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Advance Praise for Moms Moving On



“If you’re going through a divorce and have young children, get your hands on this book! I know from personal and professional experience that it’s essential to have the right guide during the traumatic time of divorce. Michelle Dempsey-Multack provides an honest, funny, and deeply real look at the struggles and triumphs of going through a divorce. She covers all the sticky areas no one else wants to talk about, highlights helpful strategies to manage difficult situations, and tells you who to reach out to when you need help…. Moms Moving On is a gift to all moms who are making the brave choice to move past their marriages.”

—Dr. Elizabeth Cohen, “Divorce Doctor” and author of Light on the Other Side of Divorce

“This book is what every mother who’s either contemplating divorce, presently going through divorce, or dealing with life after divorce needs to read in order to feel more empowered and secure as a parent and as a woman, particularly during a time that tends to challenge one’s confidence and self-assurance. Michelle’s authenticity and relatability is trustworthy and will leave mothers feeling like they’re speaking to a best friend who just happens to be an expert in the field. This book can be an incredible resource to help mothers transition from ‘surviving’ mode to ‘thriving’ mode!”

—Evelyn Mendal, LMHC and early childhood expert

“Michelle Dempsey-Multack has a gift for taking the deeply emotional and personal experience of divorce, both as a child of a high-conflict divorce and as a mother navigating the choppy waters of the process herself, and making it accessible to those who need support the most. In Moms Moving On, Michelle’s advice, sharing of relatable experiences, and tell-it-like-it-is words of wisdom provide a wealth of support and understanding at a time when many feel so alone. This is the book that will help you survive, thrive, and move on!”

—Susan Guthrie, leading family law attorney, mediator, and award-winning host of The Divorce & Beyond Podcast

“Nobody supports co-parenting and divorced moms like Michelle Dempsey-Multack. Whether you’re currently going through it or you’ve already been through it and just need a reminder that you’re not alone, Michelle will lift you up and empower you to make the best choices for yourself and your children. We can do hard things, especially with someone like Michelle in our corner.”

—Samantha Angoletta, executive editor at Scary Mommy
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To Mom, Bella, Nanny, and Spencer.

    The one who taught me to fly, the one who inspires me to fly, the one who encourages my flight, and the one who flies with me.

    I love you to the moon.






A Few Things Before We Begin…

Please know that the words I’ve put on these pages only became clear to me after years of falling on my face and learning things the hard way. I had to go through it all myself before I could share the lessons with you, in the hope that they might help you move on too. Please know that however dark it may seem in the midst of divorce, you are strong, deserving of all good things, and have all the courage and fortitude you need to make it through this part of your life. And if you don’t yet know how to harness that courage and fortitude, or you need a little reminder of just how badass you can be, you’ve come to the right place. This is moving on, Mama, and I’m here to help. I’m a divorced mom, divorce coach, and Certified Divorce Specialist. I have a background in journalism and education, which fueled my desire to teach other women through my writing and speaking career. I separated from my daughter’s father when she was just two years old (not something I wished for but definitely something I’ve learned and grown from) and have been co-parenting for almost five years now. I’m also a child of divorce, who has made it her mission to do this divorce and co-parenting thing as well-informed and as positively as possible. My mission in life is to give women the kind of support, knowledge, and empowerment that they deserve during divorce, and I’m grateful to have that opportunity every single day of my life.

One of my favorite tools, which I hope you’ll also try as you read this book, is journaling. I firmly believe that no one realizes how powerful it can be to write down their thoughts until they’ve been through some shit. Not a single client I work with escapes my obsession with journaling. As Ernest Hemingway once said, “There is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed.”

I’ll be giving journal prompts at the end of every chapter. Don’t be intimidated—embrace it! Invest in a journal that feels good to hold, that’s nice to look at. Hell, go for the one with the cheesy inspirational “You go, girl!” quote on the front. Do yourself a favor and give it a try.

A quick disclaimer: Of course, all divorcing couples face the same pain and problems. Some aspects of this book, because it’s so deeply informed by my own experience, are written from a heterosexual perspective, but I truly believe that the tools and tips therein will be useful to anyone in this situation. But I’m always looking to learn more about the full range of divorce experiences, so if you’re going through it and you don’t see yourself represented in these pages, I want to know! DM me @themichelledempsey.






