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This book is dedicated with gratitude, admiration, and
affection to the women and men in this book who are
the vanguard of an entire generation of young
Americans raised in divorced families. We thank you for
sharing your lives with all of us over twenty-five years
and for helping millions of other children and young
adults to understand that they are not alone.








Prologue



PUBLISHED ONE YEAR ago, our book hit a raw nerve in America. It broke through an almost conspiratorial silence about the true nature of our divorce culture and how much growing up in America has changed in recent decades.


The major contribution of this book has been to recognize, for the first time, that when children of divorce become adults, they are badly frightened that their relationships will fail, just like the most important relationship in their parents’ lives failed. They mature with a keen sense that their growing-up experiences did not prepare them for love, commitment, trust, marriage, or even for the nitty-gritty of handling and resolving conflicts. In the book they say, “I never saw a man and a woman on the same beam.” Their decisions about whether or not to marry are shadowed by the experience of growing up in a home where their parents could not hold it together. They are no less eager than their peers who grew up in intact families for passionate love, sexual intimacy, and commitment. But they are haunted by powerful ghosts from their childhoods that tell them that they, like their parents, will not succeed.


On the positive side, many young adults who weathered their parents’ divorce are extremely successful in their chosen careers, having learned how to be independent, resourceful, and flexible. Having invented their own moral path, they are decent, caring adults who managed to build good marriages in spite of their fears. Many are excellent parents. In the book they say, “I never want to let happen to my children what happened to me.” Others turned their lives around by dint of their own courage, insight, and compassion.


The response to our book was phenomenal. Oprah Winfrey invited me to be on her show twice. Realizing she had tapped into concerns that deeply affect millions of young adults in her audience, she invited them to speak out. And they did. With tears and anger, they said:


“This book is talking about me. This is what happened to me. This is what I am feeling today.”


“I’m still angry that my parents never explained the divorce to me.”


“When my dad remarried I lost him to his new family. Two sets of children were too much for him. I’m happily married and I worry all the time that I will lose my husband. It’s like I’m always waiting for that second shoe to drop.”


After the book came out, thousands of people from all over the country and Canada called in to radio talk shows to describe their feelings.


Children of divorce wrote and e-mailed to tell me that they no longer felt alone. Many were vastly relieved. The stories of other young adults in the book enabled them for the first time to make sense out of their own lives:


“You are right on the mark. I kept seeing myself over and over in the book. I’ve given copies to my sister, my stepchildren, and friends of my stepchildren. I know so many people who should read it.”


“A child of divorce since age seven, I am still recovering from the effects it had on my life. Your book has confirmed the notions I’ve held for 23 years and helped to consolidate my feelings.”


“When I picked up your book, I finally found someone who spoke for my experience. Your book described what I have lived through in an honest way that no one else was willing to discuss. I am amazed to hear that you know so intimately the grief of children who have lived through divorce.”


Another said, “As I am a child of divorce, your book was very meaningful to me. My parents divorced when I was five and I grew up fully immersed in the divorce culture. Finally I feel freed of the burden of pretending that the divorce did not matter. Your book helped me understand how much my parents’ failed marriage set the stage for the emotional entanglements that would come later.”


I did not talk much in the book about religious beliefs in the context of divorce. But several people reported that their faith in God was shaken for several years by their experience as children. Most of these were adults who had been abandoned by a parent when they were very young. It appears that their disappointment stood in the way of relying on their religion for support. On the other hand, some described how religion had helped them, especially in providing the rules and structure that they found lacking in their lives. Others found the community of the church or synagogue a source of comfort.


A few letters talked about an enduring anger at aging parents. One woman said, “My parents are getting old. My father is getting frail and my mother needs special attention from time to time. But I still feel so much anger because of their neglect of my feelings over more than 25 years. I am hardly capable of giving the attention that I would normally give. And when I do take care of them, it is without any pleasure at all, only a sense of duty.”


One change that may come from these sentiments is that adult children of divorce are starting to speak out. Realizing that their contemporaries share many of the same feelings, they’re no longer ashamed to admit how much their childhood grievances and disappointments have endured. As they search for ways to help one another and put their fears to rest, we may see the rise of groups that focus on the experience of having grown up in divorced families.


Another change is that many people are seriously considering the benefits of staying together for the sake of their children. They’re examining what they have as a family and are taking a more realistic look at what divorce entails. Combining a full-time job, courtship, and parenting requires the speed and agility of an Olympics champion but without the training that the champion brings to the race.


We are also seeing a rise in interest in premarital education and marriage enrichment programs. Several states have enacted marriage license incentives that encourage people to take a four-hour class in marriage education for a reduced fee and immediate granting of the license. To cut down on impetuous weddings, Florida put in a three-day waiting period. Illinois has legislation to make people wait sixty days. Other states are considering legislation to improve preparation for marriage. There is greater community interest in marital counseling programs and conflict resolution courses that are aimed at teaching people to stay in the marriage and resolve the friction rather than turn to divorce. It is still far too early to know whether these or other education plans will be effective, but they reflect the rise in community concern about children and the search for new ways to improve marriage.


When I have presented my findings to judges and attorneys at national conferences, many admitted that they were stunned to learn that highly educated, affluent parents were not sending their children to college, especially when a second set of children was born into a remarriage and children from the first marriage were pushed aside. They were also surprised to hear that many adolescents are furious at the court system for ordering strict visitation agreements with no options for adding flexibility or change down the road.


The extraordinary reception to our book has encouraged me to hope that change is on the way. This younger generation has no illusions that divorce is easy or quickly over for children or parents. They, like we, are in favor of divorce where the marriage is cruel, exploitative, or dangerous or even when one or both partners are miserably unhappy in the relationship. But they are also acutely aware of how difficult it is to raise children alone or as coparents in separate homes. They know how hard it is for the youngsters who grow up in divorced homes to create the relationships that they long for when they come of age.


Greta, who is 23 years old, is an example of the hope I see for the future. She wrote to ask my advice regarding her problems with men:


“Your book taught me a lot about myself that I never put together before. My parents divorced after 23 years of marriage. My major fear is that if my parents were together that long, and the marriage was fine, how can I possibly see 23 years down the road for myself? So I get scared and don’t want to marry at all, even though I desire marriage more than anything. I also am afraid that any man I love will be gone the next day. Every relationship I have ever been in ended because I was so clingy. I was afraid that the guy would not like me tomorrow. As a result my clinginess made them do just that. They left. I try to control it but it’s really hard because I get so scared. I want to find a great marriage and say to my parents, ‘Hey, look. I did it and you couldn’t.’ Thanks again, Greta Saunders.”


Greta is a member of a plucky generation in which men and women have evolved their own values that were not part of their upbringing. They are tackling the life tasks of adulthood with courage despite their many fears. They’re eager to help themselves and each other to succeed where their parents failed. And, as we report in our book, many of them eventually triumph.


JUDITH S. WALLERSTEIN
SANDRA BLAKESLEE
September 2000





Preface



IN THE FALL OF 1994 I received a phone call that was to entirely revise my understanding of divorce and how it has changed the nature of American society. On the other end of the line was Karen James, one of the children in a longitudinal study on divorce that I began in 1971 and last wrote about in the late 1980s. I remembered her well. Karen was a charming, lively child who was ten years old when her parents separated. I had interviewed her then, and again when she was fifteen, twenty, and twenty-five years old. The last time we met she was miserable, living with a man she didn’t love. I recalled how concerned I was about her despair.


But the voice on the phone sounded strong and vibrant. “This is Karen James,” she announced. “I’m calling from North Carolina. How are you?” After we exchanged routine pleasantries, she said, “I’m going to be in the Bay Area next week. Do you have time to see me?”


“Of course,” I answered. “I’ve thought about you many times.”


