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This book is dedicated to all parents who hope to break the conventional expectations of divorce and co-parent in a positive way for the good of their children and themselves. 


And to all the nesting parents who’ve been paving the way to a new approach: packing and unpacking, carting our bags back and forth, and waking up so many mornings, half-asleep wondering, Where am I today? So our children don’t have to. They can wake every morning knowing that they are home.
























Introduction


I will forever remember the moment the trajectory of my life changed. He was holding my hand across the table as we sat in the front window of our favorite local pub. It might have looked like a regular date night to a casual observer. But it was not. I was resisting the visceral urge to pull my hand free, and I could no longer look him in the eyes—the negative emotions were too strong. Instead, I averted my gaze to the reflection of the flickering candle in the window, and watched the heavy snowflakes pile up on the streetscape on the other side of the glass. Then he sighed and said the last thing I expected to hear, “Alright. I’m going to set you free. I’m going to let you go.” I was flooded with relief that we were finally agreeing to end our marriage. Then I was immediately overwhelmed with fear and worry: What was this going to do to our three kids?


How did I—we—get to that moment? Well, a long time ago . . .




Bill and I met in graduate school at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and started dating. We both got jobs in Washington, D.C., after graduation and married a few years later. People still tell us what a fun wedding it was.


Within a couple of years, we were enjoying our jobs, renovating a 1908 row house in the Capitol Hill neighborhood, and parenting a dog and thinking that made us ready to try the kid thing. I remember we were driving back from Home Depot, loaded down with the supplies for that day’s house projects, when we made the decision to start a family. Bill noted how funny it is that the biggest and best decisions of life can sometimes happen in the most mundane ways.


Fast-forward fifteen years later. We had three young children. A lot of our life was good, but it was also stressful. We lived in an expensive city with young children and without any family nearby, plus Bill had long twice-daily commutes. We decided to move to my hometown of Fort Wayne, Indiana to save some money, be near my parents and my sister’s family, and slow down. We found a sprawling 1949 mid-century modern home that we loved in a neighborhood close to a great school. It felt like the perfect place for our children to grow up.


Secretly, I hoped a simpler lifestyle and less financial stress would be the help our marriage needed. Things had not been great for a while. Sadly, our ingrained problematic behaviors seemed to have gotten worse with the arrival of children. My issues? Avoid conflict and full honesty; just hope difficult situations don’t arise ever again. His? Deny depression and anger issues; just hope his natural charm would smooth things over after an outburst. Bill would erupt in anger, and I would unquestioningly placate or even lie to him. We made some short-lived attempts at therapy, but we just couldn’t commit to overcoming our problems. It was easy to get distracted by everyday life and raising three kids.


In the almost eighteen years we’d been married, despite ongoing problems, I had never seriously considered divorce. “Divorce? I would never do that to my children!” I held the close-minded opinion that most divorced people were selfishly putting themselves above the needs of their kids.


But now I was beginning to worry that our marriage was hurting our kids more than it was helping them. I was growing convinced that the energy we were putting into saving our marriage was robbing the kids of the energy we should have devoted to parenting them.


I began to consider that divorce might be the only way. At the same time, I was racked with guilt that our divorce might cause irreversible emotional damage to our kids. The concerns were overwhelming: Would I be able to parent on my own? Would other kids at school make our children feel bad about having divorced parents? Would the experience set them up to fall into broken relationships themselves? Our sons were five, nine, and twelve. They fell smack into the age range (between three and thirteen) when divorce is considered to be most harmful to children.


“Children are resilient,” people say all the time when it comes to divorce. But anyone who was a child of the old-school approach to divorce (heck, anyone who was a child, really) would probably strongly disagree. Current neuroscience and child development research indicate that children are not naturally resilient. Resilience is a trait that develops over time, and develops best in a stable, nurturing environment.


I had personal experience of being from a broken home when my parents separated for a time while I was in high school. Though they ultimately reconciled, recollections of the period of my parents’ separation still haunted me. The worry, embarrassment, and sense of abandonment I’d felt all those years ago came rushing back to me as I considered my own divorce.


