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We don’t talk about grief as a part of change enough.… [I]t does people a disservice. Because when they hit grief, they think they’ve done something wrong.… Change always includes a series of small deaths. And if we don’t understand that grief is going to be a part of change and that loss is going to be a part of change, I don’t think we can successfully evolve.


—BRENÉ BROWN


So where do we find grace and light? If you mean right now, the answer is Nowhere.… Grace always does bat last, and the light always overcomes the darkness—always, historically. But not necessarily later the same day, or tomorrow, after lunch.


—ANNE LAMOTT


When you are going through a hard time just eat ice cream in a dark place. Get a bunch of different flavors. 


—MY DAUGHTER’S 10—YEAR—OLD FRIEND


Do you know why divorces are so expensive? Because they are worth it.


—WILLIE NELSON


















Introduction



Welcome to Your Meantime


In the beginning of my divorce, when everything had gone ass over teakettle and life felt very, very raw, my divorced friends would repeatedly assure me that everything would be okay. They were a few years ahead of me on their divorce timelines, and they knew from experience that things would eventually calm down. They’d tell me, “Just give it time, everything will be fine, you guys will be fine. Just give it time.”


I’d respond with, “Yeah, that’s great. But what the hell am I supposed to do in the meantime?”


The “meantime” of divorce is brutal. It’s the time between the end of your marriage and the beginning of feeling normal in the new version of your life. The meantime is the time required for that new version of life to feel worn in instead of ill-fittingly new.


The good news is, my friends were right, time did help, and everything did end up settling down into a comfortable new normal. The bad news is, there are no shortcuts through the meantime.


Trust me on that one, because I repeatedly tried (and failed) to speed up my meantime. I tried to MacGyver the broken parts back together, I tried just blaming everything on my ex, I tried putting my fingers in my ears, closing my eyes, and yelling, “Everything is FINE!” over and over again. You’ll be shocked to learn that none of those strategies were successful.


I’ve written this book for those of you still working through your meantime. Because I know how confusing and isolating and infuriating that time can be. I know how aggressively odd it is to keep moving through all of life’s responsibilities when your head and your heart and your entire friggin’ world feel like a snow globe that has been shaken up by a three year old on a sugar high.


I wanted to write a book to remind you that you are not crazy, you are not irrevocably damaged, you are just a human navigating a ridiculously complicated period of your life. Also, as I mentioned previously, you have some time to kill, so why not flip through a profanity-laced book about divorce while you wait for your snow globe to pull its shit together?


The book you hold in your hands is a pretty detailed account of my meantime. It is messy and raw, introspective and evolved, and everything in between. At times my words are enlightened, self-centered, shattered, crazy, appalling, and kind. And that is just a sampling of the myriad of emotions that are constantly swirling around during the meantime. What an exciting life experience!


I tried to be as honest as possible in writing this book, while still being conscious of the fact that I am writing in permanent ink about quite a few other people whose lives were exploded along with mine. It was a delicate dance that I’m not sure I always pulled off, but I hope the end result is balanced and that our journey can provide a little camaraderie to others traveling a similar path.


In an effort to add to that camaraderie I chatted with a lot of other divorcées over the past couple of years. I refer to these men and women as my Divorce Squad throughout the book, and I’ve included their stories and opinions to expand upon mine. All their names have been changed, and I feel genuinely grateful that they all trusted me with their truth and vulnerability.


I would talk for hours with different members of my Divorce Squad, each of their stories varying wildly from each other and from my own. But no matter the details, there seemed to be a through line in all of our narratives, a universality to what it really feels like to have everything fall the fuck apart. There was an ease to our conversations because letting go of all pretense is pretty freeing when you’ve been pretending to hold it together for so long. Instead of the standard, “Yeah, everything is totally fine,” these conversations started with, “It was not fine, and let me tell you all about it.” From there, we were off and running.


These conversations inspired one of my favorite parts of this book. During each Divorce Squad chat, I would share that I was trying to get into the right headspace for writing, because I didn’t think it would be appropriate to write an entire book with every chapter titled, “Fuck You, You Fucking Fuck.”


All the divorced people would laugh at this joke. And then EVERY SINGLE ONE would say, “But I’d like to read that book.”


