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Introduction

YOU MARRIED THE LOVE of your life, your best friend, and sweetheart rolled into one, with the hope and expectation of living happily ever after, vowing until death you do part. Now, here you are, months or years or decades later, flattened by a deathblow to your heart, as the harsh reality or strong possibility of divorce strikes you with its merciless fist.

Maybe it’s been a long while brewing and you’ve finally reached the end of your rope, no longer willing or able to hang in there, waiting for things to change or for a better time to end it. Maybe you both saw it coming and worked hard to prevent it, but now you’ve realized you’re beating a dead horse and you’ve got nothing left to give. Maybe the blow caught you by surprise, knocking the wind out of you and sending you reeling to the floor—your spouse’s out-of-the-blue confession that he wants out. Or worse, a stranger showed up unannounced and handed you a piece of paper telling you that, ready or not, like it or not, the end of your marriage has already begun . . . without you. Then again, maybe you’ve simply come to the liberating conclusion that, for whatever reason, you’re just not into it anymore.

No matter how or why or when you got to this crossroads, divorce is tough. Really tough. Mike Tyson, George Foreman, Mohammad Ali tough. And anyone who tells you otherwise isn’t telling you the truth. The simple truth is this: More often than not, divorce is a scrappy fight to the finish that can turn your ix one-time sweetheart and best friend into a sour brute and your worst enemy. And divorce is anything but simple. It involves and impacts every aspect of your life—not to mention the lives of any children involved—not only during and immediately after the divorce, but for years afterward, often the rest of your lives. Even when a split is “amicable,” you can sustain a beating and not even realize the extent of the damage until after the fact, when it’s too late to even the score.

To survive a divorce—to get through, over, and beyond it without losing your sanity or your shirt—you’ve got to approach it like a prizefighter. You’ve got to condition and prepare yourself to go the full nine rounds and leave the ring intact, on your feet, and ready for a rematch. You’ve got to assemble a solid team in your corner to keep you healthy, safe, and motivated—so you can stay focused on the fight and the prize. You’ve got to hook up with a professional coach who can help you to anticipate and avert your opponent’s blows and guide you to a decisive victory.

How do I know this simple, if vicious, truth? Because I’ve experienced it firsthand, in different capacities: twice as a contender, once as an up-close-and-personal ringside spectator, and more times than I can count as a coach. During the more than twenty years I’ve practiced matrimonial law, I’ve represented almost 2,000 women in their divorces and been involved with or studied the cases of countless others. I’ve also battled through my own two divorces and witnessed the dissolution of my parents’ marriage. Divorce has been a central part of my life for a long time, and very rarely in my experience has the woman not had to fight for her rights and future.

Granted, not all divorces become Battles Royale. Some, the minority, are relatively civil and straightforward, mere fistcuffs that leave hurt feelings and minor bruises but no serious or lasting damage. Others, the majority, are contentious and complicated bouts decided only after several rounds of knockdown drag-outs, leaving both sides saddled with penalties and injuries. Then there are the malicious, extreme-competition matches that no one truly “wins” and that leave the participants, including the sparring couple’s children, battered and scarred. One of those is too many for any lifetime, and I do everything within my power as an attorney to spare my clients that kind of bloodbath.

In contrast, the divorces in my personal life have been relatively benign—in large part due to the judicious manner in which they were handled. Still, they were painful. And both my parents’ divorce and my own divorces left an indelible mark on me, which has enabled me to empathize with the women I’ve represented and to go to battle for them and their children.

“What about the kids?” is the question foremost on the minds of most women facing divorce. As numerous studies have shown, the way in which people conduct themselves immediately before, during, and after a divorce plays a major role in how well children recover from divorce. Of course, no child of divorce is completely unaffected by it, including me.

I was sixteen when my parents split up, at a time in life when fitting in seemed paramount and a time in society when the word divorce was spoken in hushed tones. None of my friends had mothers who’d moved out, leaving their husbands to raise the children, as mine had. My father did an admirable job of raising my two sisters and me, and my mother continued to be an important part of our lives. Still, my family stuck out like a sore thumb in our suburban neighborhood, and the transition to our reconstructed life was sometimes bumpy. What I didn’t realize then but came to appreciate later was that it could have been a lot worse had my parents not come to terms without going to court or stayed in a dysfunctional marriage.