I didn’t want to be the cause of those feelings in my beloved children. I hoped with all my heart to do things differently. But how?


I read countless books, articles, and blog posts about how to navigate postdivorce dynamics with your children and former partner. But so much of the information about co-parenting seemed outdated: “Dad gets one night a week and every other weekend.” The advice seemed based on contentious relationships and making sure “you” got “your” way. None of it was giving me much hope.




One Sunday morning, I came across a review of a self-help book on divorce, called It Doesn’t Have to Be That Way. That title alone gave me hope—That’s exactly what I keep wondering! Once I had the book in hand, I devoured it. It was there I first encountered an unconventional approach to co-parenting. It was a lightning-bolt moment. This is the answer!


What was it? Nesting.


What is nesting? Keeping the kids in the family home after divorce, while the parents take turns caring for them; like how mommy and daddy birds fly in and out of the nest to care for the fragile baby birds, who stay put in comfort and safety.


Maybe you’re already familiar with nesting because you saw that actress Busy Philipps and her ex, Marc Silverstein, Gwyneth Paltrow and Chris Martin, or Jeff and MacKenzie Bezos tried it as they divorced. However, don’t be deterred: Nesting isn’t an option just for celebrities and billionaires. In fact, ordinary people like you and me, all over the country—all over the world—are finding creative ways to make nesting work for their families.


Nesting has been on the fringes of divorced parenting for decades, but recent factors are leading to a groundswell of interest in this approach. First, changes in attitudes about divorce. Divorce is not going away, but the parents of today were often children who lived through a traditional, though traumatic, two-home approach to divorce and want to avoid that same fate for their children. Modern parents are more in tune with and aware of the importance of their own—and their children’s—mental well-being. Conscious uncoupling, positive divorce, and cooperative co-parenting are common catchphrases and hashtags on social media these days.


Nesting co-parenting melds the contemporary surge in the positive divorce movement with a panacea for the anxieties of our current lives. These days, especially, families are fraught with anxiety. There is no denying that the coronavirus pandemic was detrimental to careers, financial situations, and the mental well-being of adults and children. Not surprisingly, the stress associated with the pandemic strained even the strongest of marital relationships. We’re still learning how this fallout will affect marriages and families, but the indications so far are not positive. A report released in August 2021 suggests that divorce filings increased by 21 percent percent from the first year of the pandemic to the second; a larger percentage than ever before came from couples with children under the age of eighteen.


But nesting was a brand-new concept to me in 2013 when we were deciding to divorce. I excitedly shared this idea with Bill, who immediately reacted positively as well.


“It’s not the boys’ fault we’re getting a divorce,” he said. “Why should they have to suffer the stress and hassle?”




We hoped that by nesting we could keep the routine of daily life as consistent as possible for our children and give them continuity as we figured out what divorce would mean for our family. Of course, we knew that divorce would bring changes. We just didn’t know yet what kinds of changes or how they would play out. We hoped that if the kids’ day-to-day life didn’t feel that much different, we could temper the fear and uncertainty of what was ahead.


Once nesting was on the table, the floodgates of creativity opened—as opposed to the traditional approach, which had made me feel that doors were slamming shut and options were being taken off the table left and right. Even though the divorce process itself was far from fun, figuring out how we could make nesting work for the boys was, and continues to be, a rewarding challenge. The idea of nesting also gave me hope that some of the many good things about our marriage could carry on for the good of our children.


For example, Bill and I both were and are close to each of our families. We enjoyed spending time with them, sharing traditions, and learning about the histories and memories of the older generations. We also had a strong commitment and attachment to our family homes. Each of our homes, first in D.C., then in Fort Wayne, had been given as much care and attention as we could offer—they were almost like members of the family. Lastly, Bill and I had always been good at tackling big projects together (Think home renovations and three children). We enjoyed creative and organizational challenges (Did I mention we met in graduate school for library science?). Nesting could allow us to continue giving our energies to these things we enjoyed—and were good at—all for the benefit of our children.


