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Dedication


To my sister, Judy Gold, who unfailingly believed in me and always encouraged me to write. I miss her every day.






Introduction

Going through a separation and/or divorce as a family is a challenging time filled with change and uncertainty. Figuring out how to best help children manage this transition is often parents’ primary concern. Who will be with the children when? How will the children be brought from one place to another? One idea that can minimize some of the stress on children is to consider “nesting.” Nesting, or “birdnesting,” as it’s sometimes known, refers to a transitional or temporary arrangement where the children stay in the family home and parents take turns living there and being “on duty” with their children. This plan gives children more time to adapt to changes in the family and means they don’t have to immediately move. Like birds who alternately swoop in and out, caring for the babies while the babies remain safe and secure in their soft, protected nest, parents work together to create a home for their children that is safe, stable, and loving. Parents also use this time to consider the future of their marriage and decide to work on reconciliation or move toward separation or divorce.

The main goals of nesting arrangements are to stabilize your family during a difficult time and to provide a respite—for you and for your children—from conflict. No matter what decisions are ultimately made about your relationship, this period of time could have a strong impact on your children’s lives—but it doesn’t have to be an entirely negative one. Imagine that years from now your children will sit with friends and tell the story of their parents’ relationship and divorce. What story do you want them to share? You and your spouse do have some control over how this stage looks and feels to your children. The decisions and actions happening now shape their future narratives. I believe that nesting can offer a better chance for your children to share a healthier and more harmonious narrative of the situation—or, at least, a less adversarial view of separation or divorce.

I am a psychologist with more than twenty-five years of experience working with children, parents, and families. But I also have firsthand experience with nesting. In 1993 my ex-husband and I set up a nesting agreement in order to keep our children in a stable environment while we made our decisions about the next steps. At that time, few had heard of nesting. Our marriage counselor suggested that we consider this arrangement, and once we discussed it, we agreed. We nested for fifteen months until our divorce was complete, we understood our finances, and we had decided what our future living arrangements would be. Our children (then six, ten, and fourteen) had adjusted to a schedule of shared parenting and were able to begin transitioning between two homes. Looking back, I believe that the nesting period helped all of us to move on and eased the turmoil of the separation and divorce.

In the years following my own experience, I learned the variety of options available in nesting arrangements and how each family needs to choose what works best for them. I learned how to set up agreements that meet the needs of the entire family. As an advocate of providing a nesting period for divorcing families, I developed a more detailed and structured approach that helps prevent some of the potential obstacles, some of which my ex and I experienced.

I’ve helped many different types of families manage this period of adjustment with as much thoughtfulness, grace, and respect as possible. A successful nesting experience truly has the power to preserve and even strengthen your relationship with your children by giving them a stable and secure home during this time of transition. Let nesting help your family transition from one phase of life to another with the peace and harmony you all deserve.
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Part One Getting Started
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IN THE FIRST PART OF THIS BOOK, you will learn about the basics of nesting and its benefits, for you and your partner and your children. You will explore the factors that could make nesting a great option for you, as well as the logistics of setting up your successful nesting living arrangements. Some issues can make nesting difficult, and we will consider those as well. As you understand the goals of nesting and the process of transitioning into a nesting arrangement, you will be able to decide if nesting would be right for your family.

Along the way, in the Case in Point sections, you will meet several families who considered and chose various nesting options based on what worked for their circumstances. Their stories and insights will provide real-life examples of how nesting can work. If you decide it’s right for you, you’ll find step-by-step instructions for creating a successful nesting plan, including drafting a complete parenting plan to support your co-parenting arrangement.




CHAPTER 1 What Is Nesting?


While you and your partner work through the future of your relationship, nesting can provide structure and stability for your children as you co-parent. In this chapter, you will learn what nesting can look like in real life, how the on-duty and off-duty parenting system works, and about various potential living arrangements. Understanding the goals and benefits of nesting for yourself and for your children will help you make an informed choice about whether it’s right for your family.

Nesting, Explained

Nesting is an arrangement where the children stay in the family home, and the parents rotate in and out for their scheduled parenting time. The term comes from a comparison with bird nests, where the babies stay in the nests and the parents come in and out of it, caring for the babies. Nesting looks different for every family, and the most successful nesting arrangements are carefully personalized.