Nevertheless, I left home for college swearing I’d never marry. Then love walked in the door, and at age nineteen I said “I do.” Four years later, we said our goodbyes. We were naive, without assets, and childless. I got lucky: the bout was short and clean, and I walked away relatively unscathed.

Soon after, I finished my law degree and opened my matrimonial law practice. Over the last two decades, I have represented a broad cross-section of clients, primarily women and their children, in divorce and other family law actions. I’ve also served as the attorney for the National Organization for Women’s (NOW) divorce clinic in New York City for over sixteen years, written articles on divorce law for numerous publications, and I lecture on divorce law. This extensive experience, coupled with my personal thirst for justice and my competence in the courtroom, usually results in victory for my clients. Even when facing a large law firm—in what might seem like a featherweight taking on a heavyweight—I’ve frequently been able to successfully champion my client’s cause, often to the surprise of my less-agile opponent.

Though my career has been a focal point of my life, I eventually met my second husband. We wed four years into our relationship, and after the pain and loss of several miscarriages, we celebrated the miracle of our daughter’s birth. We raised her together for eight years, until our marriage crumbled. My husband and I worked out joint custody arrangements in which our daughter has ongoing input. She spends a substantial amount of time with her father, with whom I remain on good terms.

My second divorce wrenched my heart and was more involved than the first. But it went as smoothly and successfully as I could have hoped—for several reasons: because my child’s father is a reasonable man whose primary interest, like mine, is our daughter’s well-being. Because I had the emotional support and legal expertise I needed to face any foe. Because I knew my rights and my child’s rights—and was ready, willing, and able to fight for them. Because I knew—from years of hammering out complex divorce settlements and battling adversarial spouses in court on my clients’ behalf—exactly what the stakes were and how to fight to win.

You deserve no less. And doing any less would be a disservice, at best, and could be disastrous to you and your children. Entering a divorce ring without the right attitude, preparation, and professional coaching puts you at a serious disadvantage. One that could leave you lying on the mat with the stuffing knocked out of you, wondering what the heck happened. One that could leave you walking around for years to come, nursing the wounds and wearing the telltale scars of a horribly mismatched fight.

“Well, my divorce won’t be like that,” I can almost hear some of you say (only because I’ve heard the divorce stories of so many women). “My husband and I have agreed to work this out fairly and squarely. Neither of us wants this to drag on or to drag each other through the muck. No one wants to hurt anybody here.” Riiight. And it could be right. But odds are it’s not. This country is filled with women whose lives have been seriously compromised or ruined because they did not aggressively fight for the divorce outcome they deserved and had the legal and moral right to. This harsh reality is substantiated by a slew of divorce statistics and studies and by legal, financial, and psychological experts. In my own experience, some of the most brutal divorce cases I’ve handled are those of women who sought legal counsel late in the game, after they’d already taken a beating and lost several rounds.

But for the sake of argument, let’s say that your husband is a really great guy with the best intentions and that the two of you have talked it over and pledged to end your marriage peacefully and equitably. Given the stakes involved—your and your children’s welfare and futures—this is one time when better safe than sorry is a lot more than a tired old cliché. It should be your mantra, your guiding force, as you decide whether, when, and how to put up your dukes in the divorce arena.

The three biggest and most common mistakes that women facing divorce make are:

1. Underestimating their opponent (namely, their spouse and their spouse’s lawyer)

2. Underestimating the lasting impact divorce will have on their and their children’s futures

3. Underestimating their own power in determining the outcome of their divorce

In other words, by “playing nice,” they often get hammered and come out on the short end of the stick. That is why I’ve written this book, a bout-by-bout, round-by-round, blow-by-blow guide to Championship Divorcing that lays out how to hit him where it hurts—smack dab on the side of justice. Think of this book as your personal divorce trainer, coaching you on how to prepare, proceed, and prevail—regardless of who takes the first swing and who’s “at fault.” Regardless of whether you have children, a prenup, a job, a business, extreme wealth, or extreme debt. Regardless of whether you’re in a marriage or an unmarried domestic partnership.