It’s Over

As my ex carried his last box of stuff out of our house, I did what any scorned woman would do: I ripped our framed wedding vows off the bedroom wall, smashed the frame to bits, and tore up his beautiful, heartfelt, handwritten vows in the most dramatic way possible. I chased him out the door like some possessed bat-out-of-hell crazy woman, before getting mad at myself for making a huge mess in my bedroom. As I picked up all of the broken little pieces of a life once lived, I prayed to God my toddler wouldn’t end up stepping on a hidden shard of glass. Turning my Oscar-worthy performance of “our marriage is over” into a trip to the ER was not something I could handle at that moment.

I was still on all fours in front of my bedroom mirror when I caught a glimpse of myself and heard a voice inside me say, “What the hell are you so angry about? You didn’t have the right marriage for you. You knew this couldn’t continue. Stop.”

Right then and there, I decided that I wasn’t going to make this divorce about loss. I wasn’t going to sit around crying over him anymore—I had done that enough already in our last three years of being together. I spent more time crying myself to sleep, crying in the shower, and crying in the car after fights—more than any woman should have cried. I cried for the way I couldn’t make this work between us. I cried for the fact that each of my flaws and shortcomings, undealt-with traumas, and fears came to the surface at every turn in this marriage. I cried for the fact that my marriage wouldn’t fix me. At this point, I was all cried out and then some.

If I was going to cry any more, it was going to be out of frustration and discomfort, not over the relationship that had just imploded. I was getting divorced. That was the new hard truth to accept. I was no longer fighting for a marriage to work; I was about to start fighting for it to come undone.

I wasn’t dying, losing a limb, or struggling with a life-threatening illness. I was getting divorced. There’s a huge difference.

And that’s exactly what you need to realize. This book is designed to help you get through it, get beyond it, and become your best self. I wasn’t my best self at that moment, for sure, but I put in the work over years to pick myself up, dust myself off, and move on.

What comes next in these pages is a lot of honesty, love, advice, reassurance, and things you can act on right now to help you move on after your divorce.

I’ve been there. I know what it’s like—all of it.

Let’s move on.






CHAPTER 1 Pulling Yourself Out of Bed After Reality Sets In


MOMMMYYYYYYYYY,” you hear as you’re jolted awake, far too early as usual. Is it Tuesday? Sunday? Did this all really just happen? Are you really there alone, waking up in an existence you never hoped for? You lie there silently, hoping the whining will stop and you can bury your head back into the cool comfort of your new pillows—the ones you bought as you stripped your mattress of its old “married” bedding. The mommy call comes again, only this time louder and more persistent. You wish you could just nudge the guy next to you and promise you’ll get up with the kids tomorrow—but, oh yeah, there’s no one there.

You know you have no choice but to pull your emotionally exhausted body out of bed, but you can’t, you just can’t. Because as your eyes open, the reminder blares through your head like a tornado siren, announcing its presence in the distance. The reality of where you’ve somehow landed flushes your cheeks and sends a tingle through your hands and feet. I’m getting divorced, you remember, as your child continues crying out for you.

How the hell am I going to do this? you ask yourself. How is it even possible to carry on, take care of these kids, weather the divorce storm, and maintain some semblance of normalcy in my life? Maybe I can’t. Maybe if I just stay here, it will all go away.

The thought of it not going away is damn near paralyzing. Lying in bed with the covers pulled up to your chin from now until forever sounds like a great plan, but there are kids that need to be fed, driven to school, clothed, and cared for. You really have no choice but to get up and face what’s out there. It’s a heavy burden.

MY FIRST FORTY-EIGHT HOURS

“Where should we go for dinner tonight?” I asked my brother, just hours after the door slammed behind my ex for the last time.

“Michelle, you just got separated this morning,” he replied with shock. “Why don’t you take it easy tonight?”

“Why would we take it easy?” I shouted back. “I have to eat. You have to eat. You’re only in town for a few more days and I’m not going to just sit at home because my marriage ended. I’m not going to be one of those sad, divorced, woe-is-me kinda gals. No way. What’s for dinner?”

“We’re ordering in,” he insisted, as my best friend texted that she was on her way with wine.