It got me thinking.


Healing from divorce is a long process, and it’s not necessarily a linear one. Some days are better than others, and sometimes your “namaste” efforts are no match for your “oh, for fuck’s sake” reality. Often, just when you think you’re making headway, something will throw you offtrack. Your ex will do something particularly ridiculous, or you’ll come across a video on your phone of your life pre-split, or you’ll be engulfed by the loneliness of your new reality.


On those days you might not be feeling particularly mature or evolved or healed. On those days you may just really want to scream, “Fuck you, you fucking FUCK!” And I’m in full support of such screaming. So much so that I decided to include regular rage journaling interludes throughout this book. The “Fuck You, You Fucking Fuck” journal prompts are scattered among the chapters as a place for you to let go of all pretense and lean into the things that are not fine. They are a safe place for your profanity to roam.


This book focuses heavily on divorce when kids are involved (our girl/boy were nine/seven years old when we split), because that was the particular shit show I had to navigate, but no matter what the circumstance of your split or where you are in your meantime, I hope this book can help you as you make your way to the other side.


Pull up a seat and let’s commiserate for a little while. We’ll rage and laugh and introspect and cry. And cuss. We are going to cuss a lot. There can be no healing without a fair amount of cussing, it’s just science. You’re welcome.
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The Long Goodbye


(marriages break apart tiny pieces at a time)


My ex, Elizabeth, used to wash her hands several times a day, wipe them on a paper towel, then throw the paper towel on the counter, instead of throwing it away. Every day. Multiple paper towels, all over my counter, that I was left to clean up. This started to absolutely infuriate me; these paper towels caused a seething blind rage.


One time I conducted an experiment where, instead of throwing the paper towels away, I piled them up on the counter, creating a multimedia art installation of sorts. It could have been titled Grown-Ass Woman Can’t Throw Away Her Own Garbage. Elizabeth shrugged off my art piece and even added to it herself, to demonstrate that I shouldn’t be trying to teach her lessons like she was a child.


And that’s the kind of moment you just know things are going smashingly well in a relationship.
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In a long partnership it’s expected that things will ebb and flow with good times and bad. But when the flow of bad times starts to overpower the good times, it can inspire a bit of introspection. We take a hard look at what we’ve built and really consider whether it has any value left at all. When the answer is no, we often don’t want to admit that we’ve invested so much into something that should be thrown in the trash pile. So, we hang on to it, we polish it up with some couple’s therapy and date nights. Maybe take a weekend getaway to duct tape the broken parts.


We do this over and over again, sometimes throughout years and years, ignoring the cracks, pretending the glimmers of good are enough. Until finally something too big to ignore lands the finishing blow.


In chats with my Divorce Squad, I’ve found that a good deal of divorces come about after some sort of big, rattling event. Cheating is a common one. Mental illness. Egregious financial deceit. Often there’s something significant that triggers the final time of death. But even in those cases, I tend to believe the relationship was most likely slowly breaking down well before the inciting incident.


When I asked my Divorce Squad about the moment they knew their marriages were over, most of them homed in on moments that occurred well before they actually got divorced. Because that’s what relationships are, really, a series of moments, each of them moving us closer together or further apart.


In my case, the series of moments included a series of paper towels. The paper towels were indicative of other issues, obviously. With two small kids and a partner, I felt like my life had become consumed by caring for other people, and I was deeply resentful that Elizabeth seemed, in my mind, unwilling to do basic tasks to carry her weight. Basic tasks like throwing away a MOTHER-@#$@#$ paper towel.


Instead of addressing my paper towel rage or trying to get to the root of why a piece of garbage sent me over the edge, I simply pushed my feelings down and piled them on top of everything else I was barely holding together. Moment after moment, I pushed more and more down.


A huge part of my navigating to the other side of my divorce was the work I did to unpack the years I spent with my ex—and all the things besides the paper towels that I had pushed down for so long. I had to look at that time with honest eyes, own my part in it, and wrap my mind around the whys of it all. Why had I given up on us? Why did I stay for so long in such a bad relationship? Why did I become such an ugly version of myself for the person I’d chosen to do life with?