Nesting parents work out clear and written agreements about communication, schedules, parenting, and finances, tailored to their situation. What every nesting arrangement has in common is the goal of reducing conflict and providing a consistent, stable home for the children while the marital status is in flux. In some cases, nesting is used as a transition between marriage and divorce, and in other cases, it is used as a temporary separation while partners work through marital or personal problems. Some people call themselves “apartners” since they are parenting together but aren’t romantically involved.

A stable schedule is one of the cornerstones of nesting. You and your spouse would alternate being in the home with your children on an agreed-upon schedule that is clear, ideally in writing. The on-duty parent stays in the home with your children, and the off-duty parent is usually in another location. It’s crucial to create a predictable schedule for your children that helps them feel secure, although some flexibility in the schedule is also important. For example, the schedule may include some flexibility to allow each parent to meet their work schedules, but overall the system should be as consistent as possible. When you schedule this on- and off-duty time so carefully, you will have time to adjust to being a single parent, and everyone (including your children) knows who is on duty.

WHAT DOES THE ON-DUTY PARENT DO?

When you are the on-duty parent, you will care for your children. That includes getting your children up in the morning, getting them to school, picking them up if they need that, making sure they get to their extracurricular activities or doctor’s appointments, helping them with their homework, if any, and making sure they have a good dinner and get to bed on time. When parents are nesting, the on-duty parent is also responsible for the house, laundry, and repairs, or if the pantry needs to be restocked.

WHAT DOES THE OFF-DUTY PARENT DO?

When the on-duty parent turns over the responsibility of the children to the other parent according to the schedule you have created, he or she goes off duty. The off-duty parent leaves all parenting to the on-duty parent and normally doesn’t come into the home or the child’s life without prior agreement. (For example, you can decide whether the off-duty parent would be welcome at a family event or an extracurricular activity, say a soccer game or school play.)

FINDING ADDITIONAL HELP

The off-duty parent is freed from parental duties unless agreed to otherwise. For example, if the on-duty parent is unavailable during any point of her or his on-duty time, that parent might give the off-duty parent an option to step in. If the off-duty parent isn’t available, the on-duty parent is responsible for finding alternate care.

WHERE DOES THE OFF-DUTY PARENT LIVE?

There are many options for parents’ personal living arrangements when they are not staying in the family home. When they are off duty, parents can live in the following:


	Separate areas within the home (e.g., an in-law apartment and a bedroom)

	An off-site residence they share (e.g., the off-duty parent always uses it)

	
Separate apartments or houses

	Homes of friends or family



Obviously, many factors will play into determining which living situation works best for your family. We’ll talk more about this topic in Chapter 2.

WHO SHOULD TRY NESTING?

Nesting works best for parents who are equally involved in parenting, who see parents as equally important in child-rearing, and who have some understanding of child development and the effect of divorce on children. In addition, nesting ordinarily appeals more to parents who have the financial means to support separate living arrangements. Nesting also works well for parents who are generally able to communicate respectfully with each other and who can commit to leaving the family home in a reasonable condition when turning over the duties to the other parent.

Nesting is not for everyone. You will have to consider whether you and your spouse each feel emotionally able to continue to share a home while taking a break or moving toward a long-term separation. You have to trust each other enough to be able to speak openly about your expectations and concerns. You’ll need a well-thought-out plan that will work for both of you and your kids. This book will show you how to accomplish all of these things.

RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Divorce and nesting among mainstream Americans fit with cultural ideals of freedom, individualism, the pursuit of happiness, and self-actualization. In contrast to mainstream American culture, almost all orthodox religions discourage or forbid divorce, and families following these religions would not be likely candidates for nesting.

Less conservative religious people, however, often find a way to preserve some of their traditional values while considering more modern ideas like nesting. Your and your partner’s cultural background might also play a role in whether or not nesting would be an option.

What Does Nesting Look Like in Real Life?

No matter your living situation and work schedule, with some creative, out-of-the-box thinking, you can develop a successful living arrangement if you decide to nest. Here are some examples of how different families made it work.


	My ex and I alternated weeks with the children, and in my off-duty time, I rented a room in a house with four other renters. My ex stayed with friends during most of his off-duty time, although he did rent a small cottage near the family home. The weekly rotation was not ideal for our younger children (who typically need more frequent contact with both parents) but necessary to accommodate our work schedules, and we agreed to midweek dinners when the children ate with the off-duty parent.