I called my mom in a tizzy. “Mom, you better tell your son that I don’t need a pity party. I don’t understand what the problem is! Why does he treat me like I’m some kind of crazy person for wanting to go out to dinner?”

Having been through an epic, showstopping, nine-and-a-half-year divorce herself, my mom knew I was still in denial. She knew that even though this split was a long time in the making and I would, indeed, end up okay, the reality hadn’t set in yet. I was riding a wave of adrenaline coupled with some forcibly summoned self-confidence, determined to act as if everything was fine so that I, too, could believe it.

“Honey, just take it easy,” she pleaded. “Your whole life just changed.” She was packing for a trip out of the country, which, in my mind, wouldn’t have been part of her plans if she didn’t honestly believe I was going to be okay on my own. I thought she was being completely unreasonable. Hadn’t she heard me say that I was perfectly fine?

The morning after my split, my daughter was slated to go to a second-birthday party that would be attended by all our closest friends. I woke up early, curled my hair, and blasted some Beyoncé through the house as Bella and I got ready for yet another Minnie Mouse–themed gymnastics party. I don’t need a husband to accompany me to a birthday party, I told myself, completely forgetting I’d be walking alone into a room full of “marrieds.” Rumblings of gossip about my impending divorce had already begun circulating through my community. I can still remember the way my friends looked at me as I waltzed in, carrying Bella with one arm and a giant, perfectly wrapped gift with the other. I was the lion in the cage, and they were the eager onlookers at the zoo, waiting to see what kind of drama would ensue.

Then, someone threw a piece of raw meat into the cage.

“Hey, where’s your better half?” my friend’s husband asked jokingly as my friend nudged his side. “Football’s over. I thought he’d be here!”

“Nope,” I said, tossing my blown-out hair as if I didn’t have a care in the world. “He couldn’t be here—we split up yesterday.” I made my way to the coffee table, working my hardest to deflect from the obvious and pretend everything was A-okay.

Jaws hit the floor—and that, my friends, is how you turn the cake-cutting at a sweet little girl’s second birthday party into a really awkward moment.

I went home that day more than convinced that I had somehow escaped the pain and angst and anger I’d always heard about. I also wondered how long everyone at that party would be spending on the phone that night debriefing from my post-divorce birthday parade, but that was an entirely different issue that I didn’t have time for.

I had told myself, for years before the actual split, that I was built for this. I had lived divorce my entire life—my folks had the ugliest kind imaginable. Yet I watched my mom rise from the ashes like a phoenix and then move on with grace and elegance. I was going to prosper, persevere, and push forward just like her, proving that you don’t need to be married to live your best life.

Then, the very next day, the weight came crashing down when Bella and I both woke up with the flu. I lay in bed, paralyzed by the sheer reality of being alone and the scale of my responsibilities. Bella’s fever, and mine, slowly crept higher, but I couldn’t yell for anyone to bring a box of tissues up the stairs or help me clean up the vomit from the carpet, vomit that just didn’t seem to stop coming.

This is exactly the kind of shit that no one warns you about.

PUKE-STAINED CARPETS

Yup, just like that, I went from Yeah, baby, I’ve GOT this to cleaning up toddler puke on my hands and knees, with no lifeline to call on for help. My mom was gone and wouldn’t be back for weeks. To this day, I remember the agony of having to spend $32 on Instacart for some stranger to bring Pedialyte to my doorstep within a two-hour window, because I had no one else to run the errand for me.

And it sucked. But you already know this process sucks. You know that when a marriage comes crashing down, life changes in an instant—literally—whether you like it or not.

So, what now? What next? Do you lie in bed all day and stare at the ceiling fan, hoping that if you watch its rapid spin for long enough, you’ll be lulled into a hypnotic trance so deep that all your worries disappear?

Please don’t do that.

Don’t get me wrong. You need to grieve. You need to cry, and you need to feel, and you need to exorcise the demons of the relationship that did you wrong—there’s no getting around that.

But you also need to learn there’s a time and place for that grieving. When you’re in your shower, after putting the kids to bed. In your car when that damn song comes on again. In bed, on a Saturday night when you’re alone for the first time in years. But you can’t wallow in it. You cannot let the quicksand of your emotions pull you under and keep you there, because the longer you stay under the weight of your pain, the harder it is to crawl out.