There’s a popular metaphor about boiling frogs that I think applies to the souring of long-term relationships. The idea is that you can’t throw a frog into boiling water, because the frog will jump out, knowing the temperature is too hot. But if you put a frog in lukewarm water and then gradually increase the temperature, the frog won’t be aware that he is slowly being boiled. Relationships can be the same. (I know, I should write love poems for Hallmark cards.)


When you first get into the pot with your partner, things are comfortable, but then slowly life starts to boil a little bit at a time. Maybe you are trying to juggle career and parenthood, and you feel like your spouse isn’t carrying their weight. Maybe you spend your days meeting everyone else’s needs and never quite get around to that self-care you see all over social media. Maybe it’s been months since you’ve slept with your partner, or even wanted them to touch you. Maybe the two of you took on too much debt and are struggling to get out from underneath it. Maybe you haven’t had a proper night’s sleep in years and are just. so. tired. Maybe you and your spouse stopped really seeing each other years ago. Maybe this just wasn’t what you thought life would feel like.


Tick, tick, tick. The water gets more and more uncomfortable.


In my case we’d done a really good job building a really big life. Two kids, two thriving careers, five properties, and eight animals. But our life felt very heavy, and I felt like I was carrying too much of the load. So even little things—like paper towels strewn about the kitchen—seemed heavier than they actually were, simply because I was already maxed out.


I’ve heard it said that there are two types of relationships, compatible and complementary. Compatible couples tend to have more in common, whereas the complementary couples balance each other with their differences. Complementary couples can start off very strong, with that whole “opposites attract” thing working in their favor, but research shows that compatible couples have greater longevity.


In my independent studies I’ve found that the things you once framed as “complementary” can become “tedious as shit” as the years wear on and as your polar opposite partner wears on you.


Once Elizabeth and I had kids, it became much harder to ignore how differently we moved through the world. As our life started to feel heavier, I began to realize how much of the weight was from our relationship, and that’s when things started breaking apart.


She operated at what I perceived as a heightened level of emotion at all times; every day she was spinning out about one thing or another. Once baby rearing came on the docket, I just no longer had the bandwidth to indulge the spins. So instead, I would completely disconnect, appearing numb and vacant most of the time. In truth, I was simply stuffing away any and all emotions, because I didn’t feel like there was any space for them in her orbit. This made Elizabeth feel utterly alone in our relationship, because I was so detached and ice cold. As a result, she would spin more, trying to rattle me awake.


None of my ex’s behaviors were malicious; they were just a result of how her brain is wired. And that wiring just happened to be very different from mine. But it’s a weird thing being emptied out by a person who means well. And it was probably equally weird for her to watch her partner fall out of love with her for being who she’d been since Day 1.


The whole thing happened slowly, just like with that boiling frog. It was so slow that it was almost unnoticeable. And it included what could only be described as me gaslighting myself.


I’d rationalize, over and over again, “She’s a good mom, we have a good life, she’s a good, loyal person, she means well.” Years and years of this, until eventually I could no longer talk myself out of our reality.


In thinking back to our breaking point, when I knew for sure there was no value left in this thing we’d built, there’s one moment that stands out.


I’ve had bad hearing since I was a kid. My pregnancies exacerbated the hearing loss, to the point where I was completely deaf in one ear and barely getting by with a hearing aid in the other. At one not so fun appointment, my audiologist informed me that I was going deaf. It was only a matter of time before all of my limited hearing would be gone. I always knew this would happen eventually, but I somehow thought I had more time. I was only forty-one years old. Deaf.


After that appointment I sat in the parking lot, in my car, and cried. It was one of the saddest and scariest moments of my life. But I didn’t call my partner. It was a couple weeks before I even told her the news.


If I told her I was going deaf, somehow the conversation would end with me having to calm her down, me having to manage her emotions about it. Our years together had shown me over and over again that there would not be room for all the swirling emotions I was having about going deaf.


If I hadn’t known before, I knew for sure in that parking lot that Elizabeth was not the person I wanted to do life with anymore. In fact, it was clear that I had already stopped doing life with her, since it wasn’t even an option to call her when I was crying in that car, in that parking lot, in one of the worst moments of my life. She was no longer my person.