We began nesting in 2014. The logistics have evolved over time (see chapter 3, which outlines the many iterations of nesting my family has adopted, as factors in our lives changed and we needed to adapt), but we are still at it today. While our children were young when we told them we were divorcing, we were able to soften the blow by explaining to them they would keep staying in their home, just as always. As I write this, the oldest, Jack, is beginning his senior year of college, our middle son, Mick, is a senior in high school, and the youngest, Max, is starting eighth grade. Believe me, we have been through a lot of parenting stuff since we started down this path! I can honestly say that nesting is one of the best, if not the best, decision I ever made in my life—for my children, for myself personally, for both my ex and me as parents, and for our future as a family.


You may feel you’re the only one going through divorce and trying to decide how to do things differently. I felt very much that way at that time in my life. Figuring it all out on your own is a daunting task. But you are not alone. Read on and you will find stories from other nesting families, as well as my own, to inspire you. There is also advice from experts—and lessons learned from other nesting families—to help you avoid common pitfalls and get through tough challenges.


This book will explore the many benefits of nesting. Among them:


✦ Children don’t have the stress and anxiety of going back and forth between two homes.


✦ Parents don’t have the stress and time expenditure of managing the children’s lives between two homes (no driving to another house to get forgotten items!).


✦ It’s cheaper to maintain one family home as opposed to setting up and maintaining two homes large enough and sufficiently stocked for the children (who may only spend 50 percent of their time at either place anyway).


✦ Less stress, more time, and more money allow each parent greater opportunities to pursue their own careers and interests.


Kudos to you for wanting to find a way to do things differently! Trust me: You don’t have to figure out everything all at once. This book will guide you with a step-by-step approach to help you discover how nesting can work for your family. I want to help you find your way to a better and brighter future for yourself and your children! 





















CHAPTER 1


Two-Home Conventional Divorce and Its Traumatic Effects


The Recent History of Divorce in America


Little did anyone imagine, way back in 1969, how Governor Ronald Reagan’s signing of California’s Family Law Act—which made obtaining a divorce significantly easier than it had ever been before—would impact our society. Seismic societal changes grew from the way divorces would now be processed in California and these changes swept across the country as similar laws were quickly enacted in other states as well. Not only had the legal process of divorce changed, but it’s impact on the lives of millions of people (particularly the children of these divorces) was, and continues to be, far-reaching.


This monumental change was truly a sign of the times. The 1960s were marked by a backlash against conservative values and traditional gender expectations. From counterculture hippies to college intellectuals to suburban housewives, everyone was questioning the status quo—and found many societal norms of the time to be either without merit or even downright harmful. Long-held beliefs about relationships and sexuality were shifting, and formerly well-established cultural expectations, like marriage and motherhood, were being reconsidered. Women were gaining more power over their education, life choices, and careers. It’s no wonder that couples of that time desired to end marriages that they felt were keeping them from living their lives to the fullest.


California established a statewide task force to look at the relevance of existing laws governing family life. The task force determined that the state’s divorce laws were too restrictive. Prior to the signing of the Family Law Act, a spouse had to prove to a judge that the marriage was worthy of dissolution, because of adultery, abandonment, or cruelty. The court had to be convinced that the end of the marriage was directly the fault of the other spouse. Essentially, a couple could only end their marriage if something had gone terribly and irreversibly wrong.


California’s radical new law allowed for “no-fault” divorces: Spouses no longer had to prove that the other spouse had committed a specific act to warrant divorce. Governor Reagan accepted the task force’s suggestion, the legislature passed the law, the governor signed it, and the legal part of the divorce process changed practically overnight in California. Across the country, people were overwhelmingly in favor of this change, and no-fault divorce laws were eventually recognized in all fifty states.


The result? Divorces immediately became much easier to get.


The assumption of the drafters of the original law was that easier access to divorce would set people free, allow them to undo early mistakes, and make better choices for their futures. Divorce was now considered just a minor upheaval in people’s lives. Of course, many of the people seeking divorce were also parents. It was assumed that happier parents—who were now free to “find” themselves and explore the possibilities of a new life—would mean happier children. Surely the kids would be better off, it was felt, if they were no longer subject to the hostility, fighting, or quiet loneliness of their unhappily married parents. Because these children were the first generation to emerge from this wave of no-fault divorce broken homes, there was no historical basis for the assumption that happier parents meant happier children. This belief was based instead on guesswork and optimistic thinking.