And if you feel tempted to tell yourself a story that isn’t true—that you can’t possibly understand how you got here—don’t play that game. You know exactly how you got here; you just didn’t want to have to take this road.

But you had to, because something was broken. Out of order. And now you’re here. With kids to take care of, money to earn, and a whole host of adult responsibilities to sort out. Maybe you’ve heard the old saying, that it takes half the time you were with someone to truly get over them and move on. Let’s say you were married for six years. That would mean you’d be spending the next 1,095 days crying over your ex. Is that what you want?

NO THANK YOU, YOU HAVE THINGS TO DO.

And frankly, why give in to the temptation to wallow when there are ways to move on more quickly—and maybe even gain some strength in the process?

There’s a whole life waiting for you that looks a hell of a lot different from your old one, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

So, now, you’re going to put one foot in front of the other, just like you have always done before. You’re going to think back to all the trials that life has brought you thus far—the ones that seemed damn near impossible to get through—and remind yourself that you did, indeed, get through them.

Now: some practical ideas about how to get out of that bed.

CREATE A PLAN YOU CAN STICK TO

There’s a lot on your mind right now, understandably. This is a big reason for the sense of dread you wake up with every morning. It’s also probably why you’re having such a hard time moving on. You’re scared of all that the future may hold for you, as a single mom.

Here’s a great way to conquer those fears, a solution to all those big problems that feel so much bigger than they really are: Take a few hours, or a whole day even, to sit down and make a list of all the things that you’ll need to tackle in the next few months. Let yourself see it on paper, to realize that your new responsibilities aren’t as scary or un-deal-with-able as they seem. Create a timeline to put your mind at ease. For example:

By the end of this month, I will:


	
Finally get the leaky faucet fixed that my ex kept putting off

	Look into more affordable car insurance options

	Get a bikini wax because I’ve completely neglected my nether regions while tending to everyone else



By the end of the summer, I will:


	Sit down with a financial planner

	Pay off that damn Nordstrom bill

	Meet with a few divorce attorneys to find the one that I feel most comfortable hiring



I’m telling you, there’s magic to getting all of your worries out on paper instead of letting them run around in that hamster wheel of a brain you’ve got going on right now.

START A JOURNALING PRACTICE

Speaking of paper: congratulations, you’ve just become a writer!

Every morning when you wake up, before the relentless calls of your children start reverberating through the house, grab a pen and get to work in your journal.

Write about your feelings, your worries, your hopes, your dreams.

Write until you feel like the last of your sorrows or stresses or silly little thoughts have left your body for the time being.

Feeling down? Write about it.

Feeling more emotional than ever? Write about it.

Want to run your ex-husband, ex-boss, or soon-to-be-ex-mother-in-law over with a truck? Write about it.

Some days you won’t have more than a sentence to write, and other days the kids might be running late for school because you had a really good flow going.

Afraid you won’t know what to write about? Don’t worry. Here are a few journal prompts to help you get started:


	
1. List ten words your best friends would use to describe you.

	
2. Describe the last time you felt truly desirable or powerful. What made you feel that way?

	
3. List all the reasons why your ex sucks.

	
4. Think of all the personality traits you’d want your partner to celebrate.

	
5. Think of how you want your kids to describe you when they’re older.

	
6. Ask yourself whether you miss the person or miss what you thought you had.



Journaling is, in fact, therapeutic—which makes me thankful all the time that writing about my life is what I do for a living. In an Australian study published by Psychology Today, it was reported that the simple act of putting pen to paper serves as an escape—the kind that every mama dealing with the pain of divorce can certainly benefit from.1 What’s more, if you’re feeling especially angry, hurt, sad, or all of the above, you can make journaling more physical for an added dose of stress relief. Journaling, or “expressive writing,” as they called it, “led to reduced blood pressure, improved immune system functioning, fewer visits to the doctor and shorter stays in the hospital, improved mood, reduced symptoms of depression, improved memory, and more.” The same study also found that expressive writing “helped people to confront emotions they were avoiding and cognitively process what’s happened to them. There’s also some evidence that revisiting difficult emotions in a controlled way can help people move past those emotions.”

