have managed to maintain great relationships with our extended families too. I still consider his parents my in-laws. Mark and Roz are wonderful grandparents to my children. I know they would do anything for me, as I would for them. My own parents do so much for me already, and I am blessed to have even more support.


    At a recent dance recital for my daughter, Jason and I sat next to each other, not because we had to, but because we wanted to. We whispered to each other throughout, and I teased him a bit when I saw a woman texting him. When Jason enters into a serious relationship, I am going to do my very best to be accommodating to his girlfriend or wife. As long as she’s good to my kids, I will embrace her—no matter what. I appreciate anyone who loves Jason. They should!


    * * * *


    Breaking up my perfect-on-paper family has been the greatest test in my life so far. I learned so much in my marriage about cohabitating and raising children with another person. I learned even more about divorcing and raising children with that same person. But my lessons were far from over after the breakup. There has been no fairy-tale ending with a new Prince Charming; I am still learning new lessons about love, and starting over, and living with myself.


    I look at this time in my life as an intermission. It’s a break. It isn’t when the new music starts and the lights blaze on. I certainly felt lost, and some days I still do! It’s not that everything in life always works out quickly and easily, and I am not saying it does. But I believe in myself and my message, and I want to inspire other women—or men!—anyone who is looking to reset and start over in a new kind of life. The things I wanted most happened for me, but truthfully, deep down I never for a moment thought they wouldn’t. That attitude, more than anything else, is what I hope to pass along in this book. You will get through this, whatever it is you’re facing. You absolutely can be stronger, happier, and more resilient in your second act.


    Cheers!


     


    Mindie

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    A typical Monday morning in what was, in many ways, paradise. The sun was shining brightly on Mount Laurel, a picturesque town in southern New Jersey. The big house on Summit Road was in the highly desirable Ravenscliff development. A neighborhood full of impressive, family-friendly homes all set on large lots. We were surrounded by pleasant young professionals with kids, dogs, and careers in the city. There were parties and parades and Little League. We enjoyed the town park, excellent schools, safe streets, gorgeous landscapes, and high-end shopping centers. We had a twenty-minute commute to Philadelphia and it was just ninety minutes by train or car to Manhattan. Both sets of grandparents lived nearby. It was the ideal place to raise a family.


    My husband, Jason, raced out the door by seven a.m., as he did every weekday. Our indispensable nanny, Alicia, was in the kitchen, feeding then-seven-year-old Arielle and three-year-old Julian breakfast. Our dog, Max, sniffed hopefully under the table, searching for dropped food. I could hear laughter and screeching and the banging of utensils from downstairs as I shut the bathroom door firmly behind me. These precious few minutes alone each morning had always been a favorite part of my day.


    In a home I loved and had taken great pride in decorating, the master bathroom was my favorite room of all and a personal haven. It was painted a buttercream bisque with plush area rugs. Antique perfume bottles lined brass shelves. An oversized Jacuzzi spotlighted by a crystal chandelier dominated the space, which was the size of a typical standard bedroom. My dream bathroom featured every possible amenity, from double sinks to a marble floor and a flat-screen TV hanging above the sunken tub. Spa products, fluffy towels, and scented candles were scattered strategically throughout. The floor-to-ceiling glass shower could easily hold four people…though it hadn’t even held two for a long, long time. Water jets set at varying heights ensured a relaxing—or invigorating—spray from all directions. This shower, along with my beloved tub, was my morning indulgence.


    But on this day, like so many others lately, the water beating down failed to soothe me or take the knots out of my neck and back. I knew that I couldn’t go on much longer. I loved many things about my life, but my marriage was no longer one of them. I knew I needed to leave. When was I finally going to get up the nerve and tell my husband? When was I finally going to get up my courage and just go? Accustomed to acting swiftly and decisively at work, I found myself paralyzed by the enormity of this decision.


    There was a mountain in front of me, one that I knew I needed to climb, but committing to that first step was just impossible. I loved my kids, and Jason and I both worked so hard to provide the very best life we could for both of them. And I knew I was blessed with an abundance of material possessions. But I could no longer convince myself this was enough. It wasn’t. I was sad much of the time. I didn’t feel fulfilled; I felt invisible. Bottom line? I felt alone, and as many people before me have discovered, there’s nothing worse than feeling alone when you’re in a partnership.