When I think about it now, with clear eyes, I see that I didn’t even give Elizabeth the chance to step up and support me the way I needed at that time. I had decided years prior who she was and who she could be, and in doing so had shut us both off to the possibility of being better for each other.


The point of this chapter, and these stories, isn’t to put my ex on blast. I actually hesitated to even tell these parts of our story at all, because what’s the point of rehashing old news? If I’ve moved on, why does any of this matter?


But the fact is, I wasn’t able to really move on from my partnership until I realized how much our time together mattered. I couldn’t really find my way back until I took a hard look at how far gone I had allowed myself to drift in our twelve years. Our story isn’t particularly dramatic, and cleaning up paper towels is not exactly akin to surviving abuse or adultery. But I think a lot of marriages die in similar ways. In the tiny resentments and exhaustions that build and fester over years and years, until there is no value left at all.


The rest of this book is about taking stock of the destruction of divorce and figuring out how to put things back together in better ways. But in my case, I couldn’t assemble anything new until I was honest about the decade of construction errors I’d made previously.


Marriages are long and complex and nuanced. Divorce is rarely a one-man job. A lot of the hurdles that came after our split tied directly to our years together. To our old habits, our worn-in assumptions, our defense mechanisms, and deep injuries.


In the beginning of our end, all of those things seemed nearly impossible to overcome. And maybe yours seem impossible too. But my ex and I made it to the other side of impossible. And I think you can too.


The long goodbye of a failed relationship doesn’t end with a split or divorce. The process of actually getting to a place of done continues well after paperwork has been signed and household goods have been split up. Even if you feel done with the relationship, odds are it’s not totally done with you just yet.


Getting to the end of your long goodbye is going to take some work. Start thinking about more than just the end of your relationship; rummage around in the other moments as well. Those times, both recent and ancient, big and small, when you started moving a little further away from your spouse.


It can be really hard to do this digging in the immediate aftermath of a divorce, especially if the end felt sudden or brutal. But when you are ready, these moments are going to be the key to not only understanding what went wrong in your past relationship but learning how you can do better in all parts of your life moving forward.


Because Lord knows we don’t need to learn these lessons more than once.








[image: image]











In the Meantime


My long goodbye extended for quite a while before I got to the point where I was ready to acknowledge my own role in my failed relationship. The acceptance and the moving on and all the other Zen shit were not part of my early divorce days. And I don’t expect them to be a part of your early days either.


So, in the meantime, while Zen is not yet on your list of things to do, here are some other activities to pass the time.


Not Today, Zen




• Dance around your house, in your underwear, singing along to the entirety of Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill. Make sure you really focus on screaming the entire album, with “You Oughta Know” repeated at least five times. (For lesbians, Melissa Etheridge’s Skin should also be added to the rotation.)


• Have a good cry, followed by a good scream into a pillow. Repeat as needed.


• Wipe your social media of any proof that your ex ever existed. You will thank Today You when Future You doesn’t have to see their obnoxious mug pop up in your Facebook memories every damn day for the rest of your life.


• Have your way with some really ill-advised online shopping. Delight in joy when purchasing and also when the presents appear on your doorstep as if delivered by the Dopamine Fairy. Repeat as financially feasible.


• You know that thing you never did or ate or watched because your ex didn’t like that thing? Do that thing. Do all those things. Perhaps have Alanis playing while doing the things. Multitask.


• Purge. This can look different for everyone. Purge anything your ex ever gave you (unless that thing is valuable, then maybe go with Pawn instead of Purge), anything in your house that has a bad memory associated with it, any photos that make your skin crawl. Anything that will feel out of place in your future Zen life—purge that shit.


(Note: Sometimes this purging can mean actually getting rid of items, sometimes it can mean lighting them on fire à la Waiting to Exhale’s Angela Bassett. But sometimes it can simply mean gathering up all the stuff, putting it in a few boxes, and storing it out of sight, or even off-site. Not because you aren’t ready to move on, but because sometimes we can regret the fires we light when in a heightened emotional state. At the very least purge the items from your line of sight for the time being, giving yourself enough emotional space to decide if you really want to resort to destruction in the future.)







