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    “This is a much-needed book. The anxiety in making a life changing decision is sometimes overwhelming. It is of immense help to have a coach like Susan Pease Gadoua!”


    —John Bradshaw, best-selling author of Homecoming and Creating Love


    “Better than therapy! Pease Gadoua allows the reader who is contemplating any great change to process the pros and cons in the confines of his or her own heart and mind, leaving no chance for those on the fence to skip out on the truth. A must-read for any transition.”


    —Joan Anderson, best-selling author of A Year by the Sea, An Unfinished Marriage, A Walk on the Beach, and The Second Journey


    “Making an appointment to see a divorce lawyer doesn’t mean that the person I am advising necessarily needs or wants a divorce. With Pease Gadoua’s wise, thorough, and accessible book, Contemplating Divorce, at last there is a resource I can give to ­confused and unhappy clients who think the marriage may be over but can’t decide whether the embers are truly dead or not.”


    —Pauline H. Tesler, author of Collaborative Divorce and Collaborative Law


    “An exceptional and outstanding book for all those considering making the life-altering decision to divorce. Pease Gadoua offers profound personal insight and practical guidance that empowers adults to find clarity, overcome hurdles, and make the best choices for the future of their relationships. I wholeheartedly recommend Contemplating Divorce to men and women alike.”


    —Helene Taylor, Esq., president and founder of TheModernWomansDivorceGuide.com


    How refreshing to find a book that so carefully and thoughtfully addresses the myriad forces and pitfalls one faces when contemplating the life-changing decision to divorce. Susan Pease Gadoua gently guides the reader through the essential stages of decision-making to stay or go with dozens of helpful examples and self-tests. I highly recommend this book.


    —Isolina Ricci, Ph.D., author of Mom’s House, Dad’s House for Kids and Mom’s House, Dad’s House
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    Introduction


    Adversity does not build character. Adversity reveals character.


    —Sandy Dahl (widow of Jason Dahl, captain of United Airlines Flight 93 on September 11, 2001)


    My involvement in divorce started at age nineteen in 1980, when my parents separated. Twenty-eight years of marriage came to a head in one final argument. The proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back was reached, ironically enough, on their twenty-eighth wedding anniversary. They simply couldn’t hold the family together any longer.


    I believe that, because my parents felt that divorce was only for the weak, and therefore not an option, they remained married for many more years than they should have. Day after day and night after night, they fought, mercilessly tearing each other down. As children caught in this dynamic, my siblings and I suffered tremendously from our parents’ unwillingness to accept that they were simply two very different people who no longer brought out the best in each other, if indeed they ever did.


    While our parents meant well and I don’t fault them for their choices, they didn’t do us kids any favors by staying in the life of misery they generously deemed “matrimony.” Many, if not most, nights I found myself wishing they would divorce, because, even as a young girl, I knew there had to be a better option than the constant fighting they engaged in. What they ended up modeling to us children was that marriage entails incredible sacrifice and a life sentence of suffering.


    I was home for the summer when the actual breakup occurred but was entering my third year of college, so my primary residence was two and a half hours away. Because I was older, I did not experience the custody battles or schlepping of belongings from one house to another that younger children do. My life was relatively unaffected by my parents’ divorce. It was only on the occasional visit back to my hometown when I felt the impact, and the relief, of my parents’ decision to stop keeping up appearances and go their separate ways.


    My mother and father were able to divide monetary assets and material possessions well enough, but there was a great deal of emotional wounding between them that I believe remains unhealed to this day. I say this partly because my mother spoke negatively about my father for years (more than twenty) after they divorced. She was masterful at turning a conversation around—even one about something totally unrelated to my father—to focus on how much he had wronged her and what a louse he had been all those years. Also she has never dated since then, nor has she seemed to have much interest in getting into another relationship. She appears to be beyond done with the love-and-marriage package.


    On the other hand, my father sought comfort from the woman who is now his wife. While I don’t believe that they had any physical affair prior to my parents’ split, I think they had fallen in love and were having an emotional affair. My father moved right into his next marriage, never spending a day out of relationship.


    By the time my parents got situated in their new lives, my college boyfriend and I were on the marriage track (as was expected of us). When I graduated, I moved in with Matt, who, being a year ahead of me, was already living on his own. We started talking about engagement and marriage. We picked out a diamond, and I received the family dress and the book Emily Post’s Wedding Etiquette from my mother.