The adults divorcing in the period from the 1970s to the 1990s had been children of the 1950s and 1960s, when the common refrains from their parents included “Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps,” “Be a man,” or “Act like a lady.” Only after the publication of Dr. Benjamin Spock’s groundbreaking Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care gained popularity through the 1960s did parents begin to take a more nurturing approach to raising kids in ways that recognized what we now know about early emotional development.


But change was slow to come. Even through the 1960s, parents spent significantly less quality time with their children than they do today—and mothers were, by and large, the default primary caregivers. A 2016 study in the Journal of Marriage and Family reported that in the 1960s, fathers spent, on average, only sixteen minutes of quality time per day with their children. These cultural norms of gender bias were reflected in divorce court proceedings at the time. Judges then were guided by the precepts of “maternal preference” and the “tender years presumption,” which declared that mothers were best suited to raise children. Therefore, custody of children in almost all divorce cases was awarded to the mother.


The giddy rush to divorce that began sweeping the country in the 1970s was basically an enormous, unplanned social experiment. Unfortunately, the understanding of the psychology of divorce did not keep pace with these radical legal and social changes. Instead, even after the national acceptance of no-fault divorce laws, people mostly hung on to the belief that divorce was expected—and even encouraged—to be nasty and vindictive. Divorce meant war. It was assumed that two people who had once loved each other now hated each other and would fight to prevail against each other at any cost—whether financial or emotional—and that the resulting emotional trauma to any children would have an only temporary effect, since kids were “resilient.”


Before the passage of no-fault divorce laws, divorce was uncommon. Radical changes to the concept of how families could be configured were occurring with no history to draw on, or information for parents, and no way to help children adjust to their “new normal.” Unfortunately, the idealistic optimism of the 1960s and ’70s that was encapsulated in the mantras “Make love not war” and “Give peace a chance” had not proven itself useful in navigating complicated issues such as how to maintain a safe and stable home for children after a marriage ended.


From 1970 through the late 1990s, at least a million children a year witnessed the end of their parents’ marriages. As time and research would show, children who grew up in the uncharted territory of broken homes were experiencing cataclysmic repercussions that would reverberate for the rest of their lives. Judith Wallerstein reports disturbing trends in her groundbreaking study that followed hundreds of children of divorce over a twenty-five-year span, from the time of their parents’ divorces into their own adulthoods. In The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce: The 25 Year Landmark Study, written with Julia M Lewis and Sandra Blakeslee, Wallerstein shows that children from divorced homes had higher rates of learning problems and school dropout rates than their peers growing up in intact families, engaged earlier in sexual behavior and drug and alcohol use, and had higher incidences of anger and anxiety issues. Her study also reveals that grown children who endured their parents’ divorce had lifelong difficulties forming adult romantic relationships: They marry less frequently, and those who do marry had higher divorce rates than the national average.


It has taken a generation and beyond to understand that the idea of no-fault divorce was done with the best of intentions—that is, to minimize suffering to family members. Yet the traditional model—where children are shuttled between two homes and left to fend for their own emotional needs while their feuding parents deal with their own crises—very often has actually done the exact opposite.


Traditional Divorce’s Harmful Effects on Adults


In addition to the overwhelmingly negative (and now well understood) impact of such divorce on children, the emotional and psychological impact on adults who were divorcing is also now recognized. So, too, is the fact that the bad feelings surrounding a divorce do not end neatly when the money has been divided and the legal papers have been signed.


Divorce is not a finite event. This is a fact that is often overlooked by everyone, except the people who are actually going through the divorce. Even after the divorce has been finalized, there are lingering logistical, financial, and emotional issues to be dealt with, often for years to come. The ex-spouses need a readjustment period and time to focus on their emotional recovery. None of this comes easily, especially when parenting is part of the process. The postdivorce years can be far more difficult for the adults than originally anticipated, especially if the divorce was contentious.


