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  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  Many former and current patients, colleagues and family members generously granted me permission to use their stories in this book for the purpose of helping others overcome similar situations. I have changed names, dates, and identifying characteristics for literary cohesion and to protect their privacy.


  INTRODUCTION

  Lessons My Family Taught Me

  “Dad, I want to try parasailing before we go home,” my thirteen-year-old son Frank announced on our last day of vacation. “Can you take me?”

  “Yeah, me too,” said Barry, the nine-year-old son of Donna, who I had been dating for eight months. “I really want to go.”

  “Oh?” I asked.

  By that time, Donna and I were already entertaining thoughts of blending our families, so going to Mexico together for a long weekend seemed like a good idea. Her kids liked me; my son liked her, and equally important, Donna and I liked them back. Her thirteen-year-old daughter, Susan, was at camp, so it would just be the four of us, together like this for the first time.

  The first three days were perfect. But on the last morning¸ just as we were finishing breakfast and heading off for our last few hours at the beach, Frank and Barry’s request threw me for an unexpected loop.

  “Barry, you’re too little,” I told him, slowly lifting my foot off the floor in the direction of my mouth. “And besides, I need some private time with Frank to do something special with my son.”

  Barry looked at his mother as if I’d swiped the perfect donut right off his plate. It was true; I wanted one last one-on-one activity with Frank before we left Mexico because under the terms of my divorce, the only extended time I had with him was in the summer. But Barry, like most nine-year-olds, was having none of it. He started crying, which immediately set off Donna.

  “George, if we are going to build a family, everyone has to be treated equally,” she told me. “No one gets his feelings hurt like this. We have to be inclusive.”

  I loved Donna and Barry and wanted our relationship to work. But for years, Frank and I had spent summers bonding as father and son, and he was about to go back to his mother for the school year. I was trying to explain that, but everything I said seemed to make things worse—for everyone. Here I was, a psychiatrist well trained to analyze other people’s family dynamics but I couldn’t do anything right with the people I cared for most.

  Barry continued crying.

  “You’re being so self-centered,” Donna snapped. “We’re over!”

  I was speechless, emotionally tied up in knots as I shifted between blaming the child she was protecting and wanting to cry myself because I was afraid I was losing the person I loved.

  “You don’t understand how sensitive Barry is right now,” Donna said, getting up from the table to leave. “You can’t just focus on your own son.”

  The rest of the morning sunk us all deeper into what felt at the time like an impossible hole. Donna wouldn’t talk to me the whole ride to the airport. On the plane, we sat in different sections with our own child, intent on protecting them, while trying to convince ourselves that we didn’t care enough about each other to make a real go of our relationship.

  Luckily, cooler heads prevailed that day and Donna and I are happily married twenty-seven years later.

  But I know I am a lucky man.

  “I don’t think it had anything to do with the kids,” Donna explained to me recently. “You were the bad guy and kept trying to push it and you were treating the children differently. Barry was just a kid, and he and Frank got along great back then—and still do. You treating them differently is what got me so upset.”

  I was almost silly enough to bring up the age difference and the fact that Barry really was too small to parasail, but I’ve learned a few things over the years. In spite of my professional pedigree and ability to help others, when it’s a question of my own family most of my acquired wisdom comes from my amazing wife. Besides all she’s learned from earning a master’s degree in education and teaching elementary school for many years, Donna has an uncanny ability to cut through all my analytical tendencies and get right to the heart of an issue.

  “Come on George, get real.”

  I have heard that refrain from my wife endless times and I must admit it has probably never lost its relevance. It may only be topped by my children’s familiar and favorite dressing down of their father.

  “Dad, you don’t understand anything; you are the worst psychiatrist in the world.”

  That’s exactly how I felt when we returned from Mexico and Donna probably agreed. We originally looked for help in many forms to better understand where we came from, what we had been through, and how we could move forward and grow as a positive, blended family. We looked for books, but at that time we only found some technical psychiatric books, a lot of religious, spiritual tomes suggesting that a higher power wanted us to marry, and a few superficial cookbooks (The Family That Eats Together Stays Together). Nothing fit our circumstances.

