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May this book help parents heal some of the necessary wounds that children of divorce commonly suffer, and help parents prevent some unnecessary injuries from happening at all.
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di•vorce (d[image: 1]-vôrs') [image: 2] n. 1. When two adults choose to legally, socially, physically, and emotionally end the marriage connection between them and proceed to lead separate lives.


introduction

All children are both beneficiaries and victims of choices their parents make, because a mixed performance is the best that parents can give—a mix of strength and frailty, of wellness and illness, of wisdom and stupidity, of consideration and selfishness. In consequence, children develop partly because of and partly in spite of how their parents choose to act.

In the case of parental divorce, children are more victims than beneficiaries of this decision. Now children must continue to grow up in light of and in spite of a choice by parents that forever alters children's lives. Now children are left to answer many troubling questions that divorce creates.

• How can parents who commit to get married choose not to stay married?

• If the commitment of marriage is made to be broken, then what commitments can you trust?

• If parents can lose their love for each other, can they also lose their love for their children?

• If one parent can leave the family, can the other parent leave too?

• If love is not forever, then how long is love for?

Divorce is a life-changing event. It violates children's basic sense of trust because it breaks two contractual commitments they took for granted: (1) that their parents would always stay together for the sake of the marriage, and (2) that they would stay together for the sake of the family they created. So for many children, divorce represents a multiple loss—of love between parents, of faith in love's enduring commitment, and of trust in parents who now put adult self-interest before family responsibility.

[image: TheEverythingParentsGuideToChildrenAndDivorce-1]

Although not meaning to, when parents divorce each other, they also divorce their children. Divorce may feel necessary or right for parents, but it usually feels wrong for children, who to some degree feel anxious, injured, betrayed, abandoned, and rejected. Where the parent or parents wanting the divorce see a prospect for life improvement, children experience only a broken promise, family dislocation, an uncertain future, and personal loss.

That divorce is so common (some statistics estimate about fifty percent of marriages made today will end in divorce) does not mean divorce is a casual event. It is not. It is a far-reaching choice made by parents usually for their own self-interest at the expense of their children's happiness. This doesn't mean that parents are divorcing in order to hurt their children, only that parents cannot divorce without their children's getting hurt. This doesn't mean that parents can't divorce out of a troubled marriage and make a lasting happy remarriage thereafter. They can. This doesn't mean that children of parents who remain well married do not have their share of family hurt. They do. This doesn't mean that parents who remain unhappily married spare children from the consequences of that unhappiness. They don't.

But divorce is a surgical strike at the family. It cuts that unit apart. One household is divided into two. For the children, there is permanent parental separation where living with one parent precludes living with the other at the same time. “When I'm with one, I miss the other, and I can never have them both together again!” For the divorced mother or father, there is a new sense of solitude. Becoming a single parent means he or she no longer has a partner with whom to share child care, understanding, work, and responsibility. “I'm on my own; I have to go it alone.”

The Everything® Parent's Guide to Children and Divorce addresses the emotional impact and the adjustment demands on single parents and children in the wake of divorce.

• It describes some of the emotional impact and adjustment demands created for children when parents divorce.

• It describes common role and responsibility changes that are part of becoming a single parent.

• And it describes the transition from single-household to dual-household family living and what it takes to make this new arrangement work for children.

Traumatic as parental divorce can sometimes be, it rarely “ruins” a child's life in the long term. Certainly it can mark that life and it can hurt a lot, but the pain is passing, not permanent. It is an influential part of the child's history, but it is not all of the child's history. There are far worse adversities (like deprivation, neglect, violence, catastrophic events, or death of a parent) that a child can suffer. Most children are resilient enough to weather parental divorce and grow on with their lives.


CHAPTER 1
How Marriage Ends Is How Divorce Begins

The foundation of each divorce is a broken marriage, and just as no two marriages are identical, the same is true for divorces. The shape of parental marriage shapes how children grow— the concerns they develop, the emotions that predominate, and the behaviors they develop to take care of themselves.

Common Ways Marriages Fail

Marriages fail in an infinite variety of ways. Consider just several common scenarios. First, there is the estranged marriage. A couple marries, partners pursue separate occupational paths, have children, juggle competing demands of parenting and career, take insufficient time to nourish partnership in marriage, become personally disinterested in each other, grow apart, and mutually decide to let the marriage go.

