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Foreword


2002 heralded war, both at home and abroad. In November of 2001, my husband forgot my 24th birthday. In October of 2002, I filed for divorce and moved to a nearby city; I celebrated my 26th alone. From 1999, the year I married on, I thought something was wrong with me. Stuck in a marriage when culture tells me that marriage should equal progress and achievement rather than stagnation, I mistook my misery for moral failure. In filing the papers, we both admitted failure. We were right to divorce. We were wrong about ourselves.


A dying marriage has four warning signs, four negative styles of communication that tear people apart: contempt, criticism, stonewalling and complaining. My ex did not view me with contempt but he did stonewall me to the point of isolation. We had no shared friends, he resented my social life, and we did not go on dates if he could help it. The in-laws viewed me with contempt, as did my own family. For the course of a 5-year relationship, I withstood it, but by 2002, I reached the end of my tolerance. Isolation led me to crushes on co-workers, dysfunctional friendships where the female social violence was on the far end of the use-and-abuse spectrum and a sense of total aloneness that made my wedding ring meaningless.


I dismissed my depression as immaturity. I married young because of enormous family pressure. My mother pushed me to repeat her life, and my sister’s baby to her mind meant that it was my turn to make a baby. The pressure began at age 19 when I had just started college, complete with a boyfriend both my mother and sister recognized as abusive. Personal ambitions for my own life were irrelevant to them. The only path was their path: marriage, babies, and total annihilation of me to their relentless and impossible to satisfy needs.


My tug-of-war between the disempowering culture of home and the personal ambition is not the only one. These conflicting voices stayed in my head well after I collected my diploma and spoke my wedding vows. I originally pictured a fun single life for myself upon college graduation, but marriage seemed fine. Family elders taught me a happy marriage meant to accept my partner with all his foibles while suppressing my own peccadilloes.


I did not know that that my impulse to dig my heels in and say no the day of my wedding might have given both my ex and myself a better chance at successful lives. I knew going in I didn’t want marriage. I got married that day because my family expected – even demanded it – of me.


I’m not the only one. Even among the privileged, women face pressure to give over their bodies, lives, thoughts, to somebody else’s demands. Marriage is only one way out. As soon as I reached legal marriageable age, my own family members placed that pressure on me.


When the first year of marriage passed I found myself lonely, isolated and thoroughly miserable. I convinced myself it was my fault. Adulthood meant killing playful impulses; I must want to play too much. I applied the same constant, exhausting mentality to my marriage. “Happily married” meant a lot of work.


I assumed that marriage defined adulthood, and that real adults can make it through periods of dissatisfaction by inner work alone. I had to be the problem – my family taught me that I was always the problem.


I was horrified when I realized I wasn’t the problem. Only after my divorce did I accept that adults rarely act like the fabled grown-ups in my head. Living up to the standard of ideal husband or ideal wife is impossible. Men’s only advantage in their impossible standards is that their unrealistic expectations are limited to two areas: sexual performance and money. The demands on the perfect women include several equal and mutually exclusive categories.


I was wrong to judge myself, and I was wrong to assume I could tough my way through unhappiness alone. Marriage, in its healthy forms, to most people speaks of permanence, comfort and emotional safety. Because of the presumed permanent commitment, if something in that marriage becomes unhealthy, it requires address. I stopped addressing issues because my husband refused to receive them. I was so eager to avoid being the stereotyped nagging wife that I stifled my response to neardaily disappointments that chipped away at my self-esteem.


When mated to a person ostensibly for life, disappointments do not just disappear. They manifest repeatedly, forcing a choice: confront them or run away. .I expected disappointment in marriage. The adults around me, especially the women, often cited how their husbands failed to fulfill them – or mow the lawn, or wash a dish or interact with their children. Comedians and magazines alike heralded marriage as what to do when done having sex, and in the midst of it all, I received the message that as a female, I somehow owed society a sacrifice of myself to marriage.


Marriage is not a conspiracy. Mine just wound up that way. It has become a way of assigning gender roles and restrictions. Divorce is also not the result of a massive failure of character. I experienced what a lot of women who marry too young experience. I also experienced complications because of my religious beliefs. My faith – Wicca – from its inception in the 1940s has remained relatively non-specific about the mechanics of marriage and divorce. Even though non-dogmatic, the social beliefs about marriage can surface in certain communities.