As a child of divorce, a divorcee, the mother of a child of divorce, and a seasoned divorce attorney who’s successfully represented women in every conceivable matrimonial dispute, I know what you’re going through and what you’re up against. And I know that with the right preparation and representation, you can get through this in one piece, claim your victory, and move on to a better, brighter future.

So put on your spunkiest tank top and boxing shorts (it’s amazing what a feisty attitude can do!) and meet me in chapter one for your first training session at the Take No Prisoners Divorce Camp.

—Sherri Donovan, Esq.




Chapter 1 
Are You Ready to Rumble?

“In true courage there is always an element of choice, of an ethical choice, and of anguish, and also of action and deed. There is always a flame of spirit in it, a vision of some necessity higher than oneself.”

—Brenda Ueland, Strength to Your Sword Arm 

DIVORCE DOES NOT BEGIN when you or your spouse files a legal petition to dissolve your marriage. Nor when one of you moves out. Nor even when one (or both) of you throws down the gauntlet and announces, “I want a divorce.” Divorce begins when either (or both) of you decide, silently and within yourself, that you no longer want to be in the marriage. That agonizing decision arises from an internal evaluation process in which you study the situation from several angles and weigh all your thoughts and feelings about it—like a prizefighter getting ready for a championship bout. This crucial sizing-up stage marks the start of any divorce or separation process. And it is to your advantage to do it before you jump into the ring.

When facing the reality or possibility of divorce, you will be forced to make tough decisions. And you must make these choices alone—without your husband’s input or consensus— based solely on what is best for you. This might feel unnatural and uncomfortable to you, given that you’re probably accustomed to making major life decisions with your mate and, if you’re like most women, to putting your needs at the bottom of the list. But it is absolutely imperative.

First and foremost, you must decide whether you’re going to fight (or fight back) . . . or just take it on the chin and let fate—or your opponent and his attorney—decide how the bout will be fought and how you will live in its aftermath.

POW!
ON THE FENCE? YOU’RE NOT ALONE 
At any given moment, 28 million people (one-fifth of American adults) are debating whether to stay in or leave a marriage.

The Brutal Truth about Divorce

Marriage is an emotional, moral, social, and spiritual commitment. It is also a lifestyle, a cohabitation agreement, and a business partnership. Dissolving such a complex relationship— sorting out how each aspect of a shared life will now be sliced, diced, and divvied up—is a complicated and lengthy process packed with raw emotion. Stripped down to its boxer shorts, it is a civil lawsuit against one’s mate. Just the thought of that can make you weak in the knees. But don’t let it derail you. When a marriage is embattled, the last place you want to be is hanging on the ropes, where the aggressor can move in unchallenged and pummel you to a pulp before you realize what hit you.

Though every marriage and every divorce is unique, the starting bell for all separations and divorces rings when one partner decides to call a time out, or just call it quits—and then makes it official by filing a petition in court. Once that first decision is made, a flurry of others soon follows:

• Who goes and who stays in your current residence?

• Who gets custody of any children and pets?

Will you need to defend your parental fitness?

• Will you have to sell your home?

• How will you survive financially during the divorce?

• How will you pay your legal fees?

• Do you need a protective order to prevent your spouse from harming you, your children, your assets, your reputation, your credit?

• Who pays which bills?

• Who gets what property?

• What about child support? Who pays? How much? When?

• How? For how long?

• Will you need, or be required to pay, spousal maintenance or palimony?

• How will insurances, pensions, wills, and taxes be handled?

• How will the divorce impact any inheritance you or your spouse might have?

• How will you split or sell or otherwise handle any business you own together?

If you are not properly informed and prepared—emotionally, mentally, physically, financially, and legally—you cannot make good decisions, much less fight for them. And odds are that you’ll have to fight for the outcome you want, deserve, and are entitled to.

Statistics show that the majority of divorces are adversarial— meaning, one or both parties consider the other to be an adversary who opposes (or is expected to oppose) the divorce, the grounds for divorce, the settlement terms, or all of the above. What do couples fight over? You name it, and some couple somewhere has gone to blows over it in divorce court. But the most common “fighting words” are children and money.