    The stage was set, yet given my parents’ example, I felt I would simply repeat history by marrying at age twenty-two. I would have my 2.5 children, be a stay-at-home mom, and feel miserable while Matt was off furthering his career. I had to get off that track. I told Matt I didn’t want to get married yet, but he had his mind set on it. For him it was either now or never, and I had to choose. Although I truly did love him at the time, I just couldn’t bear being “trapped” for the rest of my life. I chose to leave.


    I spent the next twenty years as a single woman feeling judged and inadequate for never marrying. I felt judged because people would comment, “When are you going to get married so we don’t have to worry about you anymore?” and “You’ve never been married? What’s wrong with you?” Although it was my choice to avoid marrying just for the sake of marrying, the societal pressure was powerful.


    As a married woman, I am treated quite differently. It seems ironic that I am more respected and viewed as a more complete adult now. Without question, we are a culture that values and encourages getting and staying married.


    Divorce Is a Big Deal


    In 2000 my intense interest in the subject of divorce was triggered again when I began working with divorcing women. What I quickly noticed was that divorce is often a messy process for those who must endure it. More times than not, the dissolution of marriage, even just the emotional disintegration of nuptials, brought out the worst in one or both spouses. The downward dynamic often involved partners falling out of love, yet feeling that there was no other option than to stay and suffer. It sometimes involved one partner lying, stealing, behaving unreasonably, and/or trying to bully the other into getting his or her way. In other instances, I observed partners creating drama and negativity so that they could feel justified in leaving the marriage. On rare occasions, clients told me that their split was mutual and amicable because they both realized they had simply grown apart.


    In all my work as a therapist, I have never seen a population as lost, thrown off center, and frightened as this lot who were divorcing and contemplating divorce. Under normal circumstances, these people were strong, self-assured, responsible, and powerful, but when undertaking the marital dissolution process, these once confident and capable individuals fell to pieces.


    Even other important life decisions or events my clients experienced—such as job transitions, major moves, loss of loved ones, and natural disasters—seemed less debilitating than divorce. It affected their sense of safety, well-being, community status, and comfort. Divorce is a big deal. Every area of your life is affected by the breakdown of your marriage and family unit.


    Rethinking Marriage and Divorce


    While certainly not a divorce advocate, I don’t believe divorce equals failure any more than I believe that staying married for fifty years necessarily means success. I also don’t believe that it is wrong to leave a situation, regardless of what it is—a job, a neighborhood, a marriage—if it is killing your spirit.


    We never know what goes on behind the closed doors of others. I often hear that a spouse showed his or her best face at parties and around others, only to dish out or endure incredible abuse when no one else was looking.


    I am more impressed by the quality of the relationship behind those closed doors while it lasted than by its duration. Certainly, a long marriage is a testament to overcoming obstacles and the ability to “stick to it,” but I would want to know at what expense a couple stayed together and why.


    In this book, I will help you honestly assess the level of happiness and fulfillment in your marriage, and assist you in determining what more, if anything, you can do to improve your current situation. I’ll call on you to choose to stay or go from a place of faith and following your truth, as opposed to staying or leaving out of fear. Every person on the planet has a different definition for “happy marriage.” One person’s ideal relationship might, to another, be the epitome of settling for less. Only you can make an honest appraisal of whether or not you’re in the right marriage.


    What This Book Offers You


    I have written this book for the hundreds of thousands of people considering divorce and seeking clarity on what to do next, with or without their spouses. By providing a step-by-step guide of considerations, along with some personal stories and provocative exercises, I hope that all readers will come away with greater insights and acceptance about themselves and their relationships with their spouses.


    This book is best read in the order written, simply because each step is listed in the order in which it’s likely to appear in your process. The same holds true for the exercises. For example, you’re not likely to have emotional ups and downs (chapter 3) until you have begun to seriously consider the idea of divorcing (chapter 1).


    However, each chapter covers a separate topic, so each may be read separately. For topics you need to know more about, read those sections first. If you feel overwhelmed by thoughts or emotions at any point during your reading, I recommend that you put down the book for a while and come back to it when you feel stronger mentally and emotionally. There is no doubt that many intense thoughts and feelings will be stirred up for you throughout your reading. If you know to expect this, you will likely be more open to the guidance this book offers.