This is why I love journaling. It’s like the elevated mama’s way of letting out all of that negative energy without having to slash her soon-to-be-ex’s tires.

Journaling is my tried-and-true way of being able to pull myself out of bed feeling like I’ve done my share of worrying and reflecting for the day. Try it. I bet it will do the same for you.

FIND WHAT MAKES YOU TINGLE

Often, when I’m working with a new client, she’ll tell me that she feels she lost herself in the marriage, and just wants to find herself again. I’ll ask what her “thing” is, the thing that still makes her tingle, or the hobby that she’s cultivated over the years. Then she’ll scoff and say something like, “Well, I loved painting, it was such a release for me, but my husband always complained that I made a mess with all of the paint colors in the garage.”

Well, fuck him and the colorless horse he rode in on. It’s time to paint! Or cook. Or sit on the couch for a solid hour each day—pants off, hair up, book in hand.

Whatever it is, harness the thing. Hold tight to it and make it a point to do this thing every single day. Or every couple of days, since you’re a mom, and who has that much extra time?

The point is, connecting your new marital status to something you love doing helps reframe the whole What the hell am I supposed to do now? argument that’s been running through your head. It gives you a sense of purpose, something to look forward to, and takes you out of that “I’m just a single mom with no time for myself” mindset. Make a date with your thing whenever possible, and let it motivate you to get the hell out of bed.

STICK A NOTE ON YOUR BATHROOM MIRROR

Toward the end of my marriage, before I decided to divorce, I was feeling lost, hopeless, and desperate for some relief and direction. I took a friend’s advice and visited an energy healer. Now, if you knew me, you’d know that I’m typically more likely to scoff at the idea of someone being able to heal my energy than beg for their phone number (which is what I did), but desperate times call for desperate measures. Such as driving almost two hours to a complete stranger’s home, lying down on a table in her living room with my eyes closed, and letting her burn things and bang rocks together all around my body.

It was a cloudy day in the middle of the week, the kind you get in south Florida when everything feels heavy because of the contrast with the mostly warm, sunny days. The weight of my marriage coupled with this seasonal shift made it feel as if I’d trudged through quicksand to this woman’s door. Her home smelled of patchouli and other varieties of incense. The walls were painted a striking emerald green, and the furniture was covered in floral patterns and hints of gold.

Then, to my surprise, the healing began. She was fucking fabulous. Something she did during that session—I’m still not sure what—really awoke something inside me and helped me get clear on where I was headed, and what I needed to do to get there. Before I left her home that day, she handed me a pad of paper and a Sharpie and asked me to write myself a note full of intentions. I was supposed to write what I envisioned for my future, what I wanted the universe to bring me, and to stick it on my bathroom mirror to greet me every morning.

At the time, this sounded crazier than driving to her house in the first place, but I thought, screw it. I had already thrown my hat in the ring, so I might as well play.

At this point in my life, things were going really well in my career, and I wanted to keep that momentum going. I also knew deep in my heart that while this marriage was just seconds away from imploding, there was a great love out there waiting for me, because I wasn’t done with love yet.

This is what I wrote, as this random woman and all her crystals watched over me:


Dear Michelle,

You are so inspirational and empowering; women everywhere can’t get enough of hearing you speak and reading your articles. You’re going to keep uplifting others with your strength while raising your daughter to be the very best she can be. Your book will be a NYT bestseller and you’ll sell out conferences and workshops around the world. You’ll fall so deeply in love with yourself, and then with someone who deserves you and respects the hell out of you. Keep going, you beautiful, badass woman!



I took this letter home and taped it to the bathroom mirror and read it multiple times a day, each time believing more and more in the words I had written. After every read, I found myself breathless at the fact that these words had poured out of me in a matter of seconds, as if my soul knew exactly what it needed but had never been asked.

I’d like you to write yourself a note now, too, even if you think it’s silly. It always ends up being my clients’ favorite assignment. What do you want most in the world? How are you going to get it?

HAVE A GOOD CRY

If you feel like crying, do it—give yourself some time alone and let it all out. My clients often start to cry and then say, “Oh my god I’m so sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying. I feel so stupid!”

Why? For having well-functioning tear ducts and natural human emotions? Don’t be silly. No one is expecting you to have it all together. The real power comes from knowing that even when you do cry, when the whole damn divorce bowl of lemons seems sour and hopeless, you know how to make tomorrow a better day.