To add insult to injury, the fight isn’t always fair. Some spouses go a little bonkers in the divorce ring and do vengeful and bizarre things you’d never expect from a rational human being— like biting their opponent’s rear (figuratively and financially) by driving up debt and selling and hiding assets or lying to assassinate their spouse’s character in a child custody battle. Overzealous and unscrupulous attorneys (which, fortunately, are few and far between, but, unfortunately, are out there) will do almost anything to win, especially when the client has given his attorney license to maim. To further complicate matters, some divorce laws are biased or vague; matrimonial laws change; and some judges play favorites. So if you don’t possess or hire the legal expertise you need to take on the complex and less-than-perfect judicial system, you can get seriously worked over.

The more extensive, convoluted, and protracted your case, the longer it will take to resolve. The longer and the more legal proceedings it takes to resolve, the higher the cost, not only in legal expenses but also in terms of the toll it takes on you and your family. The cost of not putting up a good fight, however, can far exceed your attorney’s fees (which, by the way, your husband may be required to pay, as discussed in Chapter 4). In fact, failing to arm yourself with adequate legal power can undermine your financial security and your family’s well-being for years to come.

Questions to Ask Yourself Before Throwing in the Towel 

Think about the following things before proceeding:

• Is it safe for you (and your children, if you have them) to stay?

Do you believe that ending your marriage is your best or only option?

• Do you think or know your spouse wants out?

What are the advantages of staying?

• What are the disadvantages or risks of staying?

• What are the advantages of leaving?

• What are the disadvantages or risks of leaving?

• Is there another option to divorce or separation, such as marriage counseling, that you and your spouse are both willing and able to try?

• Are you ready, willing, and able to stand up and fight for the outcome you want?

Why So Many Women File for Divorce 

The United States has the highest divorce rate in the world, with about 50 percent of first marriages and 60 percent of second marriages ending in divorce.

Of the more than 1 million divorces granted each year, 60 to 85 percent are initiated by women—more than two to three times the number initiated by men. The opposite was true back in what folks in certain quarters refer to as the “good old days,” when virtually all divorces were initiated by men and women essentially had the legal rights and social status of chattel— property belonging to their husbands. When women finally gained certain civil liberties and began joining the work force in large numbers, they also gained the economic ability, legal protection (such as child and spousal support laws), and confidence to recover from divorce. Consequently, the rate of divorces initiated by women increased dramatically, and accordingly, so did the rate of divorce overall.

Some social critics blame the high rate of divorce and divorces initiated by women on the “walk-away wife syndrome,” a moniker coined by journalist Paul Akers in 1996 to describe what he viewed as the cavalier manner in which many modern women end their marriages. He and others have claimed that many American women divorce for frivolous reasons—for example, out of boredom or simple Mars-Venus differences.

While there are, always have been, and always will be people— both men and women alike—who seek to dissolve their marriages for selfish and superficial reasons, the majority of women have ample grounds for divorce. Adultery. Incompatibility. Domestic violence. Neglect. Desertion. Fraud. Insanity. Emotional detachment. Incarceration. Substance abuse. Mental cruelty. Financial irresponsibility.

The dirty-laundry list goes on and on, and each offense is an assault on the marriage.

Rarely does a single act of misconduct by one’s spouse or a short period of marital discord instigate a divorce. Most divorces result from a history of detrimental behavior, thoughts, and emotions. And the decision to divorce is made—yes, usually by the woman—only after considerable effort to “fix” things and careful consideration of all involved.

Sometimes a single event does trigger the decision to divorce: Discovering your husband is cheating on you. Getting shoved against the wall for the first (or final) time. Being humiliated by your spouse’s drunken antics at a social function. Seeing your child’s face crumple in pain when his father (or stepfather) flings cruel words at him, or worse. Not being considered, much less consulted, before your spouse makes a major purchase or career decision.

In reality, these and other divorce-invoking incidents are the last blow to an already fractured marriage. Then suddenly the truth hits you like a closed fist: I want out. Or your spouse beats you to the punch and hands you your walking papers.

By the time you’ve reached that turning point, you’re apt to feel like you’ve already been through a nasty street fight. You may feel emotionally, physically, and spiritually spent. You may have withdrawn from family and friends and withheld your marital problems from them, making you feel all the more vulnerable, like you’re standing alone in the ring. Your financial footing may also be shaky. In that condition, the thought of engaging in a whole new fight—one with huge stakes and lots of unknowns—may fill you with fear and dread.