DIVORCE SQUAD


When I Knew It Was Over


“We’d been married about eight years, about the time the luster starts to come off the marriage. You still love her, but you are starting to know a little too much about each other. In an effort to reignite that spark she and I took a romantic vacation to Mexico. It was beautiful and luxurious, for all intents and purposes it should have been a really nice vacation.


“I was out on the beach one day, in the private cabana I had arranged, and I noticed my wife approaching me. She had a scowl on her face as she approached. She said, ‘Is this what you do all day?’


“I asked her where she had been, it was almost noon. She said, ‘Where have I been? The same place I’ve been every morning, taking a shit. Because since the day I got here, I’ve done nothing but piss out of my ass.’ She grunted and sat down and began to complain about the heat.


“We had no children, we had everything going well in our lives, we had money to burn, great friends, amazing family, good health. But it was in that instant, that one brief, three-minute encounter, that something changed inside me. Within two years I packed one single small suitcase with a couple work shirts and a couple pants. About a thousand dollars in cash we had stashed at home. And I walked out the front door. And I never walked back.”
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“He was an electrician. When we were first married, I was so worried every day when he left for work. I just wanted him to come home safe. Toward the end… I thought things would be so much easier if he had an accident and didn’t make it home.”
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“We were at Disneyland and had a huge fight because I wanted to buy an $8 bottle of water. He asked for a divorce when we got home from the vacation.”
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“I wanted out of my marriage so I met with a therapist and asked her if I was maybe having a mental breakdown or a midlife crisis.”
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“I’m twenty-three and lying in bed with my thirty-one-year-old husband watching Rick Steves’s Europe before we fall asleep. I turn to my husband and say with all sincerity, ‘I can’t wait to travel around Europe with you.’ He replies without looking at me, almost spitting: ‘We’re not going to Europe… There’s enough to see here in our own country.’


That was the moment.


I don’t know if it was how quickly he responded, or how matter-of-factly he said it, or the small-mindedness it represented, but it was a singular moment that changed something for me. I slowly turned my gaze back toward Rick, removed my hand from his arm, and thought ‘Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck. I married the wrong guy.’”
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Divorce Announcements Should Be a Thing


(the most efficient ways to let everyone know that your life has been blown up)


The people in your life have received the wedding announcement, the baby announcements, and they are now getting the divorce announcement. It’s the circle of life, really.


But how exactly do you announce this less than celebratory milestone? On the one hand, it’s really nobody’s business what is going on in your life or in your marriage. So maybe you don’t need to announce it at all. But on the other hand, situations like chatting with another parent at your kid’s baseball practice or catching up with your uncle at Thanksgiving dinner can get real awkward real fast if no one has been made aware that your marriage has imploded.


So. It’s probably best to get the word out somehow, because Lord knows that Thanksgiving is already awkward enough without news of your marital upheaval being passed around with the cranberry sauce.


When it came time to let people know about my divorce, I realized I had previous experience with this kind of information spreading. I didn’t come out of the closet until I was thirty years old, so I had quite a long contact list to get through on my “Hey! I’m Gay!” announcement tour. I started small, a lunch with a couple friends, dinner with a couple more. I was nervous and self-conscious about what my friends would think or say. I called people up for heart-to-heart discussions about my sexuality. I sent awkward emails to the family members I was scared to tell in person. This went on and on and on, until I eventually lost interest in this tedious project. One time I took Elizabeth to a party with me, where I knew a large group of friends would be in attendance. I walked up to one of my friends and said, “This is Elizabeth, we are dating. As in gay. As in I’m gay. Spread the word to the rest of the party please.” Then I headed to the appetizer table, because by that point I was much more interested in spinach dip than having any more heart-to-heart coming-out discussions.


When announcing my divorce, I skipped all the one-on-one chats and went straight to covering as much ground as possible. My close friends and family knew what was going on, but who has time to individually alert everyone on the contact list? I had done a fall photoshoot with the kids, where I made a point to get plenty of photos with just the three of us. The photos came out great, so I posted them to my social media. Then I sent a Christmas card to my friends and family that only included the kids and me. And then I answered a lot of concerned, questioning texts, “So, um, is Elizabeth just camera shy or…”


I gotta say, I highly recommend going the divorce announcement route if you can manage to plan your split around the holidays. (Although “Happy Spring! I’m Divorced!” works too.) I was able to cover a lot of ground with one simple card, and anyone who wasn’t on my Christmas card list found out from the grapevine, saving me a whole lot of effort. Done and done. On to the spinach dip.