	One couple I worked with were able to divide the rooms in their home, designating specific rooms for both the on- and off-duty parent. It was helpful for them to save money, and because their children were very young, they decided to alternate their on-duty time every three days. While their home was big enough to do this, they had some challenges around boundaries: Access to the kitchen was the major one. The other challenge for them was that the children often sought contact with the off-duty parent who was elsewhere in the home. Fortunately, they were able to make their nesting arrangement work after a few weeks of experimenting with different solutions.

	Another family I counseled lived in a small rented apartment and wanted to find a way to nest. They couldn’t afford to pay rent elsewhere, but they were able to stay with friends and relatives nearby. They agreed to a schedule of rotating into the home roughly every four days. They continued to nest until their legal process was finished.

	Another family was able to convert their basement to make it more comfortable, and both parents used it when off duty. Because this area had a separate entrance, each parent had the privacy he needed when off duty.




CASE IN POINT




I had been working with Jack and Allie for eight months when Jack announced that he wanted a divorce. When I raised the possibility of nesting to give them some time to consider their next steps, Allie said, “I’m not sure I could do that. I’m so angry about all of this—how will nesting help me settle down? And how are we supposed to co-parent together when we can hardly talk to each other without it becoming an argument?”

I addressed her concerns about arguments and talked about how hard it had been for their children to see their parents’ frequent fighting. They agreed that they were both worn out from the conflict and could use a time-out. I explained that nesting could ease the stress for them and their children, so Jack and Allie agreed to think about it. They needed some time to consider whether they could set aside their emotions for the sake of the children. When they returned the following week, they were ready to talk about a nesting arrangement that would work for them.



The Goals of Nesting

Each couple has their own reasons to try nesting, but here are some common goals:


	
To offer a solid structure to your family life despite the parents’ separation. When you are considering separation or divorce, you may feel that your world is turning upside down. It is an overwhelming period, as you try to sort through both the emotional side of the situation (your many feelings) and the logistical one (the process of whether or how the family will transition to a new structure). Nesting can nail down some key parts of your life as you navigate the future.

	
To provide safety and stability for your children. In all my years of private practice, I have yet to meet parents who did not want to provide security, structure, and predictability for their children during difficult times. You and your spouse may have poor communication patterns, different parenting styles, conflicts, or different goals in life. Perhaps you have difficulties in decision-making or feel you simply no longer love your spouse. Whatever the state of your marriage, and even if you don’t agree on many things, you probably agree that you want your kids to be safe, happy, and thrive.

	
To end the marital strife. Nesting gives you and your spouse some respite from the tension or conflict in the marriage so that you can think through your decisions. You may be worn out by the difficulties that led to your decision to separate. Nesting might help ease ongoing strain so that you feel more able to make difficult choices and move forward.



The Benefits of Nesting

Nesting arrangements do take time and effort to work out, but they’re well worth your energy. Here are some of the benefits your family can experience:


	
Nesting can support the creation or continuation of your children’s positive and secure attachment to each of you. In my work with families, I see the importance of children having a secure attachment to each parent, despite their parents’ marriage ending. According to the research of John Bowlby and his colleague Mary Ainsworth, a secure attachment to each parent may predict future healthy relationships, build your children’s self-esteem and resilience, and allow your kids to adjust and adapt to a new family structure. Facilitating these important attachments is easier with nesting. For example, the parent who has had less parenting time during the marriage (often the breadwinner and stereotypically the dad) now can develop closer ties with the children while “coming up to speed” as a solo parent.

	
Nesting will help you adjust to being a single parent. Successful nesting will give you and your co-parent time to be fully involved in your children’s growth and upbringing.

	
You’ll know what your children will experience in the future if you plan to have them move from one place to another as you co-parent them. If or when you move to separate homes, you will have gained empathy for your children’s experience of moving from one home to the other.

	
Nesting gives you time and space to deal with your emotions. “Don’t make big decisions in a crisis” is my mantra. In a crisis (such as a separation), you just need to get through one day at a time while you take care of yourself and your children. It’s said that divorce is 95 percent emotional and only 5 percent legal. The legal process requires major decisions about things that will affect you for the rest of your life. Unfortunately, many people initiate their legal divorce process at a time when they are in no condition to make big decisions about anything. You’re mistaken if you believe that initiating the divorce, or racing through it, will make you feel better. Take the time to deal with the emotional part first. Nesting gives you that opportunity because it gives you respite from the marital stress with little disruption to your children. Counseling could also help you get back on your feet. I think that most divorces would go much more easily if people waited until their emotions were more settled before starting a legal process. (See Chapter 8 for more on processing your emotions.)