Then there is the abandoned marriage. A couple marries, partners both work until they have children, the wife stops her job to stay home to take care of the children, the husband financially supports the family, each partner feels his or her family contribution is unappreciated by the other, more quarreling engenders more desire to be apart, the husband spends more time at his job, the husband leaves marriage for an outside relationship, leaving the wife without a job with children in her primary care.

Or consider the violent marriage. A couple marries, personal differences create unexpected conflict, high control needs or drinking or temper cause conflict to become abusive, abuse causes injury, the relationship becomes unsafe for one partner and children, victim partner and children flee the marriage for safety, to that end filing for divorce.
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How the marriage falls apart is how the divorce begins, so ending marriage well bodes best for a “working divorce”—where ex-partners are adequately communicative, emotionally reconciled, socially cooperative, continually supportive, personally respectful, and mutually committed as parents. The challenge of the early part of a divorce is to create a unified parental partnership out of a divisive marriage for the sake of the children.



Different parental marriages can socialize children to get used to different realities of family life. Children learn from their parents. In the estranged marriage, children can grow up with parents who have more to say to, and more affection to share with, their children than with each other. In the abandoned marriage, children grow up with parents who spend little time together, and when they are together, they quarrel a lot but resolve very little, resulting in ongoing friction that creates a constant stress in family life. In the violent marriage, children grow up around at least one parent who is dangerous and scary to live with and so must live in fear on a daily basis.

Marriages fail in many ways. How your particular marriage fell apart is important to understand because that history creates the dynamics of early divorce to which you and your children must initially adjust. The emotional recovery that you and your children will have to make, the relationship with your ex-spouse that you must reestablish, changes in each parent that children must get used to, the quality of care each parent gives are all affected by the nature of the parental marriage and the state in which it ends. Where you've been in marriage has a lot to do with how you and your ex-spouse and your children enter early divorce.

Although children will still have a painful adjustment, the better the divorce between the parents, the less encumbered and influenced by ongoing parental pain and discord the children's adjustment tends to be.

Making a Working Marriage

So, why do people divorce? The answers are to be found in why people marry, and in the nature of a working marriage itself. What follows is a simple model that can help you understand the marriage you made and how that marriage may have fallen apart. Understanding how the marriage failed can help you make the divorce, for the sake of the children, succeed.

The decision to marry is usually motivated by desire from falling in love—a mood- and mind-altering experience. Attraction, infatuation, and romance all combine to create a euphoric sense of union in which the positives about each other are enhanced, while the negatives are often discounted. “Love is blind” is a true statement when it comes to describing how a person, caught up by heart's desire, can deny incompatibilities and unpleasant realities that conflict with what he or she wants to believe. Togetherness rules, commonalities bond, differences are amicable, agreements are easy, separations feel lonely, and conflicts can be frightening when opposition feels like loss of love.
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When divorced people remarry, the basic conditions that must be met for the relationship to be a happy one are no different than they were before. Thus the first chapter in this book, about how marriage can unhappily fall apart, also bears on the last chapter, about how remarriage can happily be made.



As time passes, and as that feeling of being in love gradually fades, a more sober sense of caring takes its place. Now companionship based on familiarity begins to grow, confiding and reliance building trust, mutual appreciation leading the couple to consider joining their separate paths through life together, choosing to make a commitment to each other through marriage.

The Compromise of Marriage

But to what do they commit? To wedded bliss? To an everlasting honeymoon? To unbroken harmony? No. Ideal isn't real. Commitment must be to reality, to a relationship ruled not by perfection but by compromise, which is as good as a good marriage gets. And if they tend that compromise with vigilance and care, marriage shall be good enough to nourish love they want to share through the years ahead.

What is the compromise? It is how the couple must learn to manage the mix of three components in their relationship: payoffs, costs, and risks.

People enter marriage to enjoy two kinds of payoffs (or rewards) of a caring kind. There are payoffs of giving of themselves in ways they value—by providing and doing for, by sharing, by supporting, by tending, by confiding, by showing affection, for example. And there are payoffs of getting for themselves in ways they value— receiving companionship, appreciation, understanding, personal interest, sexual intimacy, empathy, for example. But in marriage, partners can't have payoffs only, because to get those payoffs, there are always costs to pay. When people marry, they must also incur two kinds of costs, each one demanding they give up some personal freedom in the form of responsibility in the relationship. (In marriage, there is no “free love.”) There are costs of obligations, things each must do for the sake of the relationship—keeping the other adequately informed, contributing household labor or income or both, providing care when the other gets sick, for example. And there are costs of prohibitions, things each must not do for the sake of the relationship—breaking confidences, having affairs, indebting the other without consent, for example. But in marriage, partners can't just balance payoffs and costs only, because in managing that balance, there are also always risks to be taken.