“I’m in a whole other place than our last meeting,” said Karen. “It’s all new. I’m coming to town to get married next Saturday but I can come up to Marin on Thursday afternoon. Would that work?”


I told Karen that I was honored that she could fit me in during such a busy week, and we set a time to get together. I was absolutely delighted by her call. Karen is one of the many children who, after divorce, moved into the vacuum created by parents who are overwhelmed by the changes in their lives and unable to carry on as they had before. Divorce often leads to a partial or complete collapse in an adult’s ability to parent for months and sometimes years after the breakup. Caught up in rebuilding their own lives, mothers and fathers are preoccupied with a thousand and one concerns, which can blind them to the needs of their children. In many such familes, one child—often the oldest girl—takes on responsibilities far beyond anything she has done before. These young caregivers quietly assume the nurturing and moral guidance of their younger siblings and also serve as confidant, adviser, caregiver, and even parent for their own parents during the years that follow.


Karen followed this script to the letter. From a merry, outgoing ten-year-old, she soon became a somber young woman. I remember her telling me when she was only eleven, “I’m really worried about my brother and sister. I have to set them a good example so they’ll be good. That means I have to be good. They fight all the time since my parents broke up. I try to stop that and teach them to talk instead of hitting. I’m also worried about my mom. Since Dad left she cries every day when she comes home from work. I try to comfort her and also to warn her about her new boyfriend. I think that he’ll hurt her feelings even more.” Karen shook her head sadly. She was overburdened by her new responsibilities but felt that she had no choice but to forfeit her needs to the needs of her family. High school, she explained at our meeting several years later, was a blur because her home situation had hardly changed.


At out last meeting, when she was twenty-five, I was very concerned about Karen’s inability to break free from a young man she was living with but did not love. She tried to explain: “You remember that when I was dating guys in college, I became very frightened that anyone I really liked would abandon me or be unfaithful, and that I would end up suffering like my mom or my dad? Well, choosing Nick was safe because he has no education and no plans, which means that he’ll always have fewer choices than me. I knew that if we lived together and maybe got married someday I wouldn’t ever have to worry about him walking out.” With tears in her eyes, she added, “Nick is very kind and caring. I’m not used to that.”


Although I understood that Karen felt starved for kindness, it baffled me why a bright, attractive woman like her would feel she had so few options other than a loveless relationship. She cried bitterly as she described the loneliness of her life with Nick and the strain of his passive dependence on her. “I knew it was a mistake one day after we moved in together,” she said. “But I can’t leave him. There’s no way I could hurt him that way.” And that is how I left her, standing at a crossroads, struggling with a decision whether to leave or stay.


Thus I awaited her arrival the following Thursday, two days before her wedding, with equal measures of hope and concern—hope that she had turned her life around and worry that she hadn’t. What had she done between age twenty-five and thirty-four? Had she broken free of her fears? Of her sorrow? Was she still taking care of her family while feeling guilty for never doing enough? Was the man she was marrying a good choice? Was she no longer afraid of loving and being loved?


As Karen came through my front door, she looked radiant. I was suddenly aware that in all the years we’ve known each other, I had rarely seen her happy. She was dressed very simply in black wool slacks, white pullover, and herringbone suit jacket, and as always, she was beautiful. The last few years had made her somehow softer, more relaxed in her shoulders and arms. Her stunning blue eyes had a new twinkle that flashed as we greeted each other warmly.


I told her how lovely she looked and congratulated her on her forthcoming marriage. “Who’s the lucky man?”


“We’re both lucky,” she said, settling on the sofa. “Gavin and I did everything differently compared to how I lived my life before.” And she launched into her story. Within months of our last meeting, she had moved out of the apartment she shared with Nick and said good-bye. As she had anticipated, he was devastated, begged her to come back, wailed, and made her feel guiltier than ever.


“How were you able to leave?” I asked, aware of her long-standing difficulty in turning away anyone who needed her care.


She was silent and then answered slowly, her face pale. “I felt like I was dying. It has to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done and it took all my courage.” She described how she would come home after work and find her partner lying on the couch, waiting for her to take charge. It was just like taking care of her mom. At that point, she realized she had to get out. Her escape took her to the East Coast, graduate school, and ultimately into a dream job—directing a regional public health program for handicapped children in five southern states.


It was there that Karen met her fiancé, Gavin. As she told me about him, I smiled and said, “I remember when you thought you didn’t have choices. It looks like you’ve made quite a few recently.”


“You mean, how did I decide to marry Gavin?” She blushed ever so slightly. “It’s a long story. We met at a party not long after I moved to Chapel Hill and he called to say that he would love to get together. He’s an assistant professor of economics at Duke and even though I knew absolutely nothing about his field, we hit it off instantly. I wanted to see him again right away but I waited a discreet week and then I called him back. Well, we were together every day from then on and about six months later I moved in with him. He says that the day I moved in was, in his eyes, the day we married, but I didn’t see it that way. I wasn’t ready quite yet. I was scared.”


“So you were hesitating. Was it about Gavin or about marriage?”


“About marriage. About being happy. You see, it’s not all behind me. Part of me is always waiting for disaster to strike. I keep reminding myself that I’m doing this to myself, but the truth is that I live in dread that something bad will happen to me. Some terrible loss will change my life, and it only gets worse as things get better for me. Maybe that’s the permanent result of my parents’ divorce. Gavin says I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop. I’ve learned to contain it. I no longer wake up in terror when I go to sleep happy, but this feeling does not ever go away.”


“So how did you make up your mind to marry him?” I asked.


“Well, it’s strange, but a near catastrophe made me change my mind. Gavin was in Nashville, giving a talk, and on the drive home was caught in a freak ice storm. He got pulled off the road in the middle of nowhere by the highway patrol and couldn’t get to a phone for eight hours. I was home, waiting for him, hearing about all sorts of fatal accidents on the roads. I was beside myself. Anything could have happened to him.”


“You must have been scared out of your mind.”


“Oh, yes,” said Karen. “It was ghastly. I just knew it was the disaster that I always expected and that it would blow my life away. But something really important happened to me at the same time. I realized that whether we married or not, life is always chancy. If I marry him, I might lose him. If I don’t marry him, I might lose him. So I could lose him either way. And that’s when I realized that I want to hold on to Gavin for the rest of my life and for whatever happens. I said yes, let’s get married.”


Smiling at her calculation, I said, “So you decided to take a chance, to reach out for what you really want?”


“That’s right, although it’s still hard for me to know what I want. But I’ve learned what I don’t want. I don’t want another edition of my relationship with Nick or with my mom or dad.”


“And what do you want?”


“I want a lover and a husband. I’m no longer frantic to find just anybody. I’m no longer afraid to be alone. I can stand on my own two feet.”


Her last words were unforgettable. She seemed to be talking more to herself and only partly to me. “My co-workers say that I have an old soul. I’ve always felt that I would die young, that so much unhappiness was compressed into the early part of my life that it made sense. But maybe the second half of my life is the part that I will enjoy more. I never had a childhood. I always took care of everything.” A smile broke across her face. “You know, I like the kind of woman I’m becoming. I love the man I’m marrying. I like my kindness and my sensitivity. I love my work. I’m on a good path. I can finally be who I am.”


Our meeting had lasted three hours and both of us were spent emotionally. It was a sad, moving, gallant story, and Karen had told it vividly. Both of us cried as she spoke and both of us ended up smiling and thankful that she had ended on a note that was at least partly upbeat and hopeful. She was on her way to her wedding day. I’d been granted a great privilege to share her life. I wished, as I so often do, that I were a novelist so that I could capture the richness of her feelings and the amazing sweep of changes she had made in her life.


As we embraced, I thanked Karen for her generosity and candor. I told her how impressed I was with her, how proud I was of all she’d done, and how much I hoped the years ahead would make up for her past sorrows. She invited me to stay in touch and offered to send me snapshots of their new home.