There are crucial, interconnected pieces of postdivorce life to sort out: logistics (who lives where), finances (who pays for what and how), and parental concerns (who takes care of the kids and when). The decisions that were reached on all these issues may be clearly spelled out in the divorce settlement, but carrying them out in real life is an enormous task. They sometimes involve selling the family home, often buying or renting and moving to new homes, sorting out finances and new budgets, adjusting work and school schedules, and finding new jobs.


On top of all this, people who are newly divorced carry intense emotions and worries that can weigh them down for years. Society’s propensity to judge fondness for judging divorced people and to focus on negativity only rubs salt in the wound of what is already an emotionally charged time. Even if the parent knew that divorcing was the right decision, feelings of guilt abound. It is difficult to ignore the frequently voiced opinions of others—both publicly and privately—that divorce is a selfish act that puts the parents’ needs and desires above those of the children.




Society has continued to hold on to—and even promote—the punitive idea that if there’s a divorce, there must also be someone who is to blame: In other words, there must be an innocent party and a guilty party. Therefore, guilt, shame, anger, and mistrust are now expected to be the primary emotions driving the actions of the divorcing couple. Exes are expected to attack and disparage each other—even if they don’t truly hate each other—and the traditional approach to divorce does nothing to discourage this negativity and anger. Being filled with hate and resentment leaves very little time for hope, self-reflection, and moving on—not to mention good and involved parenting. Unfortunately, anger can remain the focus of the exes’ interactions for years—and, for some, even the rest of their lives. Divorce is rarely the end of the feelings of animosity that grew during the marriage, and those feelings are exacerbated during a traditional broken-home divorce, when friends, family, and even society at large expect and encourage negative feelings and behavior.


Even when former spouses are angry at each other, loneliness and sadness over the end of the marriage are also common. Depression is normal in both men and women, since they must now face career, household, and parenting decisions without a partner. There may also be lingering feelings of love for the ex-spouse. But a conventional divorce fueled by animosity does not allow for the expression of—or even an acknowledgment of the existence of—any positive feelings, such as affection or a willingness to find common ground.




Oftentimes, in a two-home approach to divorce it is not uncommon—especially if neither person can afford to buy out the other’s share of the home—for the family home to be sold to generate assets so each can buy their own residences. The loss of this family home can result in mourning for a place—especially if it was a home that was filled with happy memories before the divorce. For many people, home was a place of refuge and connection, a place where children grew up and traditions were made and celebrated. For many years before the divorce, the family home may have been considered the “forever home,” with countless hours spent renovating, decorating, and landscaping it—in other words, putting loving care into it. The memories of that special place, and the knowledge that it is now being enjoyed by strangers, gives those who have gone through a contentious divorce another reason to grieve.


Another hurt in a traditional divorce living arrangement, which is also often unexpected, is the loss of connections with in-laws, extended family, and longtime friends. Losing this support network may leave the divorced spouses feeling isolated and questioning the strength of what they thought were long-term bonds with others. Friends or family members may feel that they need to take sides, and—being reluctant to do so—just stay away. Or family and friends may feel it’s their place to express their disapproval over the divorce, adding to the guilt or shame each person in the ended marriage already feels. The traditional negative divorce, with its focus on division instead of continuation, encourages people outside the marriage to feel that they must take sides.


Last, but most certainly not least, parents worry about their children. Becoming a single parent after being in a two-parent home—whether the other spouse was particularly helpful or not—is a huge change. On the best days, parenting takes a lot of time and energy. To try to do so single-handedly—while also trying to build a new life, set up a second home, focus on one’s career, and perhaps even start a new relationship—can strain the parent’s ability to parent effectively. Children will be reeling from the changes in their world—especially if they have had to move out of their home and leave established friend groups or extended family—and may demand more attention from each parent than ever before. A traditional two-home divorce does nothing to encourage or facilitate a continued partnership in parenting once there is no longer a romantic partnership.


The complicated and challenging time following a divorce can stretch the parents’ mental and emotional resources to the breaking point. Add to that the concern, perhaps even guilt, that the parents will feel about the changes to their children’s lives. It is natural for them to ask: Did I make the right decision? Did we try hard enough? Did we prepare our children? How are they really doing? Do they need more from us? What will this divorce do to them? These are extremely valid concerns since, more often than not, these issues are not considered until after the divorce is finalized.