So you might vacillate and hesitate, wondering what to do next, pondering all the what-ifs, and avoiding making a decision. At least, that’s what most women on the verge or in the throes of divorce do. We women tend to be masters of worry, empathy, and guilt—both by nature and because of our assigned and assumed roles in society. We also tend to gather and process as much information as possible before making major life decisions, which is a good thing when it comes to divorce. On the flip side, women have a tendency to let emotion override reason in matters of the heart. And letting your emotions get the better of you in a divorce can cost you big time.

Don’t get me wrong: Emotion, if properly channeled, can serve you well, giving you the gumption to stand up for and look out for yourself and your kids. But if emotion—whether anger or anxiety or affection—isn’t accompanied by a clear mind and solid muscle, it can disable you from making good decisions and following through with them.

Signs You Might Be Heading for the Divorce Ring 

Here are some telltale signs to watch for:

• One or both of you are being verbally and/or physically abusive toward the other.

• One or both of you are having an affair.

• You and your spouse argue vehemently and cast blame over unresolved conflicts, with little or no regard for the other’s feelings and with no real effort or seeming desire to resolve problems.

• You and your spouse bicker frequently about petty things.

• One or both of you is highly critical of the other.

• One or both of you are indifferent toward and make a concerted effort to avoid the other.

• The level of intimacy between the two of you has decreased significantly.

• Exchanges of affection, compliments, inside jokes, and sexual relations between you and your spouse have diminished.

• You and your spouse spend little time together, are absent from the family home more than normal, and attend few family gatherings and social events together.

• One or both of you is pursuing new interests and friends independent of the other.

• One or both of you are evasive, secretive, or controlling about finances.

• When you’re not around your spouse, you feel more confident, relaxed, happy, and more “yourself.”

• One or both of you has envisioned, threatened, or taken steps toward a separation or divorce.


POW!
AN EASY DECISION? NOT EVEN CLOSE 
Many women feel trapped in abusive or unhappy marriages because they believe or fear that:

• They cannot afford to leave and make it on their own.

• Their husband will get custody of their children.

• Their spouse will never go away and leave them alone.



How Women and Children Fare After Divorce 

The bare-knuckled truth is that no one comes out of a divorce unscathed. Divorce hurts. A lot. And it injures everyone involved. So does a miserable or dysfunctional marriage, especially one in which conflict and chaos are a way of life or a family member is being neglected, mistreated, or abused.

Here are some facts, stats, and expert opinions about the outcome of divorce that you might want to consider when determining your best moves from this point forward:

• Eight-five percent of mothers are awarded custody.

• The number of custodial fathers has increased 25 percent since the 1980s.

• After a divorce or separation, the standard of living for the average woman decreases 30 to 45 percent, while the average man’s standard of living increases 10 percent.

• Fifty percent of custodial parents are awarded child support.

• Less than half of custodial parents who are awarded child support receive the full amount; 25 percent receive little or nothing.

• Nearly 45 percent of children living with a divorced mother live at or near the poverty level.

• Five percent of women are stalked by their estranged or former spouses.

• Women remarry later and less often than do men.

• Two-thirds of women and half of men report being “more content with life” five years after a divorce than they’d been before divorce.

• Divorce is most damaging to children when there is chronic conflict between the estranged parents.

• Years after divorce, one-third of ex-spouses still fight over their children.

• Most teens eventually adjust to divorce, but about one-third do not. In those cases, the nastiness of the divorce is the primary cause of unhealthy responses in affected teens.

• Children sustain deep emotional scars when one or both parents grossly neglects or abandons their parental roles postdivorce.

• The parent-child relationship diminishes over time when children see their noncustodial parent less than 35 percent of the time.

• After three years, 52 percent of noncustodial parents rarely see their children.

• Men who have joint legal custody and play active roles in their children’s lives are more compliant with child support.

• Single custodial parents are often closer to their children than they were during marriage.

In general, women experience less stress and transition more smoothly to their postdivorce lives than men do. This is mainly due to three factors:

1. Their self-esteem increases after a divorce.

2. They feel relief that marital problems have ended.

3. They are more likely to seek and accept comfort and support from family and friends.

Divorce Ain’t for Sissies

Divorce is not simply a move-out followed by a few meetings, papers to sign, and a parting of ways. Once you get through the evaluation and decision-making process, which alone can bring you to your knees, you’ve still got eight more rounds to slug your way through.