	
Successful nesting will ease your children’s stress in the short term. For some children, it is a great relief when the arguments stop. In my experience, children can adjust and adapt to a new family structure within a year or two, provided their parents cocreate a safe, nurturing home, free from excessive conflict. Minimizing parental conflict during and after the divorce is the single most important thing you can do to support the well-being and success of your children in the long term. Research showing the potentially harmful effects of couple or interparental conflict on children has been well documented since the 1930s.




CASE IN POINT




Cathy was the daughter of immigrant Chinese parents. When she married her Caucasian husband, it took time for her family to accept him. Like many first-generation immigrants, Cathy had internalized her parents’ traditional values and beliefs while assimilating American ideas.

Later, when her husband pursued a divorce, Cathy’s parents blamed her for the breakup. Cathy also blamed herself. As in many community-centered or “collectivist” cultures, she and her family believed that it is always the wife’s responsibility to hold the marriage and family together. Traditionally, self-sacrifice, silent suffering, and perseverance are held up as valued virtues for Asian women, especially in marriage.

Cathy was tormented by shame and continued to blame herself for the breakup. The shame made it hard for her to imagine sharing the home and developing a co-parenting relationship with her soon-to-be ex. Over several weeks, she began to process her emotions and was then able to understand the benefits of nesting for their children.




KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER


	Nesting is an arrangement where the children stay in the family home, and the parents alternate or rotate into the home for their scheduled on-duty parenting time.

	When off duty, parents might live in a specific area of the family home, stay outside the home (with friends or relatives, or in a rented studio or other location).

	Nesting looks different for every family. Successful nesting arrangements are designed specifically for the needs and comfort of your family.

	The goal of nesting is to reduce conflict and provide a consistent, stable home for the children while the marital status is in flux. Minimizing parental conflict during and after the divorce is the single most important thing you can do to support the well-being and success of your children in the long term.

	Nesting will give you time to make decisions about the future of your marriage and the space to chart a path toward divorce or reconciliation.

	Nesting will continue as long as it is working for all of you, and it will end when you or your spouse decide to move to separate homes or to reconcile.

	Successful nesting requires clear, written agreements about communication, schedules, parenting, and finances, tailored to your unique situation.








CHAPTER 2 Is Nesting Right for Your Family?


You may be asking yourself these questions:


	How can I be sure nesting is right for our family’s circumstances?

	What if we aren’t sure about the future of our relationship and need some emotional space to think things through?

	How can we live and parent under the same roof when we have decided to separate or divorce but can’t afford to move to separate homes?

	How can we give our children time to adjust to one family under two roofs?



In this chapter, we’ll look closely at the factors to consider in making your decision to nest. We’ll look at the pros and cons of nesting, and most importantly, we’ll help you determine whether nesting is the right choice for you and your family.


Assessing Your Ability to Co-Parent Questionnaire

This quiz is designed to help you and your partner think about key areas of your lives and identify potentially problematic areas. Your answers may help you decide whether nesting is a good fit for your current partnership.

If a statement is generally true, mark T, and if generally false, mark F. Each parent should answer separately and as honestly as you can. You can do this questionnaire alone or with a therapist or counselor if you have one.



	 

	True

	False




	1. I am able to ask for help or support and am willing to accept it.

	 

	 




	2. My partner is able to ask for help or support and is willing to accept it.

	 

	 




	3. We are good problem-solvers when it comes to our kids.

	 

	 




	4. I feel my partner listens well and understands me.

	 

	 




	5. I think I am a good listener.

	 

	 




	6. I know the kids are in good hands with my partner.

	 

	 




	7. I believe my partner knows the kids are in good hands with me.

	 

	 




	8. We work well together when it comes to parenting.

	 

	 




	9. I know when to take a time-out.

	 

	 




	10. My partner knows when to call for a time-out.

	 

	 




	11. We argue more often when I have been drinking.

	 

	 




	12. We argue more often when my partner has been drinking.

	 

	 




	13. It is important to me that both of us parent our children.

	 

	 