    I loved my husband, but I was no longer sure I was in love with him. He was a caring parent, a steady and consistent presence, but the romantic, touchy-feely phase of our relationship had dissipated and died long ago. I thought of my mom and dad, still in love and showing it, well into their seventies. This was the picture I had in my mind growing up, the sort of relationship I wanted to emulate, but I didn’t have that. At all. Not even close.


    But was that enough of a reason to break up a family? Every morning, I thought about my beautiful home that I was justifiably proud of. My impressive bathroom. My beloved custom deck and massive backyard. My husband, who was, after all, a pretty good guy. And, as always, the deal breaker. The kids are so comfortable and well set up here. We have a great routine; their lives are happy and stable. I can’t uproot them and ruin their lives. Defeated, I grabbed my towel, dried myself off, and put on a happy face. I dressed for the day in my most fashionable attire—a custom uniform of mine—and reentered the familiar chaos of a weekday: work, kids, clients, trips…. The daily business of life made such a major decision easy to put off. I’ll do it tomorrow, I told myself. Like I did every day.


    * * * *


    I sat in my therapist’s office, Kleenex in hand, going over the same old stuff. Should I stay or should I go? “You know what it’s like right here, where you are,” my therapist pointed out. “So, are you going to take a chance that you might be happy on the other side, or do you want to stick it out where you are? Your current situation probably won’t get significantly better or worse.”


    The unknown is so scary; I knew very well it was what kept men and women alike in bad relationships for so long. You waited to separate until summer, which eventually turned into the new year, which then turned into once the kids get into high school. That became once they’re off to college, as soon as they graduate, or once they were finally out on their own. Couples got stuck in that rut and all of a sudden, another ten years had passed, with both people still there. Stuck, uncomfortably comfortable, in the same familiar environment. Still unable to pull that trigger. I had been hovering in that place for far too long!


    In the list of pros and cons that was constantly tabulated in my head, there were many compelling reasons for me to stay. Starting with the fact that my husband and I rarely even fought. Certainly, we didn’t yell and scream or have big blowouts. We weren’t at each other’s throats all the time. But there wasn’t any passion there either, no fire. I had my grievances; so did he. But was I really going to throw away what most people would call ten pretty good years, risk my kids’ well-being, and take a leap of faith that maybe I’d be happier on the other side? Not yet. Not just yet. I was stuck.


    In the same way that I had seen pregnant women and baby carriages everywhere when I was trying to conceive, divorce seemed to be in the air. Every morning I read all the gossip and entertainment blogs to stay up to date for my PR business. Every morning another split was breaking news. Gwen Stefani was leaving Gavin Rossdale. Jen and Ben started their long, long separation. Gwyneth Paltrow started a national conversation about “conscious uncoupling.”


    I could not stop reading these stories in US Weekly or online on the Daily Mail’s site. Not to admire the clothes or check out the fashions, which would normally have been my focus. Not because I equated my situation in any way with what these women were facing under such a harsh spotlight. It was how they handled their divorce that got my attention…and admiration. Whatever their personal reasons, they did it. They got up the courage and did it. And got on with it!


    In the spring of 2015 the tide started to shift. I saw friends making big changes in their lives. A close girlfriend got engaged; another good friend filed for divorce. Sadly, it was hearing about the divorce and not the engagement that caught my attention. Great, my friend was getting married; mazel tov. Of course, I was happy for her. But my girlfriend who was leaving her husband? I was actually jealous of her!


    Late that summer Jason and I celebrated our ten-year anniversary over Labor Day weekend. I was miserable. A jeweler, Jason had offered to reset my engagement ring as my gift. I was reluctant to hand it over, because deep down inside, somewhere, I knew I might not be wearing it forever. I made weak excuses about why I couldn’t take it off right now. But none of that worked and a new, dazzling setting was presented to me. He definitely was generous!


    We decided to go to Washington, DC, to mark the occasion. I would have loved to be in love, slipping away with my husband on a romantic trip to celebrate ten years of coupledom. This would not be that. Because I was the planner, I brought the kids along; I knew it wasn’t going to be any sort of adults-only getaway. We planned to drive from our house, a very manageable two-hour trip. I sat on a stool at the island in our enormous kitchen as the kids played in the adjoining great room and Jason brought the car around. I was texting back and forth with my girlfriend Lauren: “So upset. I am depressed. This is not where I want to be.” She did her best to give me a pep talk.