    As with any self-help book, if you read each chapter two or three times, you will probably gain a new understanding each time you go over it, catching ideas that you missed the first time around. Your answers to the questions and exercises may change over time, as you get clearer with what you need and what direction you are headed in. I encourage you to repeat the exercises over time. I always recommend keeping a journal just for writing about your feelings as you go through this contemplation period. You can also use your journal to write out the exercises.


    Prior to picking up Contemplating Divorce: A Step-by-Step Guide to Deciding Whether to Stay or Go, you may have felt as if you were about to burst at the seams and that you just wanted someone to tell you what to do. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. There are no quick fixes when deciding the fate of your marriage. All of the stories, exercises,and challenges included in this book are all that anyone can do to guide you and help you determine for yourself what to do. I hope that, along with imparting valuable information to you, this book will bring you a sense of comfort and support as you make this important decision.


    Who Should Read This Book


    Obviously, men and women who are contemplating divorce will want to read this book; however, I believe that anyone, even couples who are not in turmoil, can benefit from reading the chapter on relationship dynamics (see chapter 4). While Contemplating Divorce was written for husbands and wives, I believe it will help therapists, lawyers, clergy, doctors, and other professionals understand their clients better.


    Steps in the Decision-Making Process


    Like many processes, the divorce contemplation process entails a series of steps. Understanding these steps will make it easier to decide whether or not to stay in your marriage. They won’t necessarily ease the emotional pain, but the steps are designed to bring a sense of order and normalcy to your contemplation process.


    Each of the following steps will be explained in depth in its corresponding chapter:


    
      	Beginning the Mental Journey


      	Knowing Your Options


      	Understanding Your Emotions


      	Learning About Your Relationship


      	Knowing What You Need


      	Finding Your Truth


      	Taking Action When It’s Needed


      	Understanding the Needs of Others


      	Making Peace with Your Decision
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    Beginning the Mental Journey


    Is not marriage an open question when it is alleged from the beginning of the world that such as are in the institution wish to get out and such as are out wish to get in?


    —Ralph Waldo Emerson


    You are reading this book because you have come to a place where you feel unhappy in your marriage. You probably feel as if you, your spouse, or both have failed or that something in your life has failed. You may sense that a part of you has died. And it probably has.


    When you unhappily remain in any of life’s situations, be it a job, a neighborhood, or a relationship, I believe that a part of you does die: the part of you that seeks a sense of aliveness—your spirit. One woman said recently that she felt as if she and her spouse were living a Stepford Wives existence: no love, no connection, and no emotion; rather, just going through the motions of being a family.


    Feeling stuck with no remedy in sight usually results in some form of soul sickness. Even though you always have choices, it may not feel that way, because the choices you have at this juncture may seem less than ideal.


    Standing on the precipice of such a big decision can be daunting. Feelings of sadness, guilt, fear, and anger are normal now, especially if your spouse is unaware of the extent of your unhappiness or you feel unsupported. You are not alone. There are hundreds of thousands of people feeling stuck in matrimonial confusion. No matter how difficult the circumstances you face, there is a solution.


    While I can’t tell you what the right answer is for you, through this book, I intend to help you clarify the best next step for you in your situation. I’ll help you better understand your relationship, examine your motives for wanting to stay or leave, and look at the potential impact of whatever decision you make. Let’s begin.


    Standing at the Crossroads


    Even just thinking about divorce may feel scary or bring feelings of betrayal of your spouse, yourself, your family, and your friends. Witnessing the growing divorce trends over the past few decades doesn’t make marital dissolution any less difficult when it’s a personal event rather than one endured by friends or neighbors.


    Regardless of whether you tied the knot knowing full well that you could divorce someday if things didn’t work out or believing that divorce would never be an option, you are now viewing your marriage and your life from a different perspective—one in which you are open to being unmarried to your spouse.


    It would be highly unusual for a person to wake up one day and out of the blue say, “I want a divorce.” Normally there’s a whole series of events and emotional phases that one or both parties in a marriage experience before even beginning to consider marital dissolution.


    Whatever your reason for coming to this place (you fought like cats and dogs, you changed but she didn’t, you’ve become tired of a certain behavior or trait he has, or you’ve simply outgrown one another) or however long you’ve been unhappy or unfulfilled, you are reading this book because you need some guidance in your decision-making process.


    The primary goal of this book is to help you sort out your emotions and assist you through the maze of confusion and grief you will undoubtedly experience. By the end of the last chapter, I hope that, with the road map provided here, you will have a clearer sense of what direction to take regarding your marriage. I hope that you will know more about yourself and your situation and that you will be armed with much more information about how to take steps to divorce if you choose to go this route.