Traditional Divorce’s Harmful Effects on Children


“Kids are resilient” is a common refrain divorcing parents hear. Are children really, though? Divorce is a very different experience for adults than it is for children. To the parent, divorce may feel like a huge relief—like a new beginning and the end to unhappiness, tension, and anger. To the child, divorce creates an environment filled with fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. Children need additional care and attention to understand the changes divorce brings to the family unit and to adapt to these changes in a healthy way, but the traditional model of divorce makes it very challenging to recognize and address these needs. Unfortunately, without insight into the value of addressing these needs, many parents simply expect the children to intuitively understand why their lives have changed and to adapt to the new situation in the same way that the parent is now adapting.


The role of parents—whether married or divorced—is to create as supportive and safe a place as possible for their children to grow up. After decades of research, the authors of The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce: The 25 Year Landmark Study observe, “In a well-functioning family mothers and fathers are in the background as their children grow up. From the child’s perspective, children occupy center stage. A child’s ‘job’ is to go to school, play, make friends, and simply grow up. The parents’ job is to stay in the wings and make sure that the show goes on. They should of course encourage, applaud, feed, and clothe the ‘players.’ If the children stumble, parents should present a united front, come out of the wings, help them up, dust them off, and immediately go offstage again.”


It’s important for parents to remember that home, friends, and school are an anchor in children’s lives and not to underestimate the upheaval that changing them will bring. Moving to a new home or a new neighborhood is not experienced by a child the way it is by an adult—it’s much more traumatic. If the children have had to move out of the family home or can only stay in it some of the time, there is a loss of continuity and of a space that is consistently theirs, day in and day out. The children will also lose playtime and connections with their friends—either because they are not around their neighborhood as much, or because friends can’t be bothered to keep track of where the child will be staying at any given time. Children may have had to move to a new home in a different part of town and have a new school and new friends to adjust to. In addition, the children now have the logistical challenges of keeping track of belongings between two homes. Holiday traditions will never be the same, and family celebrations may now be stressful and tense. The relationships they had with extended family—aunts, uncles, cousins, and even grandparents—may wither.


Experts say that the age of the children at the time of the divorce predicts many of the behaviors they will likely exhibit; the broken-home scenario only exacerbates these. Wallerstein, Lewis, and Blakeslee summarize the findings in their landmark study: “Age matters. Little ones, ages two to six, are terrified of abandonment. Elementary-school-age children, seven to eleven, grow resentful when deprived of opportunities they would have had if their parents had stayed together. Preadolescents, ages eleven and twelve, can be seduced by what Judy [Wallerstein] called ‘the voices of the street.’ Many teenagers, taking on the role of parent, become overburdened.”


Children need consistent and steady support as they process the confusing range of emotions brought on by divorce: grief for their lost life; worry that they may somehow have been the cause of the divorce; fear that people can’t truly be relied upon; anger that their parents made such a life-changing decision without properly explaining it to them; hope that their parents may reunite; confusion and anxiety over how their new life will come together; and sadness over having less time with one or both parents. They may also feel happy that they no longer have to see their parents fight or see them sad. It can all be overwhelming, confusing, and distract the child from the business of simply being a child. The chances of these negative outcomes occurring are greatly increased in a traditional two-households divorce, where the upheaval to the children’s daily lives is both drastic and sudden.


The parenting relationship can change for the worse after a divorce, in which there are the complications of establishing a new life and home and struggles with residual animosity and bad feelings between the ex-spouses. In many cases, parents are so caught up in their own dramas—dating, freedom from the ex, maybe a new job or a career change—that their focus on parenting diminishes. The children become a backdrop to the parent’s new life. Structure and discipline may disappear in a postdivorce life, where the adults are consumed by other seemingly urgent issues, and the children are left to basically care for and raise themselves. This creates further trouble down the road, when the parents may attempt to rein in or discipline their teenagers, only to find that they harbor great anger about the parents’ previous absences or selfish choices—and they (quite naturally) question what right the parent has to now demand respect or expect to be able to exert control.