The door was almost closed behind Karen when she turned back and pushed it open. Smiling, she said, “Maybe your next book should be about what happens to all of us when we grow up.” Little did I realize how prophetic her words would turn out to be.


• • •


AFTER KAREN LEFT, I sat for a long time thinking about the unexpected twists and turns in her life. Did her parents have any idea of what they had started twenty-five years ago when they filed for divorce? If they had known the long-term consequences for their children, would they have done things differently? Would they have divorced? Like most people back then, they probably thought divorce was a minor upheaval in the lives of children. They undoubtedly expected that family life would soon resume its normal course and that parents and children alike would benefit from an end to marital conflict. Surely they did not foresee lasting effects that would extend into the fourth decade of Karen’s life.


I thought back on the lovely, wistful child who had tenderly taken care of her distraught mother, younger siblings, and father when he became a “basket case”—and how she had forfeited her own teenage years. I could see her face contorted with grief when in her early twenties she told me how she anguished over whether to leave the young man she had committed to simply because he had been kind to her. Preoccupied with fears of loss, betrayal, and abandonment, she was still locked into the self-sacrificial caregiver role of her childhood and had reinstalled it in her adult relationships with men.


But Karen had turned her life around. I was stunned by how much she’d changed since our last meeting. Karen was absolutely on target when she announced, “It’s all new.” She had come to see me at age thirty-four in pride and triumph, having broken free of her long-playing role as family rescuer. Karen’s story was tantalizing, for it raised questions that I simply could not brush aside. I had assumed that when the children in the study entered adulthood ten or fifteen years after the breakup, I would be able to accurately report the long-term effects of divorce on their lives. In a best-selling book titled Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade after Divorce, I described what these children were thinking, saying, and doing in their late teens and early twenties as they went in search of intimate relationships, started their careers, and began to assess the personal impact of divorce on their lives. I found that many children of divorce were caught in an intense inner conflict—afraid of repeating their parents’ mistakes while searching for lasting love. Many were either avoiding commitment or jumping impulsively into relationships with troubled people they hardly knew. I left them feeling worried about their futures but hopeful that they would find a way to overcome their fears.


The changes I saw in Karen pointed to an enormous untold story about her generation. If Karen was able to turn her life around, what happened to the others? Did her story reveal a general pattern that I had not seen because I stopped too soon? I realized there must be others like her, and I had to wonder when, if ever, the story of divorce is reasonably complete.


And then it hit me. We have not fully appreciated how divorce continues to shape the lives of young people after they reach full adulthood. For example, we know from surveys that grown children of divorce have a higher divorce rate, but that does not tell us anything about their intimate feelings, the major turning points in their lives, how they made the choices they did, and how they think about love and marriage and being parents themselves. The only way to get to the heart of what they think and worry about is to follow them over their entire life course, from early childhood to middle adulthood. Why was it so hard for Karen? Why did it take her so long to take a chance on love? Demographers now tell us that a quarter of adults under the age of forty-four are children of divorce. We are talking about millions of people who are struggling with the residue of an experience that their parents would rather forget.


One thing was crystal clear. I had stopped too soon in my inquiry of children from divorced families. Karen’s visit had opened a set of questions and challenges that I found irresistible. Within a few weeks of her visit I decided to undertake a sequel to Second Chances with the hope of finding out how others were faring at the twenty-five-year mark. This is the longest close-up study of divorce ever conducted. The youngest “children” are in their late twenties and the oldest in their early forties. This book explores what has happened to them in adulthood. How are they getting along? How many of them are happily married? Do they have children? Have many divorced or rejected marriage? Do they still consider their parents’ divorce to be the main, defining event of their young lives? Are they angry at their parents? Do they now approve of the decision? Are they compassionate? Are they cynical? Are they worried, and if so, about what? What values do they espouse in love, sex, marriage, and divorce? How disappointed or contented are they with their lives? By getting into the heads and hearts of this generation, I hope to shed light on deep changes in American attitudes that are shaping the future in unexpected ways.


I also wanted to learn, this time around, about the lives of the adults who grew up next door but whose parents did not divorce. What did they learn from their parents? Are children from very unhappy intact families any different from children raised in very unhappy divorced families? Are children raised in happy intact families “immunized” against divorce or are they no less vulnerable to failure than their age-mates? How does our divorce culture affect their attitudes toward marriage, commitment, and divorce? What happens when they marry children of divorced families? Does this become an issue in the marriage? Do they worry that their own marriages are more fragile because marriage is more fragile? I realized I would need a comparison group to answer such questions.


To carry out this new round of research on the lives of young adults whose parents divorced twenty-five years ago, I invited two colleagues to join me. Both have worked with me on earlier projects. Julia Lewis, professor of psychology at San Francisco State University, was associate director of research at the Judith Wallerstein Center for the Family in Transition when it was founded in 1980, and director of research for the ten-year follow-up study. She is co-principal investigator of the twenty-five-year follow-up study. Sandra Blakeslee is an award-winning science writer for The New York Times, who collaborated with me on two earlier books. Her task was to help write our stories and findings in a clear accessible style. She also contributed her personal experience and broad compassionate understanding of many parts of our society. Both have been my valued partners.


Consider, then, that this book is a report from our children in their own words—knowledge that everyone, including parents, grandparents, and policymakers, has been waiting and wanting to hear. After twenty-five years the jury is no longer out. Divorce has entered the lives of an entire generation and changed the way they and we think about marriage and commitment. Children of divorce who were rendered mute by the legal system have returned to give us their verdict, and we are obliged to listen.


JUDITH WALLERSTEIN,
Belvedere, California, 2000





Itroduction



IN JULY 1999, Sesame Street aired an episode in which Kermit the Frog, dressed as a reporter, interviewed a little bird asking her where she lived. The happy little bird chirped that she lives part of the time in one tree where she frolics in her mother’s nest and the rest of her time in a separate tree where she frolics with her dad. The little bird concluded merrily, “they both love me,” and ran off to play. This, of course, restates the beguiling myth of divorce. Watching this, we are meant to understand that divorce is a minor upheaval and normal occurrence in the lives of children and adults. Not to worry, it says to the child. Your parents will continue their loving play with you as always. Your life will be exactly like it was before, only it will now take place in two locales. The story may provide bland comfort to some worried children. But I suspect most know better. The story of the little bird in no way matches their experience of growing up in a divorced family, be it in one home, two homes, or any combination of living arrangements over the years.


The story is nevertheless important because it has deep roots in our contemporary culture. It describes several abiding myths that have guided our community opinions and policies for three decades. Up until thirty years ago marriage was a lifetime commitment with only a few narrow legal exits such as proving adultery in the courts or outwaiting years of abandonment. American cultural and legal attitudes bound marriages together, no matter how miserable couples might be. Countless individuals were locked in loveless marriages they desperately wanted to end, but for the most part they had no way out. Then, in an upheaval akin to a cataclysmic earthquake, family law in California changed overnight. A series of statewide task forces recommended that men and women seeking divorce should no longer be required to prove that their spouse was unfaithful, unfit, cruel, or incompatible. It was time, they said, to end the hypocrisy embodied in laws that severely restricted divorce. People should be able to end an unhappy marriage without proving fault or pointing blame.


The prevailing climate of opinion was that divorce would allow adults to make better choices and happier marriages by letting them undo earlier mistakes. They would arrive at an honest, mutual decision to divorce, because if one person wanted out, surely it could not be much of a marriage.


These attitudes were held by men and women of many political persuasions, by lawyers, judges, and mental health professionals alike. The final task force that formulated the new no-fault divorce laws was led by law professor Herma Kay, who was well known as an advocate for women’s rights. In 1969, Governor Ronald Reagan signed the new law and people were jubilant. It was a time of hope and faith that greater choice would set men and women free and benefit their children. Within a few years, no-fault divorce laws spread like wildfire to all fifty states. People all across the country were in favor of change.