    There is no right or wrong way to go through the challenging decision of what to do next, but there are commonalities I’ve seen among those in marital flux.


    The Divorce Contemplation Continuum


    I have noticed that there are three distinct stages of consideration in marital dissolutions: precontemplation, contemplation, and postcontemplation.


    Precontemplation


    Precontemplation is when the notion to separate has just begun to develop. Someone at this stage may not think of divorce as a serious option but may feel that something is not working or have a vague sense that the relationship is off track. Precontemplation of marital dissolution usually begins after a series of smaller disagreements, one serious argument, or a betrayal of some kind. With all three of these scenarios, you may feel as if a line has been crossed but that it’s not so egregious to make divorce a serious notion.


    One example is Warren and Mimi, a couple who had only been married for eight months. They came to see me right after Warren found out that Mimi had not disclosed her arrest for “driving under the influence” just one year prior to their tying the knot. He wasn’t upset about the DUI per se but was extremely concerned that she had not trusted him enough to tell him about it. He wondered whether, had he not opened a certain official-looking letter, she would’ve told him the truth. It also made him wonder what else she might have been withholding.


    In reality, there was no reason for him to suspect that she was withholding anything further about this story, but it certainly threw a wrench into the relationship. Warren’s first thought was that he couldn’t trust Mimi and would have to divorce her. He eventually changed this line of thinking, and they were able to start over and rebuild trust.


    At this stage, the idea of dissolving the marriage doesn’t usually hang around long, nor does the one contemplating it spend too much time or energy imagining life as a divorced person. It is little more than a seed that has been planted in his or her mind.


    Contemplation


    Contemplation comes when the individual or couple has a much more serious need to consider divorce but perhaps needs more information to make a definitive decision. In this phase, it’s not uncommon for the scales to be tipped one day at 85 percent toward staying and the next at 60 percent toward leaving, or vice versa. It’s normal, although not necessarily comfortable, to experience a great deal of mental and emotional confusion at this stage. Because of its tumultuous nature, this stage can be extremely ­emotionally, mentally, and physically draining.


    Postcontemplation


    The final stage is postcontemplation, with or without resolution. Here, those considering divorce have either decided to stay in the marriage and stop questioning what to do next, leave the marriage (both of which include a form of resolution), or continue grappling with whether or not to stay.


    With this last option, the person takes no action to find resolution, so the turmoil continues endlessly (without resolution). This latter group is painfully aware that their indecision hurts them, and perhaps their spouses and children as well, yet they remain stuck and cannot seem to move forward.


    Are You In or Out?


    If you are like most of the people I see, you are somewhere between contemplation and postcontemplation. A few of you may be in the precontemplation phase, but I find that most people don’t start doing real footwork (such as reading books like this one) to make the choice to stay married or divorce until they have crossed the line into the contemplation stage.


    Given that you are seriously considering leaving your spouse, you probably feel a great deal of fear—of the unknown, of pain, of doing irreparable damage to your children, of loneliness, of judgment, and on and on. We will explore many of these fears in depth later in the book, in hopes of assuaging them, but for the purpose of building a foundation of knowledge underneath you, I want to start with some information about the choices you have available to you at these crossroads.


    What differentiates an unhappily married person who is contemplating divorce from someone who is simply unhappy with certain aspects of the marriage is the pair of glasses through which the relationship is viewed. In a typical marriage, there will be rough times and periods of discontent. When conflict arises, each spouse will feel normal frustration, upset, or anger, but in a healthy marriage, each will look within the marriage for the solution. When one or both partners have arrived at the place of contemplating divorce, they see leaving the marriage as a solution. Perhaps the person wanting out feels that he or she has tried other remedies to no avail or that the marital problems are much more serious than previously thought. In any case, one set of lenses (precontemplation) causes the person to look within the marriage for improvement, the other (contemplation and postcontemplation) without.


    A small percentage of the population will jump right to the idea of leaving at the slightest hint of trouble. They don’t see divorce as bad or wrong, perhaps because it is an accepted practice in their world or they got married too young, for the wrong reasons, or to the wrong person. These folks often know at the altar that they are not following their hearts, and may even enter their nuptials with an exit plan. They admit that they have made a mistake in their marriages and view divorce as the logical solution. There is not a lot of negativity surrounding the decision to divorce, because there wasn’t much commitment to the marriage in the first place.