    The weekend was doomed. Everything went wrong from the moment we pulled out of the driveway. Both kids were cranky. Traffic was dreadful. We arrived safely and checked into the hotel, then toured a few museums. Arielle suddenly became sick and feverish, so we retreated to our room. She was so miserable that I wondered if we should just go home and seek medical attention, but then her fever broke. The second she got better, Jason succumbed to the same bug. He was deathly ill. On the date of our actual anniversary, I went out to dinner in downtown DC with my son, Julian—he was the only other healthy family member. The worst part about it was that how this all shook out was perfectly okay with me. Not a good sign!


    I didn’t keep these feelings bottled up inside. Jason and I talked about our marriage. All the time, he would have probably said. And he tried to listen. But at the end of the day we were just not meant to be forever. He wasn’t mean. He did love me…and vice versa. But I wanted—needed—a different type of relationship. It just wasn’t a great match. I think he wanted to be the person I wanted, but he could not. It wasn’t in his makeup. No one can be someone they’re not, at least not for long. Far better to just be yourself. After all, who else can you be?


    We had “different expectations” of what a relationship should look like. We had “incompatible love and affection thresholds.” Can you tell I’ve been through a lot of therapy?

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    Back to school. Ten-year anniversary behind us, and the school year was in full swing. In New Jersey the schools close every year for a statewide teachers’ convention; it usually falls a couple of weeks before Thanksgiving. Traditionally, families go away for a long weekend; with the kids off, it’s the perfect opportunity for a quick trip. We took a family vacation to Disneyworld, one of our favorite destinations with the kids. We all loved Disneyworld; we had been there many times before. Never had I had such a heavy heart at the happiest place on earth. At the end of a long day, as we rode the monorail back to our hotel, I watched the fireworks explode over the castle and my eyes filled up. I knew this was the last family trip to Disneyworld. I could no longer keep up the charade.


    At home I stayed busy. One day I was going about my regular business, pitching clients to various print, television, and online outlets. I reached out to the editor-in-chief of a popular regional magazine in Philadelphia. My pitch went well and my client was eventually profiled in the magazine, so I went into Philly to meet this man in person and discuss other opportunities. Shane was fun, witty, charismatic. We hit it off immediately, in a platonic, friendly sort of way.


    As things were bottoming out at home, I found myself really finding this man great to talk to—not to mention attractive. We had a number of interests in common, including time spent in the news business. I once joked with him, “You’re the male me!” He quickly became a good friend and solid business contact. I truly enjoyed his company. However, I was married, and that still mattered to me. Nobody crossed any lines.


    There was nothing improper about our relationship; I had many male friends. This guy, however, stirred up some feelings in me that made me very uncomfortable and hastened the end of my marriage. These were not the kind of feelings a happily married woman would be entertaining. It’s not that someone came along and I was suddenly unhappy; I was unhappy and without even thinking I found myself looking at him very differently. This was a sea change, one I knew the marriage couldn’t survive.


    I didn’t want to be feeling anything like this, but I was. It showed me, very viscerally, that there actually were other men in the world whom I might feel romantically about. They did exist and they were out there. I wanted to give myself the chance to find the kind of partnership I longed for. I also wanted my kids to see a different sort of relationship.


    One night I was cleaning up after dinner, rinsing the dishes and loading the dishwasher. As I was standing at the sink, Jason came up behind me and gave me a bear hug. This was surprising; it wasn’t at all his normal behavior to make such spontaneous gestures of affection. Even so, it was just a quick hug. But Arielle recoiled. “Ewwwww, Dad, gross,” she said, with all the disgust a seven-year-old could muster. She wrinkled her nose and turned away. It struck me, hard. She didn’t think this was normal. She was not used to that kind of display.


    Later that night, I laid down with her for a few minutes at bedtime. The lights were low as we curled up under her white lace canopy. I could just make out our outlines in the mirrored doors of her huge closet. They reflected a gorgeous dollhouse. Pink satin curtains framing an expansive green lawn. Rose wallpaper, a blush rug, and oversize blocks spelling out her name. A perfect princess room, as pretty as I could make it. I rubbed her back and said casually, “Arielle, you know when Daddy hugged me tonight, that’s normal. That’s what parents do, right? You know that.”