You deserve that. Your kids deserve that. Your future deserves that.

Note that earlier, I spoke about trying not to fall apart in front of your children. That’s the one exception to crying whenever and wherever you want. The adults in your life—friends, family, coworkers, bosses, hairstylists, trainers—can handle your tears. Your kids shouldn’t have to. That being said, it might happen. You might cry in front of your kids. If you do, own it. Say, “I’m just sad right now and crying helps. I’ll be okay.” It’s good for them to know that tears are nothing to be ashamed of.


LONG STORY SHORT


	This is tough stuff; don’t pretend that it’s not. Crying is okay. It’s necessary. It’s healing.

	Luckily, you have a really strong “why” when it comes to getting out of bed: your kids.

	Get prepared, and plan ahead to quiet your anxiety.

	Get clear on one thing that you love doing and make time for it as often as possible.

	Write your bathroom mirror note.

	Breathe. There’s a whole lot of stuff coming down the pipeline.

	Breathe. You’ve got this.



JOURNAL PROMPT

List your favorite ways to quiet your anxiety.






CHAPTER 2 The Five W’s of Breaking the News (Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How to Spill the Divorce Beans)


I’m so sorry to hear about your divorce,” my mom’s well-intentioned friend blurted out, a few weeks after my split. We were standing in line at my neighborhood coffee shop. You know the one: where everyone knows your name and every table is filled with women gossiping about the town’s latest split, affair, or who cut them off in the school carpool line.

I felt the pulse of the room start to slow as mine quickened. The blood rushed to my cheeks, and my hands started to tingle. Good news travels fast, I thought as I did an internal eye-roll. I could feel my mom tense up and hold her breath, terrified of what might come out of my mouth. She had already asked me to at least pretend I was sad when people would offer their “condolences.” Her fingers were already on the back of my arm, ready to squeeze if I dared embarrass her.

The thing was, though, I wasn’t feeling sad—at least, not in the way this woman was implying—and I wasn’t about to pretend I was. So, how to handle the giant box of pity she was waiting to unpack? I wasn’t ashamed of the news—quite the opposite, in fact. I was proud. Proud of the idea that I took my life into my own hands and made the gut-wrenching decision to turn it upside down and start over. Proud that I could face the world with the scarlet D emblazoned on my Lululemon sports bra and still smile. Frankly, I would have put it on the back of a denim jacket as I paraded around town, if I could have.

I mean, yeah, I get it, a marriage was over. There was a fantastic wedding. What a band! Oh, and that cocktail hour! Did you see her shoes? Were they Valentino? There was money spent, weight lost, hours spent agonizing over flowers, linens, and music. There were beautiful vows exchanged. We meant those words, I know we did, because we loved each other.

But sometimes love just isn’t enough. Sometimes it gets lost. The end of a marriage is a kind of loss.

But it’s also a time of renewal and hope and possibility. The woman in the coffee shop didn’t know what had happened in my marriage. She had no idea that there was, in fact, nothing to pity me for.

And here’s the thing: I owed her nothing—no information, no story, no fake reaction. She was not my problem. I needed an almond milk latte, extra hot, and then I needed to get the hell out of there.

The second you decide to get divorced, you’re going to have to deal with other people. The first thing to do is make a plan for who to tell what, when, and how. That’s what this chapter is all about.

You may have already experienced a coffee shop moment like this. It ain’t fun. It’s disappointing, really, in its predictability. But there are ways to handle it.

First, accept that your split is the equivalent of Moses parting the Red Sea, or the fifty-yard line on a football field. An invisible line suddenly appears, cleanly dividing the people in your life. There are two groups now—the Flockers and the Fleers—and identifying them is a skill you need to master.

The what?

THE FLOCKERS AND THE FLEERS

Let’s start with the ones who flee, because they, in some ways, are easier to deal with. One half of the people you’d call your friends, acquaintances, or favorite coworkers become the fleers. Like wildlife heading for the highest point of ground before the tsunami hits, these people want nothing—I mean nothing—to do with the fact that you’re getting divorced. It scares them, paralyzes them with the idea that they, too, could end up in your shoes. Before you know it, they’ve stopped asking to make plans, let texts go unanswered, and stammer awkwardly when they run into you at Target.