Mainstream resources for divorcées did not fulfill my spiritual needs as a Wiccan. I am not an atheist, so the God-free divorce support groups held no appeal: I often fell back on faith when dealing with the grief. The God-friendly ones were only friendly to Judeo-Christian viewpoints. While I live in a city nicknamed “Paganistan” with plenty of divorce survivors, there isn’t sufficient infrastructure to support such ambiguous life passages.


That’s why I wrote this book. This book is not a legal guide. It is not therapy. It is a repository of spiritual possibilities to help you with transition after a divorce. You may need legal counsel. You may want to try therapy. If you found this tome in a bookstore or library, you can pair it with other books that address practical concerns like negotiating child custody or finding financial support. Not everything in this book will apply to your situation. Every relationship is as unique as a fingerprint and so is every divorce.


Because I am Wiccan, there is a Wiccan bias to the text. I use words like handfasting and handparting. While I write from an American Eclectic Wiccan perspective, I surveyed divorced Pagans from twenty different traditions while researching this book. We do not all hold the same core values – but we can talk about similar experiences and how our faith helped (or failed to help) navigate them. Handfasting, whether or not legally sanctioned, is a wedding that results in a closed commitment. It does not matter whether the vows are short-term or lifelong. It applies equally to opposite sex and same sex partners, to the monogamous and to the polyamorous.


Handfasting triggers deep parts of the psyche connected to messages about marriage and mating1 so it is treated here with the same gravitas associated with the word “wedding” no matter how long the intended handfasting. When a non-sanctioned marriage ends, the people involved need as much care as those who experience a legal divorce.


In Wiccan practice, a handfasting ceremony can be for life, or for one year at a time. Most couples usually follow the for life ritual with official government papers and traditional marriage ceremonies to satisfy the religious sensitivities of their families of origin. In Wicca, there are no sacraments but there are rites of passage. Handfasting, or marriage, is among the better known of those rites. It combines a celebration of life change with another very serious aspect of most Wiccan traditions: oath taking. It is both a rite of initiation and a rite of passage.


Because marriage requires making promises founded on an unknown future, there are common ritual clauses in marriage vows that encourage long-term commitment but accept the possibility of the marriage ending for reasons other than death.


The traditional Wiccan outlook conflicts with dominant cultural beliefs about marriage. Most people come from homes that teach girls to dream about weddings and boys to imitate stereotyped ideas of masculinity. This passes in the West for tradition. These traditions discourage children from seeking their own truths. Those undiscovered truths can undermine the marriage structure of a man and woman coming together solely for reproduction. Some truth seekers discover that they are gay. Others find that monotheistic spirituality does not fit. Some find that perpetual truth seeking outweighs the social benefits of marriage.


Commitments are rarely easy and we do often find that what we committed to wholeheartedly at one point in life becomes nearly impossible to uphold later. We romanticize the idea of “the One.”


Any partner will change over the years. Long-term partnership is a gamble; even psychics cannot see outcomes in their closest relationships.


Most Wiccans operate on a moral system composed of situational ethics based on socially evaluated concepts of right and wrong. The most frequent guideline draws from a liturgical poem by Doreen Valiente titled The Charge of the Goddess. The phrase, “All acts of love and pleasure are my rituals”2 from that poem places the highest moral value on happiness. It does not distinguish the happiness of the group from the happiness of the individual. Interpretations of this phrase change with each generation. Initially, it removed shame at nudity, then at sexual desire and then gave true will precedence over social norms.


As it stands in the early twenty-first century, Wiccans for the most part believe it is morally correct to choose personal happiness. They are not, however, immune to the values that surround them.


You have every right to refuse sacrificing yourself to public opinion. It is possible to preserve your happiness and protect the well-being of any children you might have even in the face of divorce.3 Happiness, as Gretchen Rubin commented in her book The Happiness Project, is not static. Happiness is not even euphoric: it is a sense of engagement with daily life.


For Those in Same Sex Marriages


Most Pagans operate on the belief that what occurs in nature extends to human society. Homosexuality is natural and equal to heterosexuality, as is bisexuality. Same-sex couples experience the same challenges of emotional commitment in marriage as different-sex couples. As more governments give these marriages legal recognition, more couples face the problems posed by the complications of divorce and that includes their reasons for entering a marriage.