When people marry, they expose themselves to two kinds of risks, because caring for each other creates vulnerability to hurt from actions by the other person. There are acts of commission, in which one person, for example, can inflict harm in a moment of anger or sullen withdrawal in a conflict. And there are acts of omission, in which the other person, for example, self-preoccupied or under stress, may not listen or may forget a promise.
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The compromise that comes with any marriage is a mix of payoffs that yield personal satisfaction, costs that limit personal freedom, and risks that can cause personal hurt. The goal in a working marriage is to maximize the payoffs, moderate the costs, and minimize the risks.



Managing the Mix

To stay happily married, a couple needs to manage this mix so that most of the time, for both partners, the payoffs outweigh the necessary costs and occasional risks. The importance of keeping the exchange of payoffs in marriage alive and well cannot be overstated. While commitment of love may be unconditional, caring is not. When the giving and getting of payoffs diminishes, feelings of active caring diminish too. The exchange of payoffs is what makes the marriage feel worthwhile.

The importance of sharing the costs of responsibility in marriage also cannot be overstated. Responsibility in marriage is the willing sacrifice of some personal freedom for the sake of each other's well-being and for the good of the relationship, and it must be shared. Refusal by one partner to take equal responsibility results in the other's doing too much and fosters resentment at the noncontributing partner on that account. The costs of responsibility constitute a lot of the work that supports a working marriage.

Safety within marriage is also important—the risk of emotional injury is greatest in a relationship as close as a marriage. The person you love the most can hurt you the worst because that person matters so much and knows you so well. In conducting marriage, as in practicing medicine, the first rule is “do no harm.” The risks of hurt in marriage are ever present but can be moderated by active consideration. It is impossible to avoid all hurt totally, but hurting one another should be accidental, not intentional.

So in marriage, every couple is left with this compromise, this mix of payoffs, risks, and costs. The mix is not perfect, but it is the best a committed, caring relationship has to offer. “I don't have everything I want, you don't have everything you want, but we each have enough of what we want in this relationship to sustain our love.” This is one key to happiness in marriage: some (not all) of what each wants is sufficient for both to feel content.
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Divorced partners must commit to “remarry” as parents for the sake of their common interest in the children—so important information can be shared, so major decisions can be deliberated, so visitation arrangements can be made. Still “married” in this sense, they must learn to manage the mix of payoffs, costs, and risks with each other in their divorced relationship to keep it working well. As before, a compromise will be the best that they can achieve.



How Marriage Can Fall Apart

To the degree that the compromise of marriage is not well kept, the relationship can deteriorate across four levels of increasing unhappiness. As unhappiness proceeds from one level to the next, one or both partners carry issues of discontent that accumulate as conditions worsen. The level of unhappiness that ends a marriage is the level of unhappiness that begins divorce.

Unwillingness to Communicate or Compromise

The goal in marriage is to keep the mix working as well as possible for both parties, which means maximizing the payoffs, moderating the costs, and minimizing the risks.

To achieve this goal, each partner must continually monitor the mix for himself or herself.
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Communication is key. If a couple ends their marriage because they can't or won't reasonably discuss differences, then that is how they begin divorce. If the divorce is to become a working one, it must enable parents to communicate better than they did before, particularly when inevitable disagreements over children, now resident in two separate households, arise.



When the mix starts not working well enough or is working badly for one partner, level-one unhappiness in marriage begins. Now he or she must speak up to renegotiate a more satisfactory mix of payoffs, costs, or risks. If the mix is currently working well for one party but not for the other, then the other must be willing to open up discussion and enter into that negotiation. Maybe one partner prefers more time together or apart, maybe parental duties need to be reallocated, perhaps one partner needs to choose different language during a disagreement to make it feel safe.

Relationships are flexible arrangements structured by choices each partner makes, and by agreements that they both support. Because life itself is ever changing, the mix is ever changing too. As personal growth alters each partner, the old mix may become unsatisfactory. As circumstances change—a new job, a move, an illness, having a child—the mix of payoffs, costs, and risks also changes.