	14. I don’t think my partner values my point of view.

	 

	 




	15. My partner doesn’t think I value his or her point of view.

	 

	 




	16. I am afraid of my partner’s reactions.

	 

	 




	17. I have threatened, pushed, shoved, grabbed, or slapped my partner.

	 

	 




	18. My partner has threatened, pushed, shoved, grabbed, or slapped me.

	 

	 




	19. We can make decisions together and keep our agreements.

	 

	 




	20. I think we cooperate pretty well with each other.

	 

	 




	21. When it comes to raising our children, my partner’s opinion matters to me.

	 

	 




	22. I think communication is a large problem for us.

	 

	 




	23. Good communication is important to me.

	 

	 




	24. My partner has a lot to offer our children.

	 

	 




	25. I worry about my partner’s use of drugs or alcohol.

	 

	 




	26. My partner has expressed concern about my use of drugs or alcohol.

	 

	 




	27. I don’t respect my partner’s parenting style.

	 

	 




	28. My partner criticizes my parenting style.

	 

	 




	29. We have mostly the same values when it comes to our kids.

	 

	 




	30. I keep my promises and agreements.

	 

	 




	31. My partner keeps his or her promises and agreements.

	 

	 




	32. I go along just to get along because I don’t like fighting.

	 

	 




	33. My partner is inappropriate with our children.

	 

	 




	34. I worry about my kids when they are with my partner.

	 

	 





After you finish, note and appreciate together the statements where you are in agreement. Then discuss the ones where your responses do not agree.

Now look for any “red flags” you or your spouse may have noted. Red flag items are 11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 25, 26, 27, 28, 33, and 34. If either you or your spouse has marked any of these questions as “true,” it is important to discuss them carefully, probably with a therapist or counselor. These are questions that may indicate that nesting is not right for your family, or that it will fail unless you address those concerns before you begin the nesting.

After comparing and discussing these questions with your spouse, you’ll notice that in addition to good-enough communication, respect, trust, and safety are important in co-parenting and in nesting. These qualities can be cultivated in your nesting situation if both you and your spouse are committed to doing that. The discussion of your responses and the outcome of your discussions will help you decide whether nesting might work well for you.


CASE IN POINT




When Jack and Allie came back the next week to talk about nesting, we discussed their responses to the questionnaire. They were anxious to discuss the questions where they were not in agreement. Since none of the red flag issues were present, I suggested that nesting was an option they could consider in order to give each of them some relief from the frequent and painful arguments. I assured them that couples rarely agree on all of the statements in the questionnaire and that those differences could indicate where they could try to improve their co-parenting relationship.

“But I don’t want to ruin the kids’ lives if we decide to separate,” Allie said. “I’m worried that their lives will be turned upside down.”

“With your kids in a secure and stable home,” I told them, “you won’t have to worry so much about disrupting their lives. You can ensure their stability and support them while you’re figuring out what you want to do about your marriage. Their routines may not change much while nesting, and they’d have quality time with each of you.”

I asked them to think about whether they were willing to put their children’s welfare ahead of their own. Allie said she was willing to do that but worried that the kids would still be upset later if the situation changed and the kids did have to rotate from one parent’s home to the other’s.

I explained, “Nesting parents experience firsthand what their children may experience when they later live under their parents’ two roofs. You’ll be more empathetic and aware of potential obstacles. Still, keeping your children’s lives as undisturbed as possible now, while you two sort through your issues, can help prevent long-term emotional damage to your kids.”



Issues to Consider Before Nesting

The questionnaire you just finished touches on a wide variety of factors that can indicate whether or not nesting might work for you and your family. This section will dive deeper into some of the more important issues that you should talk through with your spouse before proceeding.

CAN YOU WORK AROUND POTENTIAL PITFALLS?

If you know of areas that could present challenges to nesting, are you two well equipped to handle them? For example, one parent may be caring for his or her own aging parent, or have a demanding work schedule. If you can anticipate potential pitfalls, you might be able to overcome them and nest.

CAN YOU PRACTICE “GOOD-ENOUGH COMMUNICATION”?

In many situations when a couple is separating, communication breaks down in one way or another. If that’s the case with you and your partner, it’s unrealistic to think your communication will suddenly become stellar as you nest, but that’s all right. Keep your expectations reasonable and aim for good-enough communication. Good-enough communication conveys information or requests without venting your emotional reactions. It is pragmatic; it means that you and your co-parent can communicate effectively about logistics, such as changes in the schedule, something going on with a child, or matters of finance or home maintenance. The communication is “good enough” to get the job done.