But what about the children? In our rush to improve the lives of adults, we assumed that their lives would improve as well. We made radical changes in the family without realizing how it would change the experience of growing up. We embarked on a gigantic social experiment without any idea about how the next generation would be affected. If the truth be told, and if we are able to face it, the history of divorce in our society is replete with unwarranted assumptions that adults have made about children simply because such assumptions are congenial to adult needs and wishes. The myths that continue to guide our divorce policies and politics today stem directly from these attitudes.


Cherished Myths


TWO FAULTY BELIEFS provide the foundation for our current attitudes toward divorce. The first holds that if the parents are happier the children will be happier, too. Even if the children are distressed by the divorce, the crisis will be transient because children are resilient and resourceful and will soon recover. Children are not considered separately from their parents; their needs and even their thoughts are subsumed under the adult agenda. This “trickle down” myth is built on the enduring fact that most adults cannot fathom the child’s world view and how children think. The problem is, they think they do. Indeed, many adults who are trapped in very unhappy marriages would be surprised to learn that their children are relatively content. They don’t care if Mom and Dad sleep in different beds as long as the family is together.


Fortunately this myth has come under strong attack in recent years with reports from parents, teachers, and researchers like me who found that the children were suffering. The euphoria of the early 1970s soon gave way to a rising tide of concern about the impoverishment of women and children, the high distress among the many parents who did not agree with their spouse that their marriage was on the rocks, and the fact that children did not bounce back quickly. Children in postdivorce families do not, on the whole, look happier, healthier, or more well adjusted even if one or both parents are happier. National studies1 show that children from divorced and remarried families are more aggressive toward their parents and teachers. They experience more depression, have more learning difficulties, and suffer from more problems with peers than children from intact families. Children from divorced and remarried families are two to three times more likely to be referred for psychological help at school than their peers from intact families. More of them end up in mental health clinics and hospital settings. There is earlier sexual activity, more children born out of wedlock, less marriage, and more divorce. Numerous studies2 show that adult children of divorce have more psychological problems than those raised in intact marriages.


Although many people no longer believe the myth that children always benefit from a divorce that makes parents happier, it continues to exert subtle, unconscious influences on how we think about divorce and our reactions to it. It has encouraged parents to expect that their children will approve their decision. Actually, as you will see in the chapters that follow, this is hardly ever true for children who have not yet reached their teens. It has made it harder for parents to see or believe that their children suffer with fears and sadness after the breakup. And it has made it harder for parents to prepare their children properly for the forthcoming divorce and provide them with the comfort they need. The fact that many men and women get caught up in the search for new lovers or taxing new jobs after divorce—both of which make parents less available to their children—only serves to compound their desire to hold on to this myth.


A second myth is based on the premise that divorce is a temporary crisis that exerts its most harmful effects on parents and children at the time of the breakup. People who believe this leap to the happy conclusion that the key to the child’s adjustment is the settlement of conflict without rancor. Thus the spotlight of our attention in terms of resources and interventions has been on the breakup. If the two parents don’t fight, at least in front of the children, and if they rationally and fairly settle the financial, legal, and parenting issues that divide them, why then the crisis will resolve itself in short order. The two lucky adults will have broken free of their troubled marriage and, along with their children, can move forward to build happier lives. The children will resume their usual round of play and school activities. They will make the transition easily to having parents in two locales and dividing their days and nights between separate homes in different neighborhoods. Their lives will proceed as before, only much improved as compared to their experience in the predivorce family. This is all supposed to happen regardless of any betrayal, abuse, or abandonment that caused the divorce that left at least one person reeling in pain and one or both parents hardly capable of thinking clearly about their children. The belief that the crisis is temporary underlies the notion that if acceptable legal arrangements for custody, visiting, and child support are made at the time of the divorce and parents are provided with a few lectures, the child will soon be fine. It is a view we have fervently embraced and continue to hold.


But it’s misguided. Our willingness to believe this notion has prevented us from giving children and adults the understanding they need to cope with the divorce experience over the long haul. It has kept us from making long-term plans for our children and from acknowledging the fact that their needs change as they grow older. It has prevented us from listening to their serious complaints and easing their suffering. Thankfully, this second myth is also beginning to unravel because of a new voice that is just now emerging on the national scene. That voice belongs to the children of divorce now grown to adulthood. In this book, you will hear them challenge these myths firsthand. Now that they are grown up, have marriages, divorces, and children of their own, they speak with an authority we dare not ignore.


Adult children of divorce are telling us loud and clear that their parents’ anger at the time of the breakup is not what matters most. Unless there was violence or abuse or unremitting high conflict, they have dim memories of what transpired during this supposedly critical period. Indeed, as youngsters then and as adults now, all would be profoundly astonished to learn that any judge, attorney, mediator—indeed, anyone at all—had genuinely considered their best interests or wishes at the breakup or at any time since. It’s the many years living in a postdivorce or remarried family that count, according to this first generation to come of age and tell us their experience. It’s feeling sad, lonely, and angry during childhood. It’s traveling on airplanes alone when you’re seven to visit your parent. It’s having no choice about how you spend your time and feeling like a second-class citizen compared with your friends in intact families who have some say about how they spend their weekends and their vacations. It’s wondering whether you will have any financial help for college from your college-educated father, given that he has no legal obligation to pay. It’s worrying about your mom and dad for years—will her new boyfriend stick around, will his new wife welcome you into her home? It’s reaching adulthood with acute anxiety. Will you ever find a faithful woman to love you? Will you find a man you can trust? Or will your relationships fail just like your parents’ did? And most tellingly, it’s asking if you can protect your own child from having these same experiences in growing up.


Not one of the men or women from divorced families whose lives I report on in this book wanted their children to repeat their childhood experiences. Not one ever said, “I want my children to live in two nests—or even two villas.” They envied friends who grew up in intact families. Their entire life stories belie the myths we’ve embraced.



The Longitudinal Study



THE ADULTS ON whom this work is based are among the vanguard of an ever increasing army of adults raised in divorced families. Since 1970, at least a million children a year have seen their parents divorce—building a generation of Americans that has now come of age.3 It bears repeating that they represent a quarter of the adults in this country who have reached their forty-fourth birthdays.4 Demographers also report that 40 percent of all married adults in the 1990s have already been divorced.5 The lives of these children of divorce now grown to adulthood and the important lessons I have learned from them are the main topics of this book. It is the only study in the world that follows into full adulthood the life course of individuals whose parents separated when they were young children. From the beginning, my interest has been in the inner world of these people as they matured. I’ve tried to see the world through their eyes and to explore the quality of their relationships over many years with parents, stepparents, lovers, husbands, and finally their own children. As the study proceeded I became especially intrigued with the turning points along their life journey and with the ways they were finally able to overcome unexpected legacies from their parents’ divorce.


The core group of 131 children and their families were recruited in 1971 when my colleague Joan Berlin Kelly and I began asking open-ended questions of families going through divorce. The children came from middle-class families and were carefully prescreened so that everyone chosen was doing reasonably well at school and was developmentally on target during the predivorce years. Naturally I wanted to be sure that any problems we saw did not predate the divorce. Neither they nor their parents were ever my patients. I have been following their lives in intimate detail, seeing them and both of their parents for many hours of interviews, at least every five years since 1971. My findings at the eighteen-month, five-, ten-, and fifteen-year marks were reported in two earlier books.6 At this, the twenty-five-year follow-up, I was able to locate close to 80 percent of the “children” in face-to-face interviews that each lasted several hours. They are now twenty-eight to forty-three years old.