When one or both partners refuse to discuss how the mix of payoffs, costs, and risks in the relationship is working, then necessary compromises to keep up with change cannot be made, and matters go from bad to worse. Or, when marriage is built on one party's self-serving terms, that party may insist that there be no basic compromise—“I want all the payoffs, I refuse to incur any costs, and 1 will not be exposed to any risks.” Now a one-way marriage is in the making. Such terms do not a happy marriage make, at least not for the party getting fewer payoffs, bearing most of the costs, and suffering major risks from hurt.

The Bad Bargain

When the mix becomes unsatisfactory for one partner, but the dissatisfied party decides not to speak up, then level-two unhappiness begins. Perhaps the dissatisfied partner doesn't like disagreement, doesn't want to cause a problem, or feels foolish or selfish expressing discontent with the way things are. Or perhaps, she simply feels that if nothing is said, the problem will right itself. In either case, it causes delay, and the passage of time causes the problem to feel worse. Now the discontented partner has allowed unspoken dissatisfaction to build up into frustration and resentment.
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Confrontation is key. If the couple ends their marriage with a habit of first avoiding and then resenting what is going wrong, that is how they begin divorce, which, if it is to become a working one, must enable parents to keep discussion current regarding inevitable child-related difficulties that arise.



Impelled by this accumulated emotion, the aggrieved partner now speaks up on level two, but does so with a force of feeling that would have been lacking had this declaration been made on level one in a timely manner. And what the partner has to say amounts to this: “I feel this relationship is a bad bargain. I have given up all this freedom, I have experienced all this hurt, and I am not receiving sufficient rewards to make my sacrifice worthwhile. I don't want to stay married on these terms!”

By letting a bad bargain stand, partners put the marriage in danger of neglect because significant differences are avoided or ignored, and adjustment to unhappiness threatens to become a way of married life. As for peace at any price (“It's not worth arguing about it”), that is usually too high a cost to pay. A good marriage is worth fighting (safely) for.

Chronic Complaints

If the couple elects not to speak up when their feelings of unhappiness are at level one, and if they refuse to contest the buildup on level two and thus begin living with a “bad bargain,” then they begin to store up grievances that burden themselves and their relationship on level-three unhappiness. Chronic complaints now come to characterize how each feels about the relationship. These complaints are usually about:

• Payoffs: “My wants are not being met; this relationship is not worthwhile.”

• Costs: “I have given up too much; this relationship is not fair.”

• Risks: “I keep getting hurt; this relationship is not safe.”

The compromise of marriage dictates that you won't always get all the payoffs you desire, you will sometimes have to give up more personal freedom than you like, and you will sometimes endure hurts and hardships from what your partner does and doesn't do.
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Constructive change is the key. If the couple ends their marriage with a habit of lapsing into passive complaint without making an effort toward corrective action, that is how they begin divorce, which, if it is to become a working one, must enable parents to turn complaints about child-care practices into cooperative cause for change.



Long-Term Damage

If a couple continues to stay married in level-three unhappiness, resentment, not love, becomes the tie that binds. From here, it is only a matter of time before resignation and defeat drive the couple out of level three into level four.

Now the payoffs that were once so many become too few. Unattended and ignored, expressions of caring are allowed to diminish and disappear, while apathy begins to build: “There's nothing positive for me in this relationship.” At this point, one or both parties have burned out—the marriage feels bankrupt of caring.

As payoffs disappear, each partner grows resentful of the costs, resentful at sacrificing personal freedom while receiving little positive return. They feel angry and express it strongly: “It's not right! I do too much and I get too little back.” Now, in addition to burning out, they are burned up—enraged by the unfairness of the relationship.
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Correction is the key. If the couple ended their marriage feeling mistreated by each other, that is how they begin divorce, which, if it is to become a working one, must enable partners to correct old patterns of harmful interaction so they can helpfully get along.



Living in a state of abiding resentment, the partners become more insensitive to each other and oversensitive to mistreatment themselves, intolerant of minor risks in their relationship. A small discourtesy, a slight or oversight, becomes amplified by grievance into another major injury They take offense quickly and hold grudges. Each feels abused and victimized in the relationship: “All I ever get in this relationship is hurt!” Now, in addition to burning out and burning up, they feel beaten down.