  We talked to friends in similar situations, but most of them looked and sounded like the walking wounded. Some couples, in spite of their economic success and solid reputations in the community, disliked talking about their children from a first marriage and felt depressed about their struggle to build a blended family. We heard stories of kids turning to drugs, dropping out of college, and feeling lost into their twenties and thirties as a result of their parents’ divorce. Sadly, a few parents had written off the children from their earlier marriages. What brought us down most was hearing an all-too-familiar refrain: “No matter what you do, the kids will never be happy.”

  This was unacceptable. So were the success stories we discovered that came without explanation: “I don’t know why we’ve been so fortunate; we were just lucky.” I knew there had to be help for me and Donna and all of those other families. Whether that meant learning new ways to facilitate healthy communication or defining why certain blended families functioned better than others, I felt determined to better understand myself, the needs of Donna and my family, and the children and parents who hadn’t yet figured out that two families co-existing can be bigger and better.

  This book is born out of that personal and professional quest.

  On the personal side, I was the first one in my family to be divorced, and when everything in my life abruptly changed, I was living in Texas, far away from my roots, both physical and psychological. I was starting over, but despite being the leaver, within a short time, I felt like I was the damaged one, without a clue how to start over again. As a single and part-time father, I experienced feelings ranging from glee to guilt to boredom. Several years after my divorce, when my ex moved to California with my son, I became even more of a part-time dad, commuting on weekends and spending as much time with my son as possible during summer and school vacations.

  When I met Donna, I was torn. On the one hand, she was someone I thought that I could be with, but she didn’t fit most of the rules I had made for myself. I was terrified of starting over, especially because she had two children living primarily with her, and that meant I would be interacting with them on a regular basis. That image did not jive at all with how I was raised, believing in the fairy tale of Cinderella and Prince Charming (and their brood of perfect children) living happily ever after. I was petrified that I would become a sad character from Fiddler on the Roof, and that once I broke with tradition, everything else would fall apart.

  Luckily, real life bested mythology on both accounts, and I soon came to realize that I had learned a lot during my ten-year mid-life adolescence while I was looking for Mr. Right. I made mistakes about how to date, how not to involve my child with someone until I was ready and what to look for in a new relationship. Altogether, my foibles actually set the stage for a positive, long-term relationship, but I should add that I didn’t always follow my own best advice. However, I did develop the capacity to admit my mistakes, learn from them, and move on.

  On a professional level, for over two decades I have witnessed people in my clinical practice—and now our kids’ friends—repeating the same mistakes and finding themselves just as lost as we had been. With that in mind, I decided to detail some of my own experiences—numerous mistakes included—and what all of us have learned collectively. My hope is that my personal chronicle and the anonymous anecdotes of my patients will help others in the process of building a blended family.

  Our path was full of bumps, potholes and unexpected detours. It was only through a great deal of trial and error, patience and forgiveness that we endured and prospered as a family.

  When we first got together, Donna’s kids lived primarily with her. I tried to see my son every other weekend, but traveling from Texas to California limited my visits to once a month.

  Donna and I got along well when it was just us and one set of kids, in part because I essentially distanced myself and let her do what she wanted. But when my son joined us, I invariably tried to do what I wanted with him, which led to fights that degenerated quickly into Donna and I pointing out each other’s shortcomings and failures as parents.

  Case in point: If we were going out to a restaurant, we would ask the children where they wanted to go. Two of them always chose the same place, but the other always wanted to go somewhere else. Typically, this conflict escalated into an epic argument about one child being favored or one of us parents repeating the bad behavior that led to our divorce. It always upset everyone; even those who got to eat at their favorite joint.

  In spite of our struggles, Donna and I had two boys together less than a year apart. Even after the three oldest kids went to college we still faced the same battles when making collective choices. The conversation would invariably turn to an indictment of one of the kids or how one parent favored one child over another—and why.