This book also contains knowledge that I have gained from working with more than six thousand children and their parents who came to the Judith Wallerstein Center for the Family in Transition—a nonprofit agency that since 1980 has provided mediation, counseling, and education for Marin County families going through divorce.7 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the staff and I have done pioneering research on a wide range of current issues, including joint custody, high-conflict families, overnight visiting for infants, and court-ordered visiting, and that research has influenced public policy and the courts and informed the work of pediatricians, teachers, and clergy. The center, which is nationally and internationally renowned, also provides training for legal and mental health professionals who work with families in separation, divorce, and remarriage.


Finally, this book draws on extended interviews with a comparison group of adults from intact families who were the same age and were raised in the same neighborhoods and schools as those in the long-term study of divorced families. My goal in comparing the two groups was to enable the growing up experience and adulthood of each group to stand out in bold relief. I soon found that intact families come in all shapes and sizes, ranging from harmonious to wretched. I was particularly interested in comparing the lives of those raised in troubled families that remained together with those in the divorced group. These comparisons shed light on the life of the child in a troubled family that did not divorce and provide a good basis for addressing the frequently asked question: for the sake of the children, is it better to divorce or to stay in an unhappy marriage?


What I Have Learned


WHEN I BEGAN studying the effects of divorce on children and parents in the early 1970s, I, like everyone else, expected them to rally. But as time progressed, I grew increasingly worried that divorce is a long-term crisis that was affecting the psychological profile of an entire generation. I caught glimpses of this long-term effect in my research that followed the children into late adolescence and early adulthood, but it’s not until now—when the children are fully grown—that I can finally see the whole picture. Divorce is a life-transforming experience. After divorce, childhood is different. Adolescence is different. Adulthood—with the decision to marry or not and have children or not—is different. Whether the final outcome is good or bad, the whole trajectory of an individual’s life is profoundly altered by the divorce experience.


We have been blinded to this fact by the sheer numbers of people affected and by the speed at which our society has been transformed. Many people today think divorce is a perfectly normal experience. It’s so common, children hardly notice it. No stigma. No big deal. After all, if half the child’s schoolmates come from divorced families, how could divorce be so traumatic? And isn’t it true, they say, that children raised in bad intact families are no better off? Everyone who grows up in America today is affected directly or indirectly by divorce, so everyone has the same worries. In other words, they argue that divorce places no special burdens on individuals (remember, it’s a normal experience). Indeed, if researchers were to compare groups of eighteen-year-olds from divorced and intact homes and then groups of twenty-two-year-olds and so forth they would probably find that most children of divorce and children from intact homes often hold similar views. It’s true that most young people are worried about similar things.


But I have found what I think are deeper truths to this superficial impression. First, each child experiences divorce single file. Just because others are suffering does not reduce their suffering. Would it lessen a widow’s sorrow to have five other widows on the same street? Would that make her feel less pain? Numbers provide no consolation for children or adults in many of life’s traumas. People who believe that numbers mute the individual child’s suffering have simply not talked to the children. Each child in a classroom half full of children of divorce cries out, “Why me?” Moreover, by following the life of one child of divorce, and then another and another, from early childhood through adolescence and into the challenges of adulthood, I can say without a doubt that they have worries apart from their peers raised in intact homes. These worries are reshaping our society in ways we never dreamt about. That is the subject of this book and a challenge to all of us in coming years.


THE PAGES THAT follow contain many themes that are entirely new to our understanding of the long-term effects of divorce. For example, Karen was the first grown child of divorce who described that she lived with the fear that disaster was always waiting to strike without warning, especially when she was happy. As I soon found out, these fears were common among young adults who grew up in divorced families. If happiness increases one’s odds of experiencing loss, think how dangerous it must be to simply feel happy.


Contrary to what we have long thought, the major impact of divorce does not occur during childhood or adolescence. Rather, it rises in adulthood as serious romantic relationships move center stage. When it comes time to choose a life mate and build a new family, the effects of divorce crescendo. A central finding to my research is that children identify not only with their mother and father as separate individuals but with the relationship between them. They carry the template of this relationship into adulthood and use it to seek the image of their new family. The absence of a good image negatively influences their search for love, intimacy, and commitment. Anxiety leads many into making bad choices in relationships, giving up hastily when problems arise, or avoiding relationships altogether.


As we will see, the divorced family is not a truncated version of the two-parent family. It is a different kind of family in which children feel less protected and less certain about their future than children in reasonably good intact families. Mothers and fathers who share their beds with different people are not the same as mothers and fathers living under the same roof. The divorced family has an entirely new cast of characters and relationships featuring stepparents and stepsiblings, second marriages and second divorces, and often a series of live-in lovers. The child who grows up in a postdivorce family often experiences not one loss—that of the intact family—but a series of losses as people come and go. This new kind of family puts very different demands on each parent, each child, and each of the many new adults who enter the family orbit.


Moreover, divorce brings radical changes to parent—child relationships that run counter to our current understanding. Parenting cut loose from its moorings in the marital contract is often less stable, more volatile, and less protective of children. When that contract dissolves, the perceptions, feelings, and needs of parents and children for one another are transformed. It’s not that parents love their children less or worry less about them. It’s that they are fully engaged in rebuilding their own lives—economically, socially, and sexually. Parents and children’s needs are often out of sync for many years after the breakup. Worried children watch their parents like little hawks, looking for signs of stress that will affect their availability as parents.


As the stories you are about to hear reveal, children are not passive vessels but rather active participants who help shape their own destiny and that of their family. They make gallant efforts to fit into the new requirements of the postdivorce family although they hope for many years that their parents will reconcile. Because they are in their formative years, the new roles that they assume in the family are built into their character. Some move into the postdivorce vacuum and become principal caregivers of their families. Others learn to hide their true feelings. Some get into trouble hoping that they can bring their parents back together to rescue them. The roles they adopt to adjust to the new circumstances in the divorced family are likely to endure into adulthood and are frequently reinstalled in their adult relationships.


And finally, we see that many children of divorce are stronger for their struggles. They think of themselves as survivors who have learned to rely on their own judgment and to take responsibility for themselves and others at a young age. They have had to invent their own morality and values. They understand the importance of economic independence and hard work. They do not take relationships lightly. Most maintain a reverence for good family life.


The Life Stories


THIS BOOK IS organized around the life stories of five adults raised in divorced families and several others who were raised in intact families. Each of these individuals is prototypical, carefully and thoughtfully chosen to represent the experiences of large numbers of people from similar backgrounds. Their stories are interlaced with writing that draws on current research and studies carried out at the Center for the Family in Transition, reflecting our most recent dilemmas in family law and policy. Other essays present my own formulations about growing to adulthood in a divorced or intact family, how the experiences are alike or different, and how adult expectations are forged in the crucible of family life.


In choosing to portray the whole lives of a representative few rather than brief vignettes or group data from many, I hope to capture an in-depth view of how divorce shaped and reshaped the lives of the children as they grew into adulthood. Many large-scale studies are based on census data about divorcing families and provide useful demographic information about the high incidence of divorce among the adult children of divorce, high school dropout rates, difficulties in adult relationships, and the like. But those studies all rely on structured telephone interviews or questionnaires that elicit superficial information or even mechanical responses about the inner feelings and thoughts of people. Only face-to-face interviews over many hours within the context of a trusting relationship, where the interviewer is free to follow unanticipated topics that arise in natural conversation, lead us to the human experience behind the statistics. This kind of intensive interviewing is necessarily confined to a limited number of people because it is so time consuming. But this well-known research tool is the only way to gain access into the hearts and minds of the people themselves, to understand who they are and how they view themselves and others, how they got to where they are today.


This book is organized into five parts, each of which centers on the life story of an adult who was raised in a divorced family. Each section recapitulates the life course of that individual from the time his or her parents separated to life today, twenty-five years later. Throughout these main stories I have interwoven counterpart stories or shorter vignettes drawn from the lives of adults who were raised in intact families.