Now that I think about it, being gay and being divorced are similar in that you end up having to repeatedly come out as both. “What does your husband do for a living?” “Uh, well, I’m divorced. And he’s a woman. I’ll add you to the Christmas card list so you can stay updated.”


Divorce Announcement Options


People send baby announcements to let everyone know about their adorable new addition, so why not normalize sending divorce announcements to alert the masses to our delightful subtraction? Let us count the ways this can be done.


Social Media Post


You really can’t beat the reach of a social media post when it comes to spreading information quickly (see also: conspiracy theories). Facebook seems to be the social media outlet that includes the most friends and family members (see also: your crazy uncle who only posts conspiracy theories), so it’s a great place to get the word out efficiently.


If you go the Facebook route you have a few options for how exactly you can execute the reveal. You can go with the fan favorite Scorched Earth, wherein you burn your ex to the ground with a searingly honest account of what the fuck is going on in your disaster of a marriage. I highly recommend not doing this, although I absolutely delight in reading these types of posts when they pop up. You can also go with the always interesting Breadcrumbs posts that gradually reveal more and more clues for your social media followers to piece together. Maybe photos of your new place, or several photos that pointedly do not include your ex, or hashtags having to do with self-discovery and new beginnings. Let the internet sleuths put in some work to figure out your news. You’ll probably even end up the topic of a group text where friends work together to decipher what is going on in your life. Another popular Facebook option is the Inspirational Quotes route. Simply scour the interwebs for memes of quotes that speak to your current state of mind. Post any and all of them. Your contacts will figure out the rest.


You can also use Instagram for both the Breadcrumbs and Inspirational Quotes route. Lean heavily into outing yourself through overtly single-looking images and ridiculously artistic interpretations of introspective quotes.


If you are feeling modern, there’s always the possibility of putting together a solid TikTok to make your announcement. Maybe a quick dance routine and lip-sync to “I Will Survive”? Or “Since You’ve Been Gone”? Or “We Are Never Getting Back Together”? Perhaps a medley?


Group Text


Maybe throw all your important folks on a group text and let everyone know at the same time, “Hello! I’m getting divorced! Wanted you to know. I’m fine. Kids are fine. I don’t need anything, thanks for asking.”


Holiday Card


Obviously this is my personal favorite. Set up a photoshoot with a good photographer. Get your hair done and find yourself a cute outfit. Make sure the kids are adorable too. Then let good lighting and Photoshop editing tools produce some excellent “I’m divorced and doing great!” photos for your holiday Splitsville card.


Friend Who Can’t Keep a Secret


We all know exactly which of our friends and family can’t keep a secret for shit. Call them up, tell them all about your divorce. Then let them do the heavy lifting of alerting everyone else. (Maybe ask them to keep it quiet, so you know for sure that the message will spread the second you hang up the phone.)


Don’t Bother


Another option is to just let it all ride. Tell a few close friends and family members what is going on, and then let everyone else figure it out during awkward conversations at baseball practice or Thanksgiving dinner. Have fun with it by making up new, increasingly outlandish divorce stories to tell each new person you have to inform, “We thought we were each boring suburban parents, but it turns out we were both undercover secret agents. It was too much to overcome, as you can imagine.”




DIVORCE SQUAD 


Divorce Announcements


“I burst into tears at one point while at work, so I had to start telling people why I was a basket case. For the rest of the world, I posted a picture on Facebook of the new house and mentioned that daddy was down the street. Then I got A LOT of Facebook messages. I had an old roommate get offended that I didn’t personally text her.”
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“I told my family and close friends and let it go from there. Word spread pretty quickly.”
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“I was a media personality and stopped mentioning my wife on air or in print. With months of getting questions, my boss finally allowed me thirty seconds on air to clarify my marital situation. That message included that while my marriage was dissolving, both my ex-wife and I were more firmly committed to our children than ever.”
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