Good-enough communication means that you can ask for a change or describe an issue calmly, objectively, and succinctly. Communication may not be “perfect” all the time, but if you can focus on good-enough communication most of the time, your children will benefit from it and feel well cared for by both parents. Here’s an example of good-enough communication: “Jake failed his spelling test last week. Let’s both spend a little more time drilling him for his test this Friday.” The statement is neutral and non-blaming. Another example: “Something has come up at work, and I won’t be able to collect the kids tonight. Are you able to keep them overnight, and I will get them in the morning to take them to school?”

Even if communication, flexibility, and trust are exactly the things that went wrong in your relationship, you still might be able to practice good-enough communication. The question is whether you can set aside your own feelings for the sake of your children. When your own emotions are in flux, as they typically are during a marital crisis, it can be both challenging and stressful to work cooperatively and to tailor a plan. However, in my practice, I’ve seen that many parents can set aside their emotions when they focus on their children’s welfare. If you aren’t sure how to get started, it may help if you bring in a neutral facilitator, such as a mental health professional who specializes in divorce-related issues.


CASE IN POINT




The key to avoiding so many pitfalls in nesting is good-enough communication. I watched a nesting arrangement almost unravel when a father named Derek hired a babysitter to care for their children, rather than offering that opportunity to his available, but off-duty spouse, Deb. Deb asked, “How can we make this work if he won’t let me take the kids when he’s not home?” She was so angry that she threatened to end the nesting, but they were able to revisit their agreements and commit to offering time to the off-duty parent before bringing in alternate care.

Upsets such as these tend to be predictable. This book will help you spot situations like this ahead of time so you can work out how you want to handle them before they happen. If a snafu still occurs, though, instead of feeling sad or angry about it, try to see it as a learning opportunity to help you practice good-enough communication and refine your agreements.



CAN YOU SET UP A WORKABLE SCHEDULE?

Scheduling is a cornerstone of nesting, but it’s also an area filled with complexity, variables, and unexpected changes. Your family is probably juggling several schedules at one time:


	
1. Each parent’s work schedule: Talk through questions like this: If one or both of you work outside the home, how will your children be cared for when they’re not in school or don’t even go to school yet?

	
2. Each of your children’s current schedule: What are your children’s schedules during the school year and during school breaks? Who takes them to school and picks them up? What after-school activities are they involved with, and how will their pickups and drop-offs be handled while nesting?



The key is to find a nesting arrangement that allows those schedules to be met in addition to the following:


	
Minimizing disruption: A successful nesting schedule provides as little disruption to your children’s schedule as possible. For example, if one of you works full time outside the home, the other might care for your children after school until the on-duty parent comes home from work. In a family with two working parents, perhaps the same childcare provider, daycare, or family member who has been caring for your children before you’ve been nesting can continue to do so, regardless of which parent is on or off duty.

	
Maximizing your children’s time with each of you: The most successful nesting agreements maximize the time the children have with each parent. Not only is that usually best for the children, but it also feels respectful to the other parent. Nesting works best if parents can divide their time with the children more or less equally. If one of you is only available on the weekends, for example, or on an unpredictable basis due to work, travel, or other constraints, nesting is not impossible, but it will be challenging. In these situations, the parent who is with the children most of the time would need to find short-term alternate housing when the less available parent can be on duty. This might be staying with friends or relatives, or renting an Airbnb.




CASE IN POINT




Angela had been a full-time mom since their children, now eight and thirteen, were born. Her husband, Don, had a management position in a rapidly growing Internet company and frequently had to work late, attend off-site meetings with short notice, and train new employees in offices throughout the country. Once they decided to separate, Don’s intention was to “do fifty-fifty,” but after thinking it through, he realized to be a single parent he would have to significantly change his career path, which was not what he wanted to do.

In a situation such as this, it made more sense to set up a schedule that worked with Don’s work schedule and maximized his time with their children. Don had to adjust his schedule so that he was able to be home one week every month. “This is the best I can do,” he said, “if I want to continue to get promotions.” Angela agreed that his income benefited the family, and so she agreed to the arrangement. Angela stayed with a friend when off duty, and nesting ultimately worked out well for them and for their children.