These are the same people who don’t laugh when someone trips, and who have the strength to look away when passing a nasty car wreck. At first, this is going to feel really hurtful for you. I get it, because I experienced this mass exodus of connections virtually as soon as the word got out. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. It’s one of those “it’s not you, it’s me” things, and it’s almost better that they’re giving you your space to deal with the Flockers, because that’s who will demand most of your energy.


Your Real Problem: The Flockers

The Flockers are the opposite of the Fleers. They’re the ones who not only slow down their car to crane their necks and soak in every detail of that car wreck on the side of the road, but also whip out their phones, snap some photos, and post them on social media without the slightest bit of shame. They ask why you had your car accident. (“Why couldn’t you have swerved out of the way? Didn’t you see the boulder in the road? Well, what are you going to do now? Get another car, I hope!”)

These Flockers may mean well, but when they start in with their pity and their questions, all you’ll want to do is scream, “WELL, THEN GO AND MARRY HIM YOURSELF, WHY DON’T YA?”

The problem is, much like my mom’s friend in the coffee shop, these Flockers don’t know the half of your story, and what led you to where you are right now.

That woman didn’t know that there were years upon years of shit I had to wade through in order to even gather the strength to split from my husband.

She didn’t know that this pain came from being the product of a home ripped apart, a single mother who stopped at nothing to move her life forward, onward, and upward.

She didn’t know that just three years ago, my self-esteem was nonexistent, and I was nothing more than a hologram of myself: perfectly fine on the outside but vapid, blurry, and utterly confused on the inside.

She didn’t know that giving birth to my daughter finally helped me make sense of it all, that all my pain had finally come to a head, and that I was no longer going to soak in it, using it as an excuse for my failures. She didn’t know that having a child was when I finally found myself in my marriage, coming to terms with all my mistakes and flaws.

She didn’t know that it takes two to get divorced, and that the end of a marriage is often the result of two who failed, not one.

She didn’t know the half of it—and I wasn’t about to tell her.

Your Flockers aren’t going to know all that about you either, about the particular circumstances that led you to this point. I can offer you some ideas about how to handle them, but before we launch an all-out midnight witch hunt on the Flockers, I want to remind you of a hard truth here: You, too, have stood in the Flockers’ shoes. At one time or another, you have been tossed the gossip ball from a friend and run straight to another friend to let her score another touchdown. You have questioned someone else’s reality with your own perspective. We all have. It’s called being human. It’s desperately trying to find truth in someone else’s story, while escaping from our own lives for just a little bit. And of course, it’s a way to ward off our own misfortune, however misguidedly.

Now that you know the landscape of Flock vs. Flee, let me give you some insight into all those post-divorce questions coming your way.

Who Are the Flockers?

Your Flockers are going to include a wide range of interesting characters. Prepare for everyone from your grandmother, her favorite canasta buddy, your mom’s friend at the coffee shop, and the lovely employee at your dry cleaner to every single other person in your family and friend group who fits the Flocker frame. Pepper in a few acquaintances around town who have “heard the sad news,” and you have yourself a well-rounded cacophony of lookie-loos who must know what went down behind the scenes in your marriage, and they’ll want to know NOW.

What fuels their motivation? Simple: fear. They’re not out searching for information on your split because they want to hurt you. More often than not, people—or women, rather—go on this deep dive for details in hope that knowing every last ugly truth can help them avoid the same fate. You have to accept that people want to understand your situation as some kind of subconscious defense mechanism.

WHEN WILL THE FLOODGATES OPEN?

The questions will start flooding in as soon as you break the seal on your new divorce truth. You’ll wonder if an ad was taken out in the local newspaper, or someone flew a banner behind a small prop plane over the beach on a holiday weekend. Brace yourself, Mama; take a few deep breaths. The questions will come, and then they will go. You, the end of your marriage, and what you intend to do about it will not be the topic on everyone’s minds for the rest of eternity. They’ll all get over it as soon as someone else’s gossip hits the airwaves.

WHAT DO THEY WANT TO KNOW?