The eight phases of divorce or separation are:

1. Evaluation

2. Preparation

3. Planning

4. Filing

5. Negotiating

6. Settling

7. Finalization by judge/court

8. Transition

You’ll learn more about each of these stages in later chapters. What you need to know up front is that divorce takes a lot of energy, effort, time, fortitude—and a whole lot out of you.

Going the whole nine rounds can sap you emotionally, physically, and financially. That is why it is wise to prepare yourself for the fight of a lifetime, so that you can walk away victorious, with minimal injuries and the strength left to rebuild and enjoy your life.

Emotional Blows 

Divorce can feel like an unruly, unwelcome intruder that comes storming in with a gym bag full of disturbing and often clashing emotions that it summarily dumps right on you. In fact, some psychologists claim that the only experience more emotionally devastating to adults is the death of a loved one. The emotional storm of divorce typically begins before divorce papers are served and lingers after the final decree is signed, sealed, and delivered. However, emotions tend to be most volatile from the time the legal action is initiated until a settlement is reached.

During a divorce, it is normal to feel angry, sad, anxious, depressed, insecure, or any number of feelings—including love, affection, desire, and, yes, pure hatred, for the estranged spouse. Emotional mishmash comes with the territory—regardless of who throws the first punch.

Initiators of divorce are apt to feel fear, doubt, guilt, resentment, detachment, and impatience—along with longing, exhilaration, and relief. Those on the receiving end often feel shocked, betrayed, insecure, resentful, wistful, apprehensive, victimized, paranoid, and bitterly angry. Some become obsessed with reconciling or with retaliating—and either response bodes trouble in divorce proceedings.

Just as it takes two to tango, it takes two to tangle. You cannot control how your spouse responds to his emotions; you can control only how you respond to your emotions and to his reactions. It is vitally important to attend to your divorce blues so they won’t:

• Prevent you from providing vital emotional support to your children

• Distort the reality of your marital truth

• Cloud your judgment, causing you to make bad decisions

• Detract your focus from the fight

Physical Wear and Tear 

Divorce not only delivers a double whammy to your heart and psyche, it can also wear you down physically. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, marital disrupt is the most powerful predictor of stress-related physical and emotional illness.

The stress that typically accompanies divorce combined with the sheer exertion of “doing it all”—working more to earn money and taking on household responsibilities previously handled by your spouse—often lead to exhaustion and health problems for women going through a divorce. By the time your divorce is finalized, you’ll be past due for a respite—only to be faced with the daunting task of rebuilding your and your family’s lives. Though that initial adjustment period might last only a few months, the full transition usually takes one to four years.

The good news is, you can lighten your load, conserve your strength, and protect your health by preparing yourself for the fight ahead.

Financial Hits 

Meanwhile, regardless of how emotionally spent and physically drained you might be, you’ll need to maintain your “normal” life. That typically means working full- or part-time while also taking care of yourself and your children, household, social obligations, any pets, and finances. For most women, money is a major concern during a divorce, second only to the welfare of their children, and the chief concern is usually, “Will I have enough?”

Unless you are independently wealthy, the loss of or a reduction in your spouse’s financial contribution to your household will impact your ability to meet your and your children’s normal living expenses. During the break up of a marriage, money also tends to disappear. So it is wise to have your own money for emergencies. You may also need money for other reasons, such as to leave an abusive situation, to establish a new home, to cover bills your spouse should have taken care of but didn’t, and to pay legal fees. Even if your lawyer feels confidant you’ll be awarded support, you may need money to hold you over until your husband is ordered to pay and then actually does.

Divorce Is Not a Spectator Sport

When it comes to your family and friends, divorce is like a pebble—or boulder, as the case may be—tossed into a lake, its effects rippling out to everyone with whom you and your spouse have shared relationships. To those so affected by a divorce, sitting ringside and watching powerlessly as two people tear apart their marriage can be hurtful and uncomfortable. Some will be compelled to take sides. Some will remain loyal to you and your spouse. And some will turn away from you both.