ARE BOTH OF YOU EMOTIONALLY ABLE TO HANDLE THIS CHANGE?

Think about how it will feel for you to move in and out of your family home at a time when so much of your future seems uncertain. This is a big adjustment for most parents. It is probably painful to leave your children, and your off-duty living situation may not be as comfortable or familiar as your home. One father told me, “Every time I have to leave the house, I just get all pissed off again. I just want to be in my own place all the time.” Leaving at the end of your on-duty time triggers a lot of feelings: grief and guilt being the most common. Over time, these emotions will likely ease, and the transitions in and out of the home feel less upsetting.

Try to see any silver lining to the situation that can help you manage your emotions. For example, you may be looking forward to some time alone or to activities that you set aside while on duty. One parent had taken up painting as a way to express her feelings, and she looked forward to time in her studio. When I nested, I was able to schedule most of my patient workload for my off-duty time. This was a welcome distraction from the sadness I felt leaving my children and home. (We’ll talk more in Part 3 about how you can take care of yourself and your emotions during the time you are nesting; for now, just think about feelings you might have.)

One issue to be careful of is the temptation to do too much together. For example, Jack and Allie scheduled a weekly Sunday night dinner for the entire family. In the beginning, the on-duty parent cooked and invited the off-duty parent to dinner. Later, they began to meet at their favorite diner. Their hope was to reassure the children that their parents could still be together and co-parent without arguing. At some point, this arrangement became confusing for their children. When I met with the children separately, their daughter Sophie asked me about it. “We love Sunday dinners all together, but if they get along so well on Sundays, why are they getting divorced?”

Sometimes, even parents who like the idea of nesting conclude that it would not make sense for their family. This might be because the parents have different views of the future of the marriage. That is, one parent wants to nest in order to stay connected in some way to the other parent, hoping to have more contact and the partner will change her or his mind about the divorce. Another parent might find it too painful to even see the partner’s personal possessions in the home. Another example is when one parent has already started a new relationship and wants a more complete separation from the spouse. The bottom line is that nesting does require a certain amount of emotional stability, so you should think about whether you and your partner have that.

IS NESTING THE BEST CHOICE FOR YOUR KIDS?

You and your spouse know your kids best and will need to talk about what nesting arrangement would work well for them. Here are some factors to consider:


	
1. Their age: Think about how old your children are, since that may impact the schedule you create or your ability to manage the nesting. For example, younger children usually need more frequent times with each parent.

	
2. Their current state of mind: How are the children managing now? Have your children shown signs that the family stress has affected them? These signs might be more clinginess, behavioral problems at home or at school, regression in sleep habits, or even physical symptoms, such as frequent stomachaches. Some children appear to be coping well at home but show signs of distress at school, or vice versa. Nesting provides a period of calm and stability that can help children adjust to their parents’ separation. Parents who are nesting are able to reassure their children that both parents will still be with them, just not at the same time (they aren’t losing a parent). It is also reassuring to them that there won’t be abrupt or drastic changes. Life will go on more or less as it had before, at least for the nesting period.

	
3. Their developmental needs: While some kids, especially young children, need to see each parent frequently, other children find constant turnarounds unsettling and disruptive. If you believe it will help your older kids, consider a week-on/week-off schedule with a midweek visit with the off-duty parent. Most parents long to have some contact with their children during their off-duty time, especially if it’s a longer stretch of time, and if it works for your children and your co-parent, include this in your schedule.

	
4. Their relationships with each of you: Are your children comfortable with both parents? Has there been tension or conflict between a parent and one or more of the children? If so, can you both focus on repairing that relationship? If one parent has been a less involved parent, it may take some time for your children to adjust to him or her becoming more actively involved. Remember, unless there is a compelling reason not to (such as abuse and/or neglect, which would rule out nesting as an option), children do best when they have a secure relationship with each of you.

	
5. Any special needs: If your child’s abilities require certain accommodations, factor those in. I worked with a family with a severely disabled child, and the home had been adapted at great expense for her needs. The equipment needed for this child was extremely heavy, and much was permanently installed in the home. In addition, all changes were very upsetting for her, and her parents knew she would suffer if she had to move between two homes. Nesting made sense for this family. Another example is a child with special dietary needs. One parent might need to be brought up to speed in preparing these foods, but nesting is still possible.
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