  After years of dealing with the same issues we encountered with the children from our first marriages, Donna and I realized that it didn’t actually matter where we ate dinner; what each child needed was to feel listened to and special. Finally, after raising five children in a blended family, we had made a breakthrough!

  It sounds like it should have been easy to figure out, but when you’re living inside a merry-go-round of separate marital histories, misunderstood loyalties, satellite parents and a confused society, it’s not easy to navigate a blended family. The labels we use only exacerbate the problem. “Step, half, real, natural, original and biological” have always sounded awkward and perplexing, for children and parents alike. If you’re not my real mother, are you unreal? Is our family integrated, combined, quilted or synergized? My ex is now married with someone else’s children. If I know them, what do I call them? Everyday conversation is peppered with attempts to codify, define and label what we are as individuals and families.

  The twenty-first century family involves divorce, remarriage, and same-sex marriages. Quite often, children are the only link to a previous relationship, unwitting and painful reminders of a chaotic past or the fallout from a damaging divorce. Yet children and parents alike must find their way forward.

  According to the National Center for Health Statistics, less than half of those who marry remain with their first spouse; fewer than fifty percent of children grow up with both biological parents, and at least one third of all Americans live more than fifty miles from where they grew up, a significant distance from their nuclear family or relatives.1

  These numbers are troubling and indicate a good chance that behind the closed doors of nearly half the households in America, someone is unhappy and needs help. In fact, there is probably someone you know struggling right now with some form of a broken marriage or embarking on a new one, fraught with challenges.

  Most of us know couples that have started new families after a divorce. Many have found happiness with their new partner. But however ideal their new marriage seems from the outside, if their biological children are not integrated into their new family, there is a broken quality to the parent’s inner life.

  These parents may say “I did the best I could,” or “I have new children now that make up for it,” or “we’re so happy together, just us.” Despite those comments, they still feel guilt, depression and a sense of loss about how their children from the first marriage have not become happy, successful or capable of developing relationships of their own.

  As a board certified psychiatrist and addiction specialist, I have treated families for more than thirty years, in the U.S. Navy, at several major university medical centers, and in private practice. I have treated some couples since before they had children and now treat their sons and daughters as adults.

  My patients have taught me invaluable lessons about the link between divorce and issues of self-esteem, depression, substance abuse and relationship failures, which result from the break-up of a family. These same problems can occur with the introduction of a new spouse or children into a family. Unfortunately, parents in these situations often feel a need to choose between the new spouse and their own biological child, as if one could be lovingly preferred over the other.

  These debilitating consequences have been well documented by mental health professionals, and given the incidence of divorce in our country, will only increase over time. But in spite of the belief many parents hold that the challenges of creating a blended family are insurmountable, I am convinced, based on my years of practice and my own personal journey, that in most instances, these challenges can be overcome.

  This book is meant to help you do just that. Chapter by chapter, you will come to understand how you arrived at this juncture, how to begin a new, blended family and how to approach unavoidable dilemmas when they do occur. Keeping a healthy perspective will help you develop your own blended family in which every person feels appreciated and loved. Every family is different, but my own research shows that there are common denominators in raising children in blended families and the practical survival lessons I am offering in this book will help you and your family.

  We all make mistakes; at least I do, according to my family. The key is to learn from them and to try to avoid them happening again. And if they do—and I say this from experience—you can turn your next crisis into a positive growth experience that helps every member of your family.

  As I learned nearly three decades ago in Mexico, it is critical to be inclusive even when you don’t consider it to be in your best interest at the time. Every child that survives a divorce and enters a new family is vulnerable. The children are usually the ones who get hurt the most by a divorce and the ones who will suffer the consequences for the rest of their life if you don’t help them move on. After all, you are the adult, responsible for your families—old and new.

  Blending a family is a process, which takes patience. It can take a long time to develop trust, acceptance and a willingness to overlook transgressions that in the beginning cause intense reactions to occur (look at what happened to us in Mexico, ouch!).

  A friend with children from a first marriage in his twenties, and more with a second wife in his forties, once shared an observation with me.