It is impossible to predict how everyone in your life will respond to your divorce, and you will undoubtedly take a few surprise jabs along the way. But knowing what to expect and how to (and not to) respond can help you to minimize the impact of your divorce on people you care about. In subsequent chapters, we’ll talk about how to stay above the fray and how to defend yourself and your family when you can’t. Now, let’s look at some probable effects of divorce on the people closest to you.

Impact on Children 

The greatest tragedy of divorce, in my opinion, is its effect on children. Divorce is never easy or “good” for children. That said, the most recent and reliable studies indicate that children of divorce stand as good a chance as any other kids of leading happy, healthy, productive lives—provided the parents conduct themselves properly before, during, and after the divorce.

The thing that really messes up children is chronic conflict between parents and within the family unit. Conflict wreaks havoc on kids whether the couple stays together or splits up, and living in a home in which there is continuous conflict and stress between the parents can be worse for children than a divorce.

The other thing that wounds children of divorce is having an absentee or neglectful parent. By the same token, growing up in an intact family in which one or both parents grossly neglects or shows little interest in and has little involvement with the child can cause serious harm, too.

Poverty or financial duress during or following divorce can also undermine a child’s emotional, psychological, and physical health, particularly when it results in inadequate nutrition and/or health care. A drop in their standard of living can also be confusing, embarrassing, frightening, and demeaning to children, eroding their sense of well-being and self-worth.

It goes without saying that any abuse—verbal, physical, psychological, sexual—is devastating to children, especially when directed at the child but also when the child witnesses the abuse of a sibling or parent. Abuse is far more damaging to children than divorce, and if the abuse continues after the divorce, the emotional cost to kids is doubled.

Even when none of these harmful factors are present in a divorce, it’s an emotionally trying experience for kids. Most children cannot understand how parents can stop loving each other or wanting to be together. Many feel somehow responsible, especially if the child and/or parenting issues have been a source of conflict between the parents. Children of divorce often feel betrayed and left out, have difficulty trusting, and fear being rejected or abandoned by one or both parents.

Teens tend to cope better during divorce and to adjust better after divorce than do younger children, and girls usually do better than boys. (This assumes the aforementioned harmful factors do not exist.) But all kids are emotionally affected by divorce, including any stepchildren and grandchildren, and even adult children.

As a rule of thumb, putting the children’s interests first and taking the high ground will ensure that you’ve done all within your power to minimize the impact on your kids.

Impact on Extended Families 

Divorce inevitably changes the relationships between you and your in-laws, between your spouse and members of your family, and between the two families. Not surprisingly, divorce usually splits the extended family into two camps: yours and his. That does not mean the two camps are always or frequently at odds, and it certainly is better, especially for the children of the divorcing couple, if everyone stays on mostly friendly terms. But it usually means that any closeness you might have shared with his family and vice versa will diminish.

That can be a huge loss for close-knit extended families, and some might not take well to it. When parents think of their sonin-law or daughter-in-law “like a son” or “like a daughter” or siblings have a brotherly or sisterly connection with an estranged in-law, they are likely to miss that person greatly and worry about his or her well-being. They might also want to keep in contact. Most important, in-laws remain grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins to a divorced couple’s children for life, so they will always have an emotional stake in those relationships.

Most extended family members feel concern, confusion, empathy, and sadness. Some will be shocked, particularly if they were under the impression (however close or far from reality it might be) that you and your spouse are “the perfect couple.” Some will disapprove, because they don’t understand or accept the reasons for the decision or because of religious or moral beliefs. There may be pressure and even interference to stay together “for the sake of the children.”

Some family members might be angry, disappointed, and judgmental. Others might blame and fling accusations and insults at you or your spouse or both. It is also not uncommon for family members, including your own, to avoid you and exclude you. As hurtful as this is, try to remember that they’re hurting, too, and that retaliating can only do more harm. Remember, too, that getting sucked into unnecessary family dramas can drain strength you’ll need to fight for a brighter tomorrow for you and your children.

Most of the time, though, the majority of blood relatives— once they’ve been given the facts of the situation and the time to adjust to the idea—are compassionate and accommodating. They remain loyal and close to their daughter (or son) and usually become her (or his) strongest and most helpful supporters.