When Wiccans Divorce


When marriage becomes something other than a source of safety and partnership, it loses sanctity5 at least according to the interpretation of some Wiccan traditions. Because of this possibility, Wiccan handfasting ceremonies frequently invoke a ritual phrase in the vows, using the words: “So long as our love shall last.”


I included this in my own handfasting vows and my exhusband immediately attempted to negate it. He responded to my promise “so long as our love shall last” during the ceremony, “From henceforth, our love shall last forever.” I could not graciously negotiate our marriage contract in the middle of our wedding ceremony so I had to proceed. I found it unsettling but preferable to the ministers that demand women honor and obey.


Out of those that responded to the survey conducted, 76 percent did not take part in any type of handparting ritual. The majority of the respondents who did perform a ceremony created their own and did not always call the ritual handparting, yet most that identified as Pagan before divorce did have a handfasting. Divorce appears common but it has inconsistent social support.


Reincarnation-believing Wiccans structure their perspective around faith in the existence of do-overs. Divorce is part of this. This offers little comfort in the middle of an often-traumatic passage. While pointing to the good aspects of starting again are important, there’s a lot of present-day stress and pain that a divorcee must address in order to feel any benefits. What follows speaks to that transitional pain. While the adage “time heals all wounds,” may have some basis in physical truth, just as you need to cleanse the blood, apply antiseptic, and apply new bandages to a cut, you must also do the same in metaphysical ways with the wounds of your soul.










Introduction


I wrote the following as a letter to an Internet acquaintance; it then turned into a blog post. This is an edited copy of what appeared on my blog:


She is going through a divorce now after she married her off-and-on bohemian wannabe rock star lover, and is now grieving as the divorced and hopeful grieve. I hope that she takes her own pain seriously. I hope that others take her more seriously than I was when I left my husband at the same age.


She has different people around than I did. My social contacts were two Indian women who assumed that divorce happens often to American women and therefore American marriage is casual. They believed that Americans love their families less than Indians love their own, because Americans willingly alter those relationships when they fail to satisfy.


She does not have to deal with these women imitating the characters on Sex and the City, not realizing that what they were watching had nothing to do with the Western, let alone US Midwestern, experience. No one said to her, as was said to me, “You dumped him! Forget him!” as though he were a mere boyfriend. To them it was simply the end of an affair, perhaps with more paperwork, but ultimately be dismissed and forgotten. Our experiences are less real to them, our lives believed easier our pain meaningless.


On this side of that cultural divide, people try to hide their divorce stigma. It’s not an acceptable prejudice – but lack of acceptance doesn’t mean it goes away. Most resort to silence as the only way to hide the suspicions and assumptions cast your way. You might even think your friends support you until you find out that the couple you used to have a weekly drink with have had three dinner parties without inviting you.


For the nervous, it’s easier to avoid you and let you drift than it is to proffer insight or comfort on a dead relationship. Even the well intentioned don’t have much depth to offer: only those involved in the relationship know what goes on within its confines. This is especially true of marriage. Divorce ruins financially and emotionally while forcing you to question every priority in your life. No one wants the destruction that divorce causes, even when they pursue divorce for a greater good after the pain and legal documents pass. This is true even if you left him. This is true even if you left her. This is true even if you fell in love with someone else, caught her in bed with another woman or finally realized that your spouse’s needs exceeded your ability to help. Divorce is bereavement, the same as death. In some ways, it’s worse than death and not just because the body is still walking around. Divorce is euthanasia: no matter how much pain it ends, the doubts linger.


At least with death, you expect grief. In divorce, unless talking to other divorcees and sometimes not even then, few people respect that sorrow. In the eyes of Western society, you are to move on as soon as possible, put it behind you, pretend it didn’t happen. You aren’t supposed to talk about friends lost or beloved family members no longer your family.


Nothing prepares you for the change in your social status or for the sudden awareness that you have a specific social role. When you divorce, suddenly you become the single friend, especially if you do not have children. People expect you to listen to long and dolorous exploits of family and children while secretly expecting you to wish for what they have. If you show no jealousy, you gather suspicion, even hate. If you admit that their monologues bore you, or you express anger at indifference towards your experiences, these same people cast you as bitter.