Summing Up

In summary, then, how do marriages commonly fail and how does the motivation to divorce develop? For a marriage to deteriorate from the bright promise with which it began in level one to the extreme unhappiness of level four is tragic. How did the marriage come to such a sorry state? The couple did not tend the compromise from the beginning. In level one, when the mix became unsatisfactory, rather than discussing and adjusting the mix through negotiation, they elected to let it go and not speak up. When accumulated tension from delay built up and brought them into level two, rather than contest the bad bargain in an atmosphere of emotional intensity, they avoided conflict, adjusted to a compromise they didn't like, storing up unspoken grievances, leading them to level three. Arriving there, instead of using the complaints each deeply felt to address the wrongs in their relationship, they accepted what they did not like as hopeless. Giving up all power to change, they entered level four, where they experience daily damage from each other, resigning themselves to suffering or at last deciding to get out.
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Marriage is a mixed blessing—this mix the most that any couple can get. The “work” in a working marriage is maintaining a working dialogue about the mix, and making an ongoing effort to adjust the mix in response to personal and circumstantial changes that life continually creates. Compromise, not perfection, is the goal. Divorced parents also have a mixed relationship, with ongoing dialogue and effort required to make it work.



How Divorce Decisions Vary

The four levels of marital unhappiness presented here are oversimplifications. They describe a common process through which simple problems can become more severe as they are allowed to deteriorate with time and lack of adequate attention. There are, of course, an infinite variety of paths to the decision to divorce. However, using these four levels of unhappiness for starters, try to identify the dynamics of your own divorce. By doing so, you can begin to locate the personal and interpersonal issues that need to be addressed for you to turn an unworkable marriage into a working divorce for your own—and your children's—sake.

Unwillingness to Communicate and Compromise

Level-one divorce occurs because one or both partners is unable or unwilling to communicate about what is happening in the relationship and stubbornly refuses to make adjustments and concessions to help the marriage work well for both partners. “We never talked that much about what was going on between us; we weren't brought up that way. And neither of us was willing to make changes to accommodate the other person's needs when they conflicted with our own. We were each too selfish for our own good and for the good of the marriage. We each put ourselves first. The less we did for each other, the less loving and loved we felt. We knew things weren't going smoothly, but one reason we didn't talk about it was that we didn't like confrontation, and we hoped if we ignored them long enough, our disagreements would go away. Of course, they just got worse. Finally, divorce just seemed like the easiest way out—getting out of our troubles by getting out of the marriage, instead of working out the differences between us.”

Common challenges for couples recovering from a level-one divorce are learning how to speak up about what is happening in their divorced relationship and negotiating differences so they can communicate and compromise with each other as parents for the sake of their children.

The Bad Bargain

Level-two divorce occurs because one or both partners feels he has given up too much for the sake of the marriage and is not getting enough positive return, or one partner feels he or she is living entirely on the other person's terms and refuses to do so any longer. At this point, one or both parties may passively leave the marriage by withdrawing communication and cooperation, even by investing primary caring somewhere else—in a job (putting in longer hours), in an outside recreation (getting away and staying away), or in another relationship (a flirtation or affair).
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Common challenges for couples recovering from a level-two divorce are making peace with feelings of resentment over undue self-sacrifice for the marriage, or recovering from feelings of abandonment, rejection, or betrayal in response to extramarital actions the other partner took.



“We each felt the other person wasn't taking a fair share of responsibility or appreciating the responsibility the other took. It felt like one of us was getting to do all the play and the other having to do all the work. Finally we each went on strike in order to change the bad deal we each felt we were getting, demanding that before either one of us was going to give an inch to each other, we were going to get something from the other first. That's when we each got more interested in pursuing happiness meant for the marriage, outside of marriage. Divorce seemed like the best way to get out of a marriage that had become intolerably unfair.”

Chronic Complaints

Level-three divorce occurs because problems are grudgingly accepted as unchangeable. The couple uses complaints to show how hopeless and helpless their plight is and how all problems are the other partner's fault. They use blame as evidence that there's too much wrong to make things right, there's nothing to be done, there's no point in even trying. Both agree on the futility of effort and in giving up on change.