    “Huh.” She was clearly unconvinced.


    “But, Arielle, you know that my mommy and daddy—your mom-mom and pop-pop—have always done that kind of thing. When you grow up, you will do that too. You will find your very own prince who will want to hug you and kiss you and be near you and love you all the time.” How I prayed that would happen, that my daughter would find that kind of relationship. Unfortunately, I didn’t have it myself. But I was only forty-one. My life wasn’t over. It really wasn’t too late for me…if I could find the courage to leave, that is.


    We went away for New Year’s with the kids, to a waterpark-type amusement resort. The hotel was lovely. We had gotten an upgrade, which in theory would have been great. The kids had their own bunkbeds, set completely apart and behind a wall from the huge master bed. It was the perfect setup for a romantic encounter. This was no time for intimacy; I no longer even hoped for the possibility to arise. The marriage was over; I planned to tell my husband as soon as the holidays were over. “Go ahead, take the kids to the park,” I told Jason. “I’ll stay here and unpack all the bags, get us all set up.” They happily took off, and I called my mom and lost it. “I want to leave!” I told her. I was crying hysterically, but I managed to pull it together before everyone came back. I could make it for three more nights. Our last trip together.


    They all came piling back into the hotel room and tried to jump in the shower, but only ice-cold water would come out. After a visit from maintenance, we were eventually moved to another room; this one also a suite, but with a completely different layout. Two separate rooms, divided by an actual closing door. “Arielle and I are in the girls’ room!” I said brightly, and I moved all our stuff to that space. This was the end. At long last, I was ready.


    We came home from the trip on January 1, New Year’s Day. I headed out that night for a drink with a girlfriend, Pam, who was separated at the time. She regaled me with stories of dating once again, which I didn’t care about at all. “I am not worried about dating again. I just need to exit this situation, now,” I told her. I needed to extricate myself from my own life.


    I woke to the second day of the new year. Time to take stock. Here I was, another year, and again, nothing had changed. I was really afraid I was headed for a deep, dark depression, the kind that would hold me back from succeeding at work, from being the kind of mother I wanted to be, from taking care of my health…from truly living. I hadn’t yet fallen into despair, but I was acutely aware that I needed to get proactive. Another year of inaction would absolutely push me over the edge.


    That afternoon I went into New York City to catch up with another old friend who also happened to be divorced. Was this catching or what? Tracy and I had been friends for years, since working in the news business together, and she had come to town for a holiday wedding. I rarely got the chance to see her, as she now lived in Maine, so this was a treat. She had her two kids with her, and I brought Arielle. My daughter and I took the train in and made a day of lunch and shopping.


    Once again, I was equivocating. Afraid to pull the trigger. As we walked along Madison Avenue, the kids skipping ahead of us, I told her, “Next week. Next week for sure.”


    “Mindie, just go home,” Tracy said. “Go home and do it. The anticipation is so much worse than the actual act. Go home, talk to him, that’s it.”


    I felt sick for the rest of our outing, but I also knew she was right. I was uncharacteristically quiet on our train ride home as Arielle chatted on about the day and all the fun things we had seen. Later, Jason and I put the kids to bed. Just another night at home like a thousand others. As we entered our bedroom I said, “I really need to talk to you.”


    He heard something in my voice. Jason came around to my side of the bed and looked at me. “I have been so unhappy, and I am still not happy.” My tears started to fall. “This is so hard for me to say, but I just can’t do this anymore. We need to separate.”


    It was horrible. To say something like that to someone you do love, who does love you, however imperfectly, is kind of like a death. This was the end, and it wasn’t easy or smooth. My husband looked utterly defeated when our discussion ended. He wasn’t angry, just sad. Resigned.


    “I guess I’ll just go sleep in the guest room,” he said, and picked up his pillow. He lingered for a moment in the doorway, but all I could say was, “Okay.” He padded off down the hallway. Part of me wanted to go after him, but I knew that was the wrong move. I had finally done it. I had thrown down the gauntlet. Everything was going to be different from this night forward.


    Intermission had begun.
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