Wallerstein’s study finds that another common change in the parent-child dynamic after a broken-home divorce is that a child may feel that he or she needs to move into a caregiver role with one or both parents. The parent, who now no longer has a co-parent in the home, may turn to the child to share confidences, ask for advice, or apportion out worries—all of which unnecessarily and inappropriately burden the child with concerns that are far beyond their years. Parents who rely heavily on a child for emotional or other support that is not appropriate for one their age (such as household chores or childcare for younger siblings) are rarely aware of the stress they have placed on them, or how alone and helpless this makes the children feel. Too often the children’s daily lives have been overturned and no plans have been made to address their emotional needs. Those children may be unfairly burdened with the belief that it’s their job to protect the parents, take away their pain, and make them happy—essentially, to serve as parent or even surrogate-spouse to the parent.


As Wallerstein’s study shows, the experience of divorce can brand children forever with an enduring, heartbreaking legacy—one of anxiety, distrust, and low self-esteem. These issues can come back to haunt children in unexpected ways for years to come—affecting their emotional and intellectual development, their ability to form healthy romantic relationships, and even their future financial situations.


As I read the findings of Wallerstein’s study, I found myself thinking about my own parents’ separation in a new light.


I grew up in a conservative suburban town in the Midwest. Church—Protestant or Catholic—was the hub of most families’ lives. You could find us—my parents and my younger sister and me—every Sunday in the front row at the 8 a.m. church service. I had little exposure to life outside our traditional community. Divorced families or single parents were seemingly nonexistent. The grown-ups kept gossip about divorced families and marital troubles under wraps.


Like most kids of my generation, my knowledge of the wider world came from watching sitcoms like One Day at a Time and Who’s the Boss?, where I learned about divorced families. The kids all seemed pretty happy to me, but, true to the era, the dads were rarely around. That was hard for me to imagine because my dad was so involved in our family life: breakfast together before he’d drop my sister and me at school on his way to work in the city, family dinners every evening, and homework help whenever I needed it.


This perfect life came crashing down on the first day of summer after my junior year in high school. Dad invited my sister and me out to lunch—just the three of us! At the end of lunch, he told us that, though he loved my sis and me very much, he was going to be moving out. He just couldn’t live in our home anymore. I cried in the bathroom after we left the table but pulled myself together to silently drive my sister and me home. We were both in shock.


The next afternoon as my sis and I were sunbathing “laid out” in the backyard (working on our SunIn highlights, no doubt), our mom came home from work, sat down next to us, and told us that Dad had moved out.


I was embarrassed for my mom, and for my sister and me—he had left us. Were we supposed to pretend that nothing was happening? I worried about whether my dad was still going to help me with my college applications. Would I still get to go to my dream college? Were we going to keep living in our house? Was Dad going to move far away? My sister and I were kept completely in the dark about what the situation was or what might happen.




And I was sad. I really missed having my dad around. We saw him a few times during that year, but mostly he was just . . . gone, like on the TV sitcoms.


Eventually, my parents did reconcile. After Dad moved back in, I was off to college and happy to distance myself from the whole thing. Sadly, it was a different experience for my younger sister. Though our parents had reunited, she was put through the same traumatic changes that most children of actually divorced parents went through at that time. The home we’d grown up in was sold and my parents bought a home in a different part of the city. My sister had to leave behind the friends she’d had her whole life and move to a much larger high school where she knew no one. Neighborhood, church, school, friends—everything we knew from our growing up lives so far was left completely behind.


My parents—kudos to them—had thirty-plus years together after that. I am so grateful that my children got to spend over a decade with my dad in their lives before he died quite suddenly from leukemia, just months after my parents celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary.


In all those thirty years, in true WASP fashion, my parents never spoke of that time again, neither to my sister or me, nor to each other.


I, too, buried the worries and shame away. Until one day—as I was now a grown-up and considering my own divorce—I found that I needed to remember those feelings from my younger days. Those feelings would help me direct the course of my own children’s experience with divorce.