Impact on Close Friends 

Just as extended families divide into his and her camps, so, too, will some of the people with whom you and your spouse have socialized as a couple. So be prepared to lose a few friends and for your relationships with others to change.

Friends, colleagues, fellow church members, neighbors, and others within your and your husband’s social circle are likely to experience a range of emotions upon learning of your divorce. Feelings of betrayal, shock, and sadness are common. So are blame and fault-finding, as well as guilt (if your or your husband’s relationship with that person has been a point of contention for your spouse or you).

Unlike family members, social familiars might not make it obvious whose camp they’re in or might ride the fence until circumstances force the issue. Those who don’t come forward early on as clear supporters may hold back for a variety of reasons: a) they are uncomfortable with the situation and don’t know how to handle it, b) they have chosen your spouse’s friendship over yours, c) they believe it’s none of their business, or (d) they are deliberately distancing themselves from you and/or your spouse.

Try not to jump to conclusions or take it personally when friends aren’t as open and friendly as usual, exclude you from social activities, or don’t stay in close contact. Be cordial with these folks but don’t spill your guts to them either—because only time will tell whether these fence-sitters are friend or foe.

Your closest and “true” friends will eventually weigh in with exactly where they stand, and you can count on them to be in your corner, even if they adore your spouse or question your decision. Some will be relieved, and others who disliked or had a strained relationship with your spouse may grow even closer to you after the split. Your best friends will also understand if you’re not as available to them or as pleasant to be around during the divorce. But try not to neglect these friendships, because you’ll need their support to see you through.

Impact on Spouse 

The temptation might be to say, Who cares how he feels? But you probably do care. Most women have at least some degree of empathy for the spouse they are divorcing or who is divorcing them. After all, this is the man you once loved truly, madly, deeply . . . and maybe still do. But even if your partner has been a total dirtbag, and now, frankly, you don’t give a damn how he feels, you should. Here are three good reasons why:

1. If you understand where your spouse is coming from, you can better anticipate his motivation and his moves— and be ready to respond with the most effective offensive or defensive tactic.

2. Contempt breeds contempt. Meaning, if you don’t know or care what his hot buttons are, you’re more likely to push them. Then he’s more likely to push yours. And that can start a senseless flailing match that complicates and prolongs divorce settlements. And that increases legal costs, makes everyone more miserable, and irritates judges.

3. The kids. He’s still their dad. They love him and care about him. If he hurts, they hurt. If he’s upset, they’re upset. If he’s angry, they’re in the line of fire.

Divorce can be an emotional snake pit for men. The loss of intimacy, time with their kids, social identity, disposable income, and often their homes is a big, nasty pill to swallow all at once, often making the emotional adjustment to divorce more difficult for men than for women. When faced with the possibility or threat of divorce, men also tend to resist initially and to invest more energy into saving the marriage. Divorce, then, can feel like an assault on their character, a callous rejection, and a personal failure. It can fill a man with self-doubt and selfloathing, and just as well, fill him with rage and resentment toward his soon-to-be ex.

Whatever your feelings toward your spouse, remember that he has feelings, too. Being aware of and sensitive to them will help you to make better decisions regarding the divorce or separation. It will help make things go smoother and come out better for all of you. Just don’t let your empathy for him blindside you and undermine your and your children’s futures.

A FOCUSED SHE-WARRIOR EMERGES VICTORIOUS

By all appearances, Deborah and Eric were living the American dream. Married fifteen years, they had three great kids, a beautiful home, and a wide circle of friends. Eric had a successful dental practice, which Deborah had helped him start and grow. Deborah was a supportive wife, a devoted and involved mom, and a consummate homemaker. In addition to handling virtually all the parenting and household responsibilities, she also handled all the family finances.

Deborah was devastated when she discovered Eric was having an affair with his young dental hygienist. Nevertheless, she approached her divorce with the same efficiency with which she ran her home. First, she sought emotional support with close friends and a good therapist. Next, she hired an attorney. Then she diligently gathered all of the information and documentation I needed to represent her.
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“This is an important book to read if you're thinking about getting
divorced. It’s a no-nonsense approach to the information you need to
lenow what you deserve and make the process less intimidating.”

Sonia Ossoro, President, the National Organization for Women, NYC
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