  “Having at least two sets of children is like eating bran: it may not keep you young and you may not live longer, but it sure feels that way.”

  If you take away one big idea from this book, I hope it is this: the most important role a parent can play in a blended family is to sustain a positive relationship with his or her own biological children while integrating them into the new family.

  Here’s to the good health of all of you.

  

  1   Casey E. Copen, Ph.; Kimberly Daniels, PhD; Jonathan Vespa, Ph.; and William D. Mosher, PhD, “First Marriages in the United States: Data From the 2006–2010 National Survey of Family Growth,” National Health Statistics Report, March 22, 2012, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr049.pdf.


  PART ONE

  TRANSITIONS


  CHAPTER 1

  HOW DID I GET HERE?

  Most of us grow up with dreams, fantasies and plans for an idyllic life, complete with a happy-ever-after picture of a loving, intact family, with a spouse we honor and adore and healthy, thriving children who mean everything to us. Those images make us feel safe and secure. But as we know, approximately half of the time, our best intentions don’t quite work out. What most often begins as a lovely marriage can turn into a most difficult divorce. Even in the best situation, splitting up a family affects everyone involved and may cause feelings of guilt, insecurity, anger and abandonment—just to mention a few.

  For children and parents alike, divorce can threaten our desire to be listened to, included and loved. At best, these basic human needs are compromised when a family splits, and everyone, no matter what their unique personalities might be, is rendered vulnerable by the consequences of a divorce.

  Children of any age often feel powerless, as if there is no longer stability, security or a place they can call their own. Parents encounter their own pain and confusion while simply trying to survive, and unfortunately, good parenting often becomes an almost secondary consideration. This mix of needy, troubled children with chaotic, anxious and depressed parents can become toxic and takes time to settle and adapt. It certainly does not offer the best foundation for picking a new partner or starting a new relationship.

  It goes without saying (almost) that parents should re-examine their long-term goals before they actually break up a family, but realistically most of you reading this book have already made that leap and are trying to start over the best way possible.

  But most of the time, that’s quite a challenge.

  “I was devastated,” my wife, Donna, says, referring to her first marriage ending. “It was like a death. What was I going to do? I was alone with two children; nobody loved me anymore, and I hadn’t really worked in more than fifteen years. I had to depend on someone with whom I had shared dreams and hopes, but who I knew I couldn’t depend on any longer.”

  Donna’s situation was not unique. I’ve treated countless patients over the years who have struggled with identical issues. Divorce marks the demise of a family as originally intended and can really feel like a death—for everyone. While there is nothing that compares to losing a child through actual death, the alienation a child (or parent) feels as a result of non-inclusion in a second family can remain an ongoing issue with life altering affects, no matter when it occurs or what the child’s age may be.

  But it doesn’t have to be that way. One of the reasons I wrote this book is because I continue to see people making the same mistakes I’ve watched others, including myself, make over and over again.

  A divorce attorney once told me, “You are only as happy as your unhappiest child.” How depressing but true! Since I know from first-hand experience how bad the fallout from a divorce can be, I have committed myself to making sure that everyone I come in contact with—in my own family, in my practice and through this book—may reach their best potential for a happy and fulfilling life.

  COPING WITH THE FALLOUT OF A DIVORCE

  The realization that your marriage is over may occur gradually or abruptly. Weeks, months or even years of soul searching and perhaps multiple attempts at therapy and/or marriage counseling can lead to the knowledge that there is no viable chance for the two of you to remain together. Or it may happen out of the blue, as a result of a fight or when one person decides to leave.

  We all know from watching too many soap operas and talk shows on television how crazy and irrational two people can behave inside the parameters of a marriage. While I always recommend that both parents make every effort possible to stay together for the benefit of their children, sometimes when the acrimony is too severe, it is best for families to break into two units, offering children a more peaceful everyday existence. But in any case, whether you are divorcing amicably or with rancor, whether it was a long time coming with multiple clues and hints along the way or an overnight and shocking calamity, it’s happened. Your divorce is really happening!
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