“All the positives had gone out of our relationship. Putting up with each other was the best we could do. We had become married in mutual dislike and resignation. We each felt the other person wouldn't get any better to live with, but we kept complaining anyhow. And although we said complaints from each other didn't hurt, that wasn't true. They just made things worse and worse. We became wed to the bad between us and acted like that was okay. Finally, although we both wanted divorce, we each blamed it on each other.”
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Common challenges for couples recovering from a level-three divorce include ceasing to complain about and criticize their ex-spouse now that they are no longer married, particularly not doing so to the children, who become torn between feeling sorry for the complaining parent and loyally defending the parent complained against.



Long-Term Damage

Level-four divorce occurs because treatment conditions in the relationship have become too harsh to bear. With no identifiable rewards in the relationship, the marriage has become bankrupt of caring. With intolerable responsibilities, anger, even rage, is a constant companion. With continuing hurt from how the other person acts, each partner comes to feel abused, and if the abuse is dangerous, can come to live in fear.

“It got extremely painful toward the end. There was nothing to look forward to except time apart and relief from each other's company. Absence from each other was the only break from hurt we had. Most of the damage we did came from how we fought our differences out, with no restraint for safety, using each conflict to repeat the awful things we felt, with no apologies after. Just more incentive for doing further harm. The relationship had become destructive. We had become enemies in marriage, so we divorced to end the damages.”
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Common challenges for couples recovering from a level-four divorce are letting grievance from past mistreatment go, ceasing to engage in intentionally hurtful ways with one another, and avoiding the temptation of continuing to love hating each other more than they love their children, who are victimized by this ongoing animosity.



Premature Divorce

Somewhere along the four-level continuum of divorce specified above, you and your ex-spouse ended your marriage. In general, the further down the continuum you divorced, the more work will be required to create a working divorce for the sake of the children. Parents coming out of a level-one divorce may have to learn to communicate and compromise as they could not when married, but they don't have to contend with, and reconcile, the embittered feelings and ongoing hostility that often accompany a level-four divorce.

No matter what the level of divorce, shutting the door and not looking back on this painful personal history is not a good strategy for ex-partners to follow because they ignore important understanding and don't take appropriate responsibility, which can result in a premature divorce.

Self-Understanding and Personal Responsibility

It is premature to divorce without first identifying and claiming one's share of responsibility for the breakup of the marriage. Each partner should be willing to ask and able to answer this question: “What contributions did I make to the unhappiness we came to create?”

Unless each person can honestly make this assessment, he or she is likely to carry unacknowledged self-defeating or destructive behaviors into the post-marriage relationship with the ex-spouse, into subsequent caring relationships, into another marriage, and even with the children. For example, a spouse whose habit of not listening when her mind is made up (because she's usually sure she's right) was never willing to entertain differences of opinion with her partner, and this incapacity to talk about and resolve disagreements was one factor that led to divorce. Unless she identifies, owns, and corrects this behavior, her refusal to listen and discuss differences when in conflict will continue to trouble future caring relationships, the relationship with her ex-spouse, and the relationship with her children, particularly when their adolescence and the time for more conflict arrive.
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Divorce is always diagnostic. It illuminates how two people functioned and malfunctioned together in marriage, how the worst in them may have brought out the worst in each other. Ex-partners who refuse to take their share of responsibility and identify their own shortcomings in an unhappy marriage are likely to repeat the same mistakes in subsequent relationships.



To inventory contributions to divorce, a partner can ask himself:

• What payoffs did my partner need that I neglected to give? (“I took her efforts for granted and never expressed much appreciation.”)

• What costs did I refuse to bear myself but expected her to pay? (“Even though we both had full-time jobs, I expected her to take care of the housekeeping and mostly raise the kids.”)

• What risks of being hurt by me did I allow my partner to run? (“I criticized her for being so busy at home she never took the time to be romantic with me.”)

Realizing he may have been self-centered at the expense of the relationship, he may decide to correct those behaviors by becoming more othersensitive as he builds a more equitable parenting partnership with his ex-spouse and enters into other significant relationships himself.

What's the Story of Your Divorce?

There is an exercise a divorced parent can do to help his or her recovery. Take some time to write “The Story of My Divorce.” Start with Chapter 1, “Getting Married”; end with the last chapter, “The Decision to Divorce”; and write as many chapters in between that describe significant events, changes, and problems that led to the final breakup. In each chapter have two sections. First describe what your partner did or didn't do to harm the marriage (mistreatment he or she may have given, for example); then write what you did or didn't do to harm the marriage (mistreatment you may have accepted, for example). Because every marriage is the creation of two people, at each downward step of the way, claim your share of responsibility. By owning up to your part, you are in the best position to never play that part again—in your subsequent relationship with your ex-spouse or with anyone else. Totally blame the other person and you victimize yourself; take your share of responsibility and you empower yourself.