This might not happen with people married for twenty years that then divorce when their children grow up. I just know what happens when you are young: how a divorce casts you as frivolous, despite divorce being among the least frivolous of all choices you could make. People act as though you threw something precious away sometimes even when they know of abuse behind closed doors.


There is no prescription to manage the unraveling of an entire life plan. Most of the time, you end up choosing someone to imitate during this time, because the crisis makes it too hard to figure out who you are in all of it. Sometimes you become wildly bohemian, embracing singleness and aggressively trying to replace what you lost or else you expand your rancor against the person you used to love, imitating bitterness because at least you know how it works.


Even bitterness comforts people around you, those still in your life that also don’t understand. It gives them something concrete, that they can point out as what’s wrong with you. You are divorced because, in their eyes, you are broken. You may just imitate being broken, but even the inauthentic version creates a negative image that still reassures those as they reassign your station based on the social scale only Americans in high school and upper economic classes admit.


It’s easier to assign stigma to the angry and bitter because of a belief that the bitter deserve to fail. This mentality dictates that the bitter only do it to themselves – even if doing it to themselves involved being in the wrong place at the wrong time for a flash flood.


People who express only sadness that a marriage ended are the ones that disturb the judgmental the most, because sadness without anger allows the possibility that the marriage wasn’t a failure even if it did end in divorce. The idea that there really were circumstances beyond either partner’s control upsets even the least religious of persons, because it ruins so many assumptions and superstitions about divorce. Despite religious edicts and chest-pounding claims to the contrary, sometimes things just don’t work out. Few things upset people more than when the absolutes hard-sold to them throughout their lives turn out ardent falsehoods.


Whatever the reasons for the divorce, you had to terminate that partnership. Now you have to let the part of it that was the married you, the part of the person that you married that lives in you, die. There is no quick, painless way to kill a connection to a former spouse. The heinous things ex-boyfriends do that can make the heart strings snap and break until you’re completely out of patience and compassion don’t break so easily when a husband does them. The strings are thicker, the attachment deeper, and the memories much more palpable.


So there you are, without support and without ritual. Seeking out other divorcees may or may not give comfort. For me it didn’t work because I only found people still coping by faking toughness.


My own divorce has caused me to lose all respect for the badass. to hit, yell, confront – all have their place in self-defense. To use them, however, to intimidate loved ones or to show off is a way to avoid facing the hurt in soft bits that anatomy can’t name. The defensive never heal. The identity is part of the defense. To lose the identity is to expose vulnerability.


You are not who you were when you married and you are not supposed to be. You are who you are now and you are not yet who you are going to be. That’s good. No matter what may happen to you because of your divorce, whether it’s economic loss, health or dignity, no one has the ability to take away your potential to change and that potential is what you absolutely must have to continue living your life.










Chapter 1


Why Divorce?


Wicca does not condemn divorce. Yet Wiccans struggle with the morality of it just as much as people of any other faith. We often also judge each other by our own experiences, instead of recognizing that every person has context we may not share for his or her own choices. We judge, when we should only assess; we criticize and take sides, denying support when our community members need us the most. Like most people, we tend to withdraw instead of reaching out when we ourselves most need that support.


Members of my Pagan community had two responses to my experience. Most elders responded, “Been there,” sometimes followed with hard-to-relate-to personal histories. Even when sharing the same interests, gender roles have somewhat bent from one generation to the next and my liberal Christian background brought me to my first marriage free of religious indoctrination regarding the role of wife.


Pagans close to my age looked uncomfortable then changed the subject. Younger divorced women tend to carry more than just divorce stigma: people view them as a lesser social class. Women who married and divorced that young were often college or even high school dropouts6, many marrying because of pregnancy rather than desire to commit. While none of this applied to my case – I finished my bachelor’s degree the same week I married, and I stayed true to my childfree commitment – the people close to my own age still associated all the stigmas of that lower class with my own divorce.


Outside the Pagan community, attitudes about my divorce were hurtful. Friends behaved as though I merely dumped a boyfriend. This small group of people pushed me to date, to advance any relationship, long before I felt ready.


I know now I am not alone in my experience. Those surveyed for this book shared experiences with both stigma and support when people learned about their divorce status. Supportive comments ranged from “You’re better off,” to general expressions of sympathy and support. Most respondents indicated common reactions of shock, followed by taking sides. Sides taken usually did not support the respondent.