Well, this is obvious, because we all know what they want to know. They want to know why this lovely union is no more, and I’ll get to the reasons why you should be discerning about your story, below. But very few Flockers are going to come right out and ask. They’re going to ask it in a way that takes the edge off the ol’ “So, why’d you get divorced?” and wrap it in a neat and tidy bow instead.

Here’s what those little gifts will sound like:


Them: “But he was such a nice boy!”



You’re most likely going to hear this from your grandma, your great-aunt, and some of your nosiest neighbors.

Here’s how I’ve answered this: “Still is, but I’m well overdue for a nice man.” Or, “Well, he’s back on the market now; shall I give you his phone number?” Or, better yet, “Nice does not a marriage make.”


Them: “Seriously? You guys looked sooooooo happy!”



This will come from your social media contacts whom you don’t actually speak to in real life. You know, the ones who assume they know you based solely off what you post.

Here’s how I’ve rebutted this ridiculous assumption:

“Did you post your last knock-down, drag-out fight with your husband on social media? Yeah, me neither.” Or, “Don’t judge a book by its highlight reel.”


Them: “Oh my god, but didn’t you want to make it work for the kids?”



This seemingly judgy, passive-aggressive question is going to come from just about anyone who is a.) completely uneducated about the disservice two unhappily married people do to their kids, or b.) the people in your life with young kids who may be unhappily married and are seeking validation themselves.

This is one I could never just pass off with a sarcastic quip. This one always threw gas on the fire within me, waking up my need to set the record straight. Whenever I heard this, I’d immediately think of my mother, who, as an immigrant with barely any support system in the United States, left a cheating man to set a good example for her kids. She, like me, believed you don’t fight for someone who will hurt you, because that’s not a good lesson to teach young children.

The hard truth on this one: your kids deserve a happy mom, not a married one. Plain and simple. Your kids will benefit much more from being raised by a thriving single mother than in a home filled with tension driven by two unhappily married people. One of the most comforting articles I read on this topic while doing research for an article back in 2019, “Should You Stay Together Only for the Kids?” came from Psychology Today, and told me everything I needed to know about the reality of staying married just for the kids:1


In the long term… divorce can lead to happier outcomes for children. When parents are arguing or incompatible in a deep and lasting way, divorce can be a relief for children, a chance to breathe healthier air, free of the tensions of an unhappy relationship. When changes in family structure are handled well, children experience a temporary disruption but can achieve long-term resiliency and strength.

If you are thinking about your children’s ability to create happily productive adult lives for themselves, then, the answer [to whether or not you should just stay married] is no. Try your best to make your marriage work, but don’t stay in an unhappy relationship only for the sake of your children.



The simple answer to give people who ask this question is: “It’s far more important to me that my child witness happiness than toxicity.”


Them: “Aw, I’m sure there’s a way you two can work it out. Divorce is awful—you don’t want to go through that!”



Another knee slapper from the cheap seats in the back. This is what I call the “Back to the Future” question, because this comment almost always begs the response of, “So, should I just hop back in my time machine and erase all of the mistrust, pain, anger, and already-filed divorce papers, or what?” This is almost always a projection from someone whose worst fear would be to end up where you are right now.

Here’s how I’ve responded to this: “If we could have worked it out, we would have, and to be honest, I feel much better now than I have in years, so, divorce really isn’t that awful for me, thanks!”


Them: “Welcome to the club, Mama. I’m SO happy for you.”



This. This. THIS is the kind of energy you need in your new post-divorce life, and you will almost always get it from other divorced women. This kind of encouragement can only come from the women who have been there, lived it, and grown from it. Seek these ladies out, because they’re critically important to your new divorce journey. Where can you find them? Almost all divorce coaches, much like myself, will have a Facebook group or other online community for you to join. This is ideal for the mom who doesn’t yet have any other divorced friends in her community, and will help you feel so understood, so un-lonely, and so supported.


WHY BE DISCERNING ABOUT WHAT YOU TELL PEOPLE?

Well, I know times are tough right now and your vulnerability cup runneth over, but I want you to think about this “why” question long and hard. You want people to know the truth; I know you do. I wanted people to know my truth; I would have screamed it from the rooftops if I could have. But I couldn’t have. You know why? It all boils down to respect: respect for my daughter, Bella, and yes, respect for the man who was no longer my husband but would remain a presence in Bella’s life for years to come.
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