Constructing a Working Divorce

Since both adults share responsibility for the continued welfare of their children, divorce only ends their former relationship as partners, but not their future relationship as parents.

To continue to fulfill this joint commitment, they must “remarry” as parents who still share a common interest in their children, keeping that commitment foremost and subordinating personal differences in their relationship. “We saw things differently in marriage, and those differences have only grown since the divorce. We're not in the business of criticizing or changing each other's values. But we are in the business of translating our respective values into what we each want, and then negotiating those wants so we can reach a joint decision for the sake of the kids.”

Components of a Working Divorce

Like a working marriage, a working divorce is a compromise between payoffs, costs, and risks. In the area of payoffs, ex-partners can let each other know what they are doing that has parenting value for the children, and that they want the children to have an ongoing and affirming relationship with the other parent. In the area of costs, ex-partners can try and be flexible with each other about child-care and visitation arrangements, and be willing to make changes to accommodate each other's changing needs when unexpected complications and conflicts arise. In the area of risks, ex-partners can suppress frustrations and irritations with who and how each other is, talking these tensions out with a supportive adult family member or friend (not with the children). When the compromise is not working, ex-partners can confront what needs to be discussed in a reasonable manner, sticking to specifics about what is wanted, and being willing to negotiate to reach a decision both can support.

Divorced parents need to “remarry” around their shared commitment to the children's welfare and support by creating a workable relationship for those children's sake. Just because ex-spouses no longer have a loving relationship does not mean they cannot now create an amicable one. They can, and many do.


CHAPTER 2
Divorce Is Family Change

Even if parents have been able to achieve a working divorce, that accomplishment reduces, but does not eliminate, pressures on the children, who are still subject to the taxing demands created by a major family change. So it is helpful if parents understand something about the psychology of change. This chapter and the next provide parents with different ways to consider the change demands created by divorce so they can be sensitive to challenges their children face, and can make choices that help ease the children's hard adjustment.

The Nature of Change

Change, of course, is the law of all living things. It is the process that takes us from an old to a new reality, relationship, condition, or definition. Change revolutionizes people's lives, alters significant terms on which they have been used to living, and opens up their future to some uncertainty. Change raises a lot of questions. What is going to happen now? Will it be better, worse, or some mixture of both? To help your children through change created by divorce, try to answer their questions as honestly and specifically as you can.

Change Is a Mixed Blessing
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Even those life changes that we choose to bring into our lives—like getting married, having children, getting a new job—yield a mix of positive and negative outcomes. For example, consider your decision to divorce and become a single parent. You have gained some new freedoms of personal and social choice you did not have before, but you have given up some old marital support that you depended on.

Change Creates Conflict

A change like divorce usually creates more conflict between single parent and children and among the children themselves. The reason for this conflict is because change is selective, unfair, and divisive.

Divorce is selective. What feels like a positive loss for the parents (they wanted out of an unhappy marriage) feels like a negative loss for the children (they wanted their parents to stay together at home).

Divorce is unfair. It usually imposes the burden of unhappiness on family members in an unequal fashion. A younger child may be devastated by the loss of the family, which made up most of her social world, whereas the older teenager has already built an independent social base that remains unaffected by divorce.

Divorce is divisive. One or both parents usually decide to divorce because he or she has more to gain from this painful decision, whereas children usually have more to lose. Thus while a parent may look ahead with hope for a happier new life, a child may dread the future and miss the past. So when it comes to divorce, it can be hard for them both to get on the same emotional page. “Divorce is for the best,” explains the parent. “No, it's not!” objects the child.

Change Is a Compromise

What parents and children discover is that a change like divorce is a compromise, a kind of broken promise—partly kept and partly not. It usually does not turn out as well as parents may have hoped or as badly as their children may have feared. The reason for this compromise is that divorce simply substitutes one set of problems and payoffs for another, the new set hopefully preferable to the old. Freedom from an unsatisfying marriage is replaced by the loneliness of going it alone. The single parent does get more relief from the old married state, but also gets more pressures of family responsibility than he or she had before.
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