While divorce is not in any way banned across most Pagan religions, individuals may still face unwelcoming views as divorcees. While older Pagans still see themselves as part of US counter-culture, Paganism in the United States has become more of a subculture since 1980. Consequently, people bring views on marriage from their childhood into their daily beliefs, even if those beliefs contradict expressed religious views. Media commentators, religious leaders, and even casual acquaintances refer to children from divorced households as children of broken homes7, and anecdotally women especially still experience loss of social status or even fundamental courtesy when a situation reveals their divorced status.


Divorce has spiritual meaning within the framework of Wicca. The experience aligns with beliefs about the cyclical nature of life. The Wiccan religion honors not just seasonal but emotional cycles; life has death and love has a life cycle that begins and ends. Ideally, love ends in death. Divorce is just one of the many other ways that love can end.


Wiccans idealize successful love through a popular interpretation of the Sabbat mythos: at Mabon, (autumnal equinox) the masculine aspect of divinity sacrifices himself for the good of the land, and at Samhain, the feminine aspect of divinity travels to the Underworld and grieves there with her beloved for the loss of him until the winter solstice. While there, she conceives a child that becomes the god that died.




We were compatible enough while dating but it became clear very early in our marriage that his refusal to deal with emotional problems combined in terrible ways with our shared problems about money. We bought into the message that love could make it work. We believed that if it didn’t work, we didn’t love enough. You entered into it for shallow reasons. You were too lazy to make your marriage work. The implications make getting help or assessing failure almost impossible especially for people like us.





* * *


Marriage is as much a business partnership as it is romantic; this is why eastern cultures still operate on arranged marriages. Parents draw on astrologers and knowledge of their children to find the best match in personal and business compatibility. In the west, however, such measurement feels morally wrong. In my own case, my partner enjoyed my companionship but did not trust me to share his life – he sometimes feared I planned theft every time I tried to remove his wallet from his jeans to place on the dresser when playfully undressing at night. He did not want me to touch his money. He did not want to share his possessions; he only did so when necessity forced it. He could not share a life.


No mythos speaks to banal aspects of marital breakdown. In chivalric tales of ended marriage, the woman dies, goes to a nunnery or joins the fairy. Only the rarest tales allow men to shoulder blame for their wives’ disappearance. Even in older Greek myths, such as those in which Hera remains married Zeus through all the indignities her husband lays before her.


We must become our own heroes because no myths deal with failed interdependence8.


Wiccans view divorce as a rite of passage. Rites of passage rituals have included funeral rites for pets, Wiccanings9, rites of gratitude and even Cronings10. Marriage and divorce are among the only rites of passage that a person can repeat in the course of one lifetime.


Wiccans call the ritual sanctifying divorce handparting. This ritual releases partners from their marriage vows and offers emotional closure. Some use the ritual only to cut psychic cords to their partners. Others use it as a rite of transformation, changing the relationship from sexual and marital to friendship11.


A handparting frames love and love’s end as a life Mystery. The ritual’s first gift is that it releases the people involved from their need to control it. Unique karma concerning love, religion and freedom makes any answer to “Why did you get married?” or “Why did you divorce?” rhetorical.


In constructing answers about what happens, and why, when love falls apart, Pagan divorcees face another challenge: a dearth of statistics. We don’t know how often Pagan marriages fail. We also don’t know how many of those marriages are religiously mixed or how mixed marriages compare to same-faith marriages. Demographic-gathering surveys such as the Nielsen Ratings or Gallup Polls ignore and marginalize data about Pagans, categorizing the entire religious subset under “Other” without further exploration. We can barely guess as to the total population based on the Pagan Census project12. Despite efforts by different Pagan organizations, most data on neopagans remains out-of-date. Margot Adler’s Drawing Down the Moon painted a picture of US Pagans in the 1970s and 1980s13. That portrait has decreasing relevance to Pagans as we progress into the 21st century.


Collecting further data, such as marital status or divorce rates, involves a process about as easy and pleasant as tooth-extraction. Some individuals refuse to release any personal information for reasons ranging from valid to paranoid. Since most Pagans practice their faiths solitary, most have no desire or no ability to connect with the greater community let alone motivation to open up about their data.