Part One is about Karen, a child who takes on adult responsibilities at the breakup and continues in this caretaker role throughout her growing-up years. This experience shapes all of Karen’s adult relationships and her view of motherhood in unexpected ways. I compare her development to the life story of Gary, a young man who was raised by two parents who resolved to stay married despite their unhappiness with each other. Gary’s story addresses the question of when and whether people who are unhappy can or should stay together for the sake of their children.


Part Two is about Larry, a boy who was raised amid scenes of domestic violence. When his mother left the marriage, seven-year-old Larry was enraged and sought to restore the marriage with the collusive help of his father. I compare Larry’s life to the experiences had by Carol, a young woman whose parents engaged in lifelong violence with zero intention of ever separating. Larry and Carol shed light on the perceptions of children and adolescents raised in violent families and how these attitudes affect their adult lives.


Part Three is about Paula, a young child who suffered intense loneliness after divorce when her mother had to go to school and work fulltime. In adulthood, Paula is herself a single parent who is starting over after a wild adolescence and an impulsive early marriage. Her story enables me to explore the long-term effect of court-ordered visiting, joint custody, and other court policies that shape children’s lives and attitudes toward their parents. No person in our comparison group suffered an experience equivalent to Paula’s sudden loss of a loving protective environment, and so they are not included in this section.


Part Four is about Billy, a child who was born with a congenital heart condition and who had special needs that prevented him from adapting to his parents’ new lives. Divorce is particularly challenging for such vulnerable children who are not able to handle change very well. In this section, I also explore the issue of who pays for college when obligatory child support stops at age eighteen.


Part Five is about Lisa, who was raised in a family where every effort was made to keep the peace. She grew up in comfortable surroundings with the support of two loving parents and an affectionate stepmother. Nevertheless, when Lisa entered adulthood she encountered serious problems in trusting men. She struggled with feelings that stemmed from the long ago divorce. Compared to Betty, who was raised in a very happy intact family, Lisa is not sure that she can find a life partner, raise children, and trust in the institution of marriage.


In telling these stories, I realized that adults raised in divorced families carry within them a unique kind of history. They are the product of two distinct families and the transition between them. Their lives begin within an intact family that one day vanishes. This is replaced by a series of upheavals that leave them confused and frightened. The next chapters of their lives occur within the postdivorce family, which can take many forms. The family can expand to include a new cast of characters—other adults or children who are temporarily or permanently a part of their lives—or it can contract into a diminished version of the predivorce household. And it can be everything in between. These disparate parts of their histories continue to occupy their minds as they mature. At each new developmental stage, they assess anew what they have lost or gained from the divorce. Often the balance sheet changes as circumstances and relationships change. At each stage they reach new conclusions about themselves, their parents, and their stepparents, and they arrive at a perspective that they then carry into their adult relationships.


The life stories of those raised in intact families reveal that children of divorce live in a separate but parallel universe. We found similarities and differences between the two groups all along the life course. I did not expect to find these contrasts so clearly defined between youngsters brought up on the same block and attending the same schools.


All the people in this study have been given new names and other disguises to protect their privacy. Sometimes we used composites based on the stories of several young people to strengthen the disguise. But apart from these changes, their words and the major events of their lives are unedited. I’ve discovered over many years of interviewing children and adults that people rise to lyrical heights when they feel that someone is finally listening.


One final note. I am not against divorce. How could I be? I’ve probably seen more examples of wretched, demeaning, and abusive marriage than most of my colleagues. I’m keenly aware of the suffering of many adults and their long-lasting efforts to improve their lives after divorce. I’m also aware that for many parents the decision to divorce is the most difficult decision in their lives; they cry many a night before taking such a drastic step. And I am, of course, aware of the many voices on the radio, on television, and in certain political and religious circles that say divorce is sinful. That it is always detrimental to children and that people who divorce are selfish, only concerned with their own needs. But I don’t know of any research, mine included, that says divorce is universally detrimental to children. People who espouse this view speak earnestly from their own lofty values, but I suspect they have not spent time with families facing intractable problems that can lead to divorce.


In truth, people seek divorce for reasons beyond the wish to escape a wretched or frightening marriage. A driving force in the thousands of divorces that I have seen close-up is the wish to surmount the quiet loneliness and disappointment of a loveless marriage. People understandably reach out for another chance at happiness and companionship. Indeed, these troubled feelings merit our deep respect and understanding. But the parent’s agenda may conflict with the wishes of the children who need a stable home while growing up. Put succinctly, unlike other social ills such as poverty or community violence, where the interests of parents and children converge, divorce can benefit adults while being detrimental to the needs of children. Our moral vision and our family laws have been built on the assumption that members of a family, big and small, have the same interests. But divorce challenges this assumption straight on. We have been reluctant to face this dilemma in its full complexity. I will take up this issue of when and whether to divorce or stay together for the children’s sake in coming pages. I believe guidelines can be drawn from the life stories you are about to read. I also address whether new policies and practices by the courts and parents could better meet both the wishes of parents and the needs of children. Can we do things better is the core question of this work.


Who This Book Is For


THIS BOOK IS written for those of you who grew up in divorced families and want to know why you feel and act the way you do. Each of you believes that your suffering was unique. You’ve struggled with inner conflicts and fears whose source you don’t comprehend. You’ve lived for years with fear of loss and the worry that if you’re happy, it’s only a prelude to disaster. You fear change because deep down you believe it can only be for the worse. You’ve been worried about one or both of your parents all your life, and leaving them has been a nightmare. Like most adult children of divorce, you’ve never confessed to anyone how terrified you are of conflict because the only way you know to handle it is to explode or run away. You’ve lain awake night after night struggling with anxiety about love and commitment. You know far too much about loneliness and too little about lasting friendship. But you were too uncomfortable to mention these feelings because you had no idea that you were part of a large and growing army of millions of young adults who were raised in divorced homes and who share your bewilderment and concerns. The feelings that confuse and trouble you have deep roots in your history. By seeing how your life has been different from that of people raised in good intact families, you will begin to understand these roots for the first time. Your fears may not vanish, but they can surely be muted. That’s my first purpose.


This book is also written for those of you who are married to a child of divorce. Why is it that in dealing with your spouse you so often feel as if you’re walking on eggs? Why do you have to be so careful about even trivial disagreements, and why is it so hard to change your plans? In deciding to have children, you may have run into an emotional blockade, and when it comes to getting along with your spouse’s family, the complications never cease. Your spouse has deep anxieties that seem strangely out of sync in such an otherwise highly functioning person. But if you can understand your spouse and accommodate to special needs, he or she will be profoundly grateful. Children of divorce have not had many people in their lives who understand how scared they sometimes get in situations that others take for granted.


And, of course, this book is written for those parents who are standing at the crossroads. Should you decide to divorce, what will happen to your children and how can you help them? Should you decide to stay together, what will be the price for you and your children who grow up in an unhappy marriage? I have drawn on many decades of research on divorce to offer advice to parents at the time of the breakup and during the years that follow. I have spelled out how to tell children of your decision to divorce. This is very important in setting the stage for the postdivorce family. Your child will never forget what you say (or fail to say) and the emotional ambience of the family meeting. I also explain in detail how to choose a custody arrangement that will benefit you and your child, and how to modify this arrangement as the child grows and her needs and interests change. Among the many issues I discuss is how to help your child when there has been violence in the home; many children witness it as the marriage comes to a stormy end and people who would not normally strike one another do so with abandon. I have been concerned for many years about the child’s sense that as a child of divorce she has fewer rights and less influence on her life compared to her friends in intact families; I suggest many ways that parents can help the child feel she is loved and respected. Finally, I have some special advice about remarriage and building relationships between a child and a stepparent. All of these issues are central to the child’s well-being in the divorced family and are areas of concern for which the parent has very little preparation or guidance.