Legacy of Childhood Divorce in Adulthood


The trajectory of a person’s life can be drastically affected by their childhood experience of how their parents divorced. If it was a traditional contentious divorce, the now-adult children describe their parents’ breakup as the formative event of their lives. After a traditional negative divorce, childhood is different, parent-child relationships are different, adolescence is different, and the transition to adulthood is different—in challenging and life-changing ways. The harmful impact of a contentious divorce on children—especially if their parents continue to behave badly toward each other in the post-divorce years—may actually increase and worsen over time as those children pass through new developmental stages later in their lives.


Moving into adulthood, children of difficult divorces may find that the adult decisions they now need to make—whether to marry or not, whether to have children or not, and how to continue a relationship with their own aging parents—are all colored by their memories of the parents’ divorce. The lack of witnessing firsthand an example of two adults in a collaborative, respectful relationship restricts their ability to imagine themselves in such a cooperative partnership. They may feel disappointment in their parents’ lack of role-modeling and struggle to figure out how exactly they will behave in their own adult lives.


Further, even as adults, children look to their parents for setting examples of good behavior and hope that they will continue to make their children’s feelings a priority. In cases of ongoing anger between ex-spouses, the adult children of a contentious divorce are sorely disappointed. The parents’ behavior at the time of the breakup of the home matters, but what matters even more is how the parents interact in the years following the divorce.


As adults, children of divorce may continue to be burdened by parents who have always put their own needs first, making it difficult for the normal process of separation between parents and children to occur. If the child assumed the caregiver role of a parent after a resentment-filled divorce, that role can be difficult to leave behind. The parent will have come to rely on the child as confidant and counselor and never made the effort to find a more suitable confidant. The grown-up child resents the drain on their own emotional resources but also feels guilty because they know the parent struggled after the breakup of the home and believe the parent has no one else to turn to.


Unfortunately, the roles that people adopt in childhood after a contentious divorce can continue into their romantic adult relationships. Caregiving children, once grown, may look for relationships that allow them to stay in that role—whether it’s healthy or not. Children may find it harder to forge relationships and allow them to develop naturally over time. They either doubt their ability to choose the right person and pull away, or they are overly fearful of being alone and quickly jump into relationships that are unhealthy. They fear repeating their parents’ mistakes and have trouble with conflict, because they never saw arguments resolved in the broken home—they only witnessed huge blowups or lingering, unresolved resentment.


When these adult children of acrimonious divorce are deciding whether or not to have children of their own, that decision may be fraught with worries. Their strongest desire is never to expose their own children to the kinds of loss and trauma that they themselves experienced as children of broken homes. They continue to envy friends and peers who grew up in intact families and fear that they may not be able to guarantee the same for their own children.


It’s a common misconception to believe that a contentious divorce is a temporary trauma that is the hardest for the children at the time of the breakup of the family. Research shows that the effects are long-lived, and these effects change as children grow into adulthood. Children may be resilient, but the traditional approach to divorce destroys this natural resilience.


Putting the Past Behind


Considering all the difficulties outlined in this chapter, people almost never make the decision to divorce lightly. It’s often the result of a long and intense conflict within themselves (and often with each other), as they struggle with the age-old question of whether they should stay together for the sake of the children.


Divorce can benefit adults while being detrimental to children, but keeping an unhappy marriage intact for the benefit of the children can be detrimental to the adults, who can spend most of their lives lonely and miserable. Our culture rarely addresses the full complexity of how to weigh these two potentially damaging outcomes against each other. It’s simply easier for society to default to the outdated beliefs: Divorce means one or the other spouse is at fault; now the exes hate each other; home life must be broken apart; but that’s okay, because children are resilient. These beliefs are still common, even though the evidence from recent history indicates that these views are gravely inaccurate.


Divorce is not going away. But we can learn from the mistakes of the past. The time has come to answer this key question: How can we make divorce better—for both parents and children?


There is another option besides the traditional divorce. An option that means less stress, less trauma, fewer hurt feelings, and less lasting damage to both parents and children. An option that helps to keep loving family relationships intact for years to come. It’s an exciting co-parenting concept that is long overdue. Simply stated, the children remain in the family home and it’s the parents who move in and out to take care of them. It’s called nesting. 
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