For the most part, the Pagans surveyed appeared to assume their divorces fall in the spectrum of the national US average. One respondent said, “We knew the odds going in,” referring to the national odds on marital failure being around 50 percent and as of 2010, dropping14.


As of 2010, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report only 3.4 divorces per 1,000 in the US population. If out of 300 million U.S residents, 1 million divorces happen per year, then the total amount of Pagans that identify as divorced is under 24,000. While the overall divorce rate may seem daunting, statistically divorce itself poses no more threat15 to the institution of marriage than does same sex marriage.


Guessing wildly that 0.07 percent of the United States population identifies as Pagan, the US sees roughly 6,000 divorces where one or both members of the couple identify as Pagan16. The CDC data only collects legally filed divorces. It does not account for short-term contractual handfastings or for the termination of conscious common-law arrangements. Government census data also does not gather reasons for why people divorce.


The facts above have little to do with the stories we tell. The Western zeitgeist centers on love stories. We learn to seek another from almost the first moment of other-awareness on. As we tell the stories of our lives, we speak of loved ones lost, mistakes made and moments of triumph. The romances of movies and books only recently started telling the ever after part of the story; perhaps that’s why the whole of culture has only begun to form realistic expectations of romantic love.


Realistic stories find their way to us through situation comedies and other genres of television. Along with the will-they-won’t-they couples, characters meet other loves that they learn and change from, right up to the inevitable end of their relationships. In Friends, before Monica discovers Chandler, she has Richard, who she never denies is one of her great loves. She could not have loved Chandler and met him as an equal if she had not loved Richard first. The entire premise of the sitcom How I Met Your Mother tells the story of Ted Moseby and his series of failed relationships, some filled with love and others not so much all on the way to becoming who he needed to be before meeting the mother of his children. Popular culture in its own warped way has started nurturing the idea people experience more than one love in their lives and that even those we do not love have lessons to share.


Handparting tells the shadow side of love’s story. Despite persistent stereotypes of bitter divorcees venting about exes while hunched over a barstool, most people keep silent about romantic failures. Handparting opens up a way to tell that story. It eases both the personal pain and the community discomfort at the idea of a fixed institution falling apart.


The experience of asking a friend about his or her significant other only to find out that the breakup happened months before is all too common. In the absence of information, people often make up their own stories to explain what happened. As a culture, gossip is common, as is speculation – as is taking speculation for fact.


Divorce involves a grieving process as deep as death with even less social formula. The inability to answer the question of “Why?” can leave people that knew the couple with as much ambiguous loss as the separating couple itself.





The Morality of Wiccan Divorce


Wiccans uphold personal happiness as a moral value. Some interpret the oft-quoted line from the Charge of the Goddess, “All acts of love and pleasure are my rituals” as the pursuit of joy as the way to spiritual attainment. With that assumption, some consider divorce the correct moral choice when love fades.


In actual practice, Pagans in the survey did place a high value on happiness, but many reported that they stayed in unhappy relationships for longer than desired in an attempt to make a bad situation good. Most expressed a high value on monogamy and fidelity but did not connect these values to marriage. Most described marriage as a social construct assumed for the sake of outer society.


•  61 percent viewed marriage as different from a long-term partnership.


•  80 percent distinguished marriage from cohabitation.


•  45 percent stated entering a first and second marriage without fully understanding the commitment. Some said that cohabitation prior to marriage did not teach them about marriage.



The following responses from the survey offer insight into these distinctions.




“Marriage is an exclusive commitment with a greater level of commitment [than cohabitation.] A long-term partnership implies that the parties involved are free to change their minds. A marriage suggests that the right to see others has been waived more or less permanently.”


“It was important to us both that we be married – that our relationship be recognized as the deepest level of commitment [that] our culture recognizes, because that is what we felt for one another.”


“Contract is everything.”


“Marriage is a deeper commitment, both legal and spiritual. It’s archetypal and has a certain emotional and social currency. Do I think it is better? Not really. Some people are happy with long-term partners. I think I could be happy with a long term partner if I didn’t feel marriage was right.”


“When you marry you jump into a cultural swimming pool of all the other married people. This means that no matter what your particular version of being married means, surrounding culture influences that definition. You expect, on some level, your husband to act like a husband, whatever that means. Even if you have “worked” on many issues like sharing domestic chores or child-rearing, there are lots of hidden things in the roots of our culture.”
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