Finally, I have another important audience in mind. This book is also written for concerned judges, attorneys, mediators, and mental health professionals who work with the courts and families. All of you are caught in dilemmas created by a legal system that gives priority to the rights of parents but is mandated to protect children. I invite you to hear the voices of these young adults who have grown up under the policies of our legal system. Few of you have ever had the opportunity to find out what happens to such children after agreements—in which they have no voice—are signed, sealed, and delivered. This is your chance to hear from these children. They speak from the heart.


I begin with the rest of Karen’s story.





PART ONE



Parallel Universes: Karen and Gary





ONE



When a Child Becomes the Caregiver


   Karen James’s visit drove me to continue probing the long-term effects of divorce on children. The minute she left, I went to my study and drew out her family’s record to refresh my memory. I have copious files on each family member in our study, including verbatim transcripts of past interviews, letters from teachers, notes describing dollhouse play, children’s drawings, comments from parents about their own lives and their beliefs about their children, comments from children showing an astonishing difference in perceptions, and my own margin notes about what each family represents. The first item that caught my eye was a drawing Karen had done when we met. (Children’s drawings often tell you what they are feeling and reveal far more than spoken words.) Karen had depicted each member of her family in meticulous detail—her mother, father, eight-year-old brother Kevin, and six-year-old sister Sharon. Dressed in bright colors, they were standing very close together, each smiling broadly. Even the cat was smiling. “My Family” was printed across the top in large block letters. I was intrigued by Karen’s capacity to maintain an image of serenity in her drawing because by now I was privy to the shrieking disorganization in her family life. Karen’s wish for peace and family togetherness was poignantly clear. As I was to learn, this was the central desire of her life.


The James divorce totally bewildered the children. Though on a rocky course for several years, the marriage was functioning (in the children’s eyes) and family life seemed pretty stable. The father made a good living as a dermatologist who worked long hours in a private practice with four other physicians. The mother was furious at her husband, complaining that he was never available, spent zero time with the children, was cold and aloof as a husband and incompetent as a lover. He paid almost no attention to what he called her “yammering.” She was a strikingly beautiful woman who worked part-time in an upscale floral shop making elegant, expensive flower arrangements. The job engaged her artistic streak and enabled her to be at home in the afternoons when the children got home from school. She was a strict, demanding mother. He was an emotionally distant father—when he was around. The parents yelled at one another, barking grievances that made no sense to the children, but there was never any talk of divorce. As the three siblings told me, Sturm und Drang were part of normal family life.


The real storm began with the sudden traumatic death of Mrs. James’s mother, who was killed in a highway accident. Mrs. James collapsed with grief. She had depended on her mother for advice, affection, and help in maintaining the social façade of a happy marriage. The death precipitated an agitated depression in Mrs. James, who became increasingly angry at the world and critical of everyone around her. She turned to her husband for solace, love, compassion, and sexual intimacy. He became the chief target of her rage because he did not provide the help she needed. Quarrels that were part of the marriage began to magnify and cascade as the anger took on a life of its own. Soon their life was nothing but a series of arguments, each louder than the next. Dr. James was badly frightened by the intensity of his wife’s needs and withdrew further. Reeling from both losses, she attacked him more and more wildly. Stung by her loud accusations of his failings, he countered with accusations of infidelity, long-standing frigidity, and incompetent mothering. As best I could make out, the final trigger was Dr. James’s departure for a two-day dermatology convention. Consumed by her anger, she impulsively sought legal counsel and filed for divorce.


As I looked over the record and searched my memory, I was surer than ever that the James’s quarrels had more passion than content. They were not fighting over infidelity—which was apparently old hat—so much as wanting to hurt each other. Each heatedly denied the other’s accusations. Yet, like so many divorcing couples, they fought savagely, as the children looked on helplessly or ran away and hid. As happens in many families, there was no disagreement around child custody or visiting. Mrs. James would have done anything to irritate her husband, including making him take the kids—as long as that is what he did not want.


Anger Doesn’t End with Divorce


THE MARRIAGE WAS dissolved amid rising chaos within the family. The parents’ fury at each other did not subside over the years that followed, although it was never fought out in the courts. This is a familiar situation for those of us who work with divorcing couples. Contrary to what most people think (including attorneys and judges), the vast majority of divorcing parents do not drag their conflicts into the courtroom. The 10 to 15 percent of couples who do fight in court consume the lion’s share of our attention but they do not represent the norm.1 Most parents negotiate a divorce settlement, decide on custody arrangements, and go their separate ways. Unfortunately, many of them stay intensely angry with one another. In our study, a third of the couples were fighting at the same high pitch ten years after their divorce was final. Their enduring anger stemmed from continued feelings of hurt and humiliation fueled by new complaints (child support is too burdensome or too little) and jealousy over new, often younger partners. The notion that divorce ends the intense love/hate relationship of the marriage is another myth of our times. Like many divorced people, Karen’s mother frequently called her ex-husband and got into shouting matches. As a result, the children were exposed to the hurt and anger that led to the breakup throughout their growing up years. Millions of children today experience the same unrelenting drama of longing and anger that refuses to die.


It is, of course, hard to know how often divorce is precipitated by factors outside the marriage. I have seen a good number of such instances. Indeed, it is one of the common causes—or more precisely, final triggers—of divorce, yet few people seem to recognize its importance. Whenever people are shaken by a serious loss in their lives—be it the termination of a job, death of a parent, serious illness in a child, or any grievous event that can evoke powerful and primitive passions—the bereaved person will turn to their spouse for comfort. If the partner responds with understanding and tenderness, the marriage can be forever enriched. But the tragedy can also split people apart when the bereaved person is deeply disappointed in the partner’s response and feels rejected in his or her hour of greatest need. Grief turns to rage as the two people end up irrationally blaming the other—one for not having empathy, the other for making insatiable demands. The initial loss is soon compounded, anger and accusations take over, and the marriage cascades downward. Mrs. James followed this script to the letter.


It’s especially tragic when divorce occurs as the sequel to a serious life crisis. The suffering person loses whatever support there was in the marriage and confronts the transition from marriage to singlehood in a depleted state. The children are badly frightened and apprehensive about what lies ahead. It’s as if the entire family at its weakest point is expected to deal with an earthquake and its aftershocks.


What happened to this family is instructive. Many people, including lawyers, judges, and mediators, don’t understand how often in divorce seemingly rational complaints cloak powerful, irrational feelings. Or they assume that the complaints always reflect anger at the spouse and not some other deep sadness. However familiar Mrs. James’s marital troubles sounded to her attorney, her anger did not arise from the marriage per se but from a secondary loss that fueled her rage. Ideally, her grief over her mother’s sudden death and her inability to mourn should have been addressed before she moved ahead to make thoughtful decisions about her divorce and her children.


This is the kind of rage that can last for decades after divorce and it is the kind of anger that leaves lasting residue on a child’s personality. As an adult, Karen is terrified of conflict because it’s so dangerous. But we’re getting ahead of our story.


Becoming a Caregiver Child


SIX MONTHS AFTER the divorce, Dr. James married a much younger woman whom the children liked very much. She was lively, funny, and did not try to intrude into their lives as a rule-making stepmother but rather befriended them and treated them warmly. Unfortunately, Dr. James carried some baggage into his second marriage and it, too, was stormy, featuring many unexplained weekend departures by the second wife. Three years later, she kissed the children good-bye and left to marry another man. “I was a basket case,” Dr. James told me during one of our follow-up interviews. The children were stunned, bereft of explanation for the second loss in their family life.


Nor did Mrs. James find much happiness in the years after her divorce. She had several love affairs followed by a second marriage. The new husband, who ran a landscape business, could not tolerate the children and soon grew bored with his pretty wife. The marriage lasted less than five years, throwing the mother into continued turmoil.


For Karen, the legacy of divorce was that she moved into the role of substitute parent for her younger siblings and of confidante and adviser to her troubled mother and father. It was an entirely new role for this child who, like many others before the divorce, had been leading a fairly protected life. Yet Karen undertook the classic role of caregiver or “parentified” child with aplomb and grace. In fact, she was a model parent. “My brother is scared of a lot of things,” she once warned me.


“What is he scared of?”


“Of the dark. Of going upstairs. Of being alone. I try to take care of him. I go into his room every night, so he won’t cry.” Many young girls voluntarily move to fill the vacuum created by parents who collapse emotionally, and sometimes physically, after divorce. The caregiver child’s job, as she defines it, is to keep the parent going by acting in whatever capacity is needed—mentor, adviser, nurse, confidante. The range is wide depending on the parent’s need and the child’s perception. One ten-year-old in this group got up regularly with her insomniac mother at midnight to watch television and drink beer. She frequently stayed home from school to make sure that her mother would not become depressed and suicidal or take the car out when she was drinking. A father told me how his twelve-year-old daughter had packed his clothing, helped him to find an apartment, and arranged to do his shopping. She called him nightly to make sure that he had gotten home safely, and to beg him to stop smoking. Although most caregivers are girls, we’ve seen several dramatic instances of boys who undertook similar roles. One fourteen-year-old boy, whose mother abandoned the family, stopped going to school and undertook all of his mother’s responsibilities, including shopping, cooking, cleaning, and caring for his father who was in a state of collapse. Such children soon sacrifice their friends, school activities, and, most important, their sense of being children—childhood itself. In return, they gain a sense of pride and the feeling that they have saved a parent’s life. When there are siblings at home, the caretaker child moves forthrightly into the parental role and takes charge of running the house, making dinners, seeing that homework is done, putting little ones to bed, cleaning bathrooms late at night. Karen was well suited for this caretaking job and quickly learned to keep her own feelings under tight control. To her great credit, Karen had enormous compassion for both of her parents and was especially comforting to her mother, who in turn acknowledged how much she depended on her ten-year-old.


With no hint of embarrassment, Mrs. James told me, “Karen takes care of me. She understands me without words.” Like most parents who come to rely heavily on their children, she had little or no awareness of the child’s heavy sacrifice of her own playtime and friendships. She wasn’t aware of the fact that Karen was missing school and not paying attention to classroom work. Instead, she spoke as if Karen were an adult or even a much older person. “When she sees me sitting alone in the evening, she knows that I feel sad and she puts her arms around me. She is also very wise. She told me to get rid of my boyfriend. ‘He will only hurt you,’ she said. I’ve learned to listen to her.”


And who, I wondered, does Karen turn to for soothing words? Who does she have to comfort her in the years following divorce? Or does she gradually learn to block her own feelings and needs because they are too painful?


Karen told me how she liked to sit alone in her grandmother’s garden where it was quiet and she felt safe. I regretted that she didn’t have many friends but was pleased to hear she had at least this one oasis. I remember Karen years later telling me, “My grandmother saved my life.”


There’s no way for a sensitive child to see her mother cry or her father fall into depression without worrying that she’s the cause of it—and so she takes full responsibility for her mother’s tears and father’s moods. I watched Karen with a feeling of great helplessness, realizing there was nothing I could do to alleviate her pain or slake her thirst for protection. I remember once asking her, “What will you be when you grow up, Karen?”


She blushed. “I want to work with children who are blind or retarded or who can’t speak.” I thought of Karen’s mother who sat alone and cried, of her brother who was afraid of the dark, of all the sorrowful people in this family, including herself, whom this amazing child wanted to rescue and I almost cried.


When a child forfeits her childhood and adolescence to take on responsibilities for a parent, her capacity to enjoy her life as a young person, develop close friendships, and cultivate shared interests is sacrificed. Beyond this loss, there is a major psychological hazard if the upside-down dependence goes on too long. The child may become trapped into feeling that she alone must rescue the troubled parent. When she attends to her own needs and wishes, she feels guilty and undeserving. This happens if the parent’s unhappiness continues for years and the parent comes to rely on the child for comfort or when the child herself assumes the role and won’t give it up. Whatever its origins, the child feels obliged to care for the parent in whatever capacity is needed—as caregiver, companion, mentor, or the person who keeps depression at bay. Karen said, “My mom has no one. Only me.”


As strange as this sounds, many of these youngsters believe that it’s their duty to keep their parent alive. Without them, the parent would die. This is an awesome responsibility, especially for a child who has no one to confide in. It is far beyond the kind of help a devoted child gives to a parent in a temporary crisis, divorce or otherwise. It is an overburdening that seriously inhibits the child’s freedom to separate normally and to lead a healthy adolescence. Bound to the troubled parent by unbreakable strands of love, compassion, guilt, and self-sacrifice, the child is not free to leave home emotionally or to follow her heart in love or marriage. In fact, the parents and siblings may not feel able to function without her. They may cling to her and block her exit. As I was to learn later, many of these child caregivers reinstalled the rescue relationship that they had with their parents into their adult relationships with the opposite sex. This is a serious long-term consequence of divorce for those who become caught up in the caregiver role.


The Diminished Parent


BY THE TIME Karen was fifteen, her home situation had changed very little. She made no waves in high school and got just passing grades. Her teachers described her as being quiet, reserved, and ladylike. They made no inquiries about her frequent absences, perhaps assuming too easily that someone at home was ill and she was needed. Clearly she was not working to her potential. How could she?


Again I asked Karen about her plans for the future and she replied in what had become her customary grave, thoughtful manner. “I’d like to get married and maybe have kids. But you never know, you might get a divorce. I don’t ever want that.”


To understand how divorce affects children over the long haul, we need to explore the fact that the divorced family is not just a cut-off version of the two-parent family. The postdivorce family is a new family form that makes very different demands on each parent, each child, and each of the many new adults who enter the family orbit. For millions of American children the experience of growing up—of simply being a child—has changed. For millions of adults, the experience of being a parent has been radically transformed.


The first thing we need to acknowledge is the close link between the marital bond and the parent-child relationship. Every parent and child knows this is true. When the marriage is working and the couple is content, the parent-child relationship is nourished and rewarded by the parents’ love and appreciation for each other and supported by their cooperation. But when the tie is severed, the break sends messages throughout the system that quickly reach the children. The first message is that parenting is diminished. The adults are now each on their own and occupied with building separate lives. How will I manage and where am I going and how can I put my life together?


How does this diminished parenting show up? Ask any child of divorce. In every domain of the child’s life, parents are less available and less organized, provide fewer dinners together or even clean clothing, and do not always carry out regular household routines or help with homework or offer soothing bedtime rituals. But the big picture is more troublesome than the details. When the marriage breaks, children take on a new meaning for their parents. They may become a much heavier burden. Or they are an unfortunate residue from a dream that failed. Or they may give hope and meaning to a parent’s life.


After divorce a surprising number of otherwise well-functioning adults reach out to children for help with their grown-up problems. In Karen’s case, this kind of behavior became the norm, leading her into the role of caretaker child. But in many families, the reversal of parent and child roles is more or less temporary, albeit shocking. One father told me that he revealed all his business and personal plans in Castro-like lectures to his seven-year-old son who “understands everything.” In our playroom, this child’s play consisted of running a Mack truck over a little car. Parents who are otherwise mature and responsible in their social and professional commitments will choose to be vulnerable in front of their children. Suddenly they place tremendous stock in the child’s opinion—even when the child knows absolutely nothing about the issue at hand. Thus the adult will ask for advice about a lover, how and where to live, whether or not to remarry, and whom to choose. Others share their disappointments in love with very young children. I was startled when Sammy, who was four, comforted his grieving mother whose lover had just left by saying, “He shouldn’t quit in the middle. That’s not right.”
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