    The other extreme is represented by those for whom, despite the tremendous amount and duration of unhappiness they experience, marital dissolution will never be an option. Sometimes this results from outside influences such as religious restrictions, cultural beliefs, or familial norms, but sometimes it is internal pressure from a personal desire to honor the vows exchanged, still feeling love for the spouse, or a number of other reasons we will explore in chapter 6. These folks would rather die or continue to suffer than divorce.


    In these examples, marriage is either black or white: you can leave at the drop of a hat, or you are in it for life. Most people, even those who once thought they would be married forever but now face separation, live closer to the center of the continuum. Because there are more options in the middle, life is more complicated and it takes more effort to make decisions.


    It can be agonizing to be in marital flux, not knowing what to do next. In fact, the most frustrating aspect during this process is the utter ambivalence and confusion that are present—often for quite a while. The indecision can be energy draining and crazy making for the person deciding, as well as those in close proximity.


    It can feel like a form of insanity to be so convinced one minute that staying together and making things work is the best option, and the next minute want out; or to experience an amazing connection with your spouse one day and the following week want to throttle him or her, wondering what you ever saw in your spouse in the first place. Your friends and family may feel as if they are watching a Ping-Pong match, and yes, they may think you are at least temporarily insane. But this back-and-forth is quite common.


    The Marital Indecision Cycle


    Every marriage—and every meaningful relationship, for that matter—has good times and not-so-good times. This is natural and normal. However, when you are questioning whether to remain in the relationship, these high and low cycles may be more profound.


    Not knowing the future of your marriage can feel as if you’re riding on a roller coaster that you can never get off; there are endless ups and downs and loop-dee-loops. Although there are periods of calm, they are few, far between, and short lived.


    After meeting with hundreds of clients who were contemplating divorce, I began to notice many similarities and a very predictable path that these people were following. This marital indecision cycle, as I call it, can feel like imprisonment, even though all it would take to be free would be to step off the merry-go-round.


    [image: Figure 1: The Marital Indecision Cycle ]


    The marital indecision cycle begins with a calm or routine period followed by a slow buildup of tensions. There may or may not be questioning of the marriage at this juncture, but if there is, the questioning can actually add to the tensions and hasten the process of reaching the argument or crisis. After the argument or crisis, there is often remorse, followed by another questioning period, but this diminishes as tensions diminish over time, and eventually the routine phase returns. And the cycle repeats.


    Case Example: Conrad’s Story


    Conrad came to see me because he was at wit’s end with his unhappy marriage. He wanted to learn about the divorce process so he could move forward with it and start living again.


    We talked for a while, and I gathered the background on his case. He seemed a bit anxious, so I asked him what was going on. He told me that this time he was really going to go through with it. I asked him what he meant by that, and he responded that he had been at this juncture a number of times before and that every time he felt absolutely ready to jump and convinced that he should, some outside influence came in and changed his course. Examples he gave included his wife’s falling ill, their daughter’s moving back in with them temporarily, and, ironically, their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.


    His anxiety resulted from his fear that, if he didn’t hurry up and take this leap, something else would happen or he would change his mind again. He told me that every time he “returned” to the marriage, he hated himself. He added that his indecision was beginning to wear away at his self-esteem, and the longer he procrastinated acting on what he believed was inevitable, the more he lost respect for himself.


    I showed Conrad the marital indecision cycle (see figure 1) and explained to him that the back-and-forth was a normal part of the process. Although that made him feel better, he still expressed a desire to get off the roller coaster. It was clear in Conrad’s mind that he wanted out of his marriage. Much of the work he did with me was in uncovering whatever negative self-talk was getting in the way of his happiness. The loop he was caught up in was of his own making.


    Conrad could finally see how he had set himself up to be unhappy by not setting clear limits with others and taking a stand for himself. On top of this important realization, he also saw that he behaved this way in his work life, with friends, and in virtually every relationship he had. These revelations were liberating for Conrad, and I watched him become strong enough to tell his wife that, indeed, he did want to divorce. It was not an easy transition for them to make, but his wife knew on some level that he had not been totally present. She supported Conrad to be true to himself and consented to divorce him.


    What we witness in Conrad’s story is his feeling trapped in the cycle and being unable to break out easily. He articulated well the impact of this endless round-and-round on him. It can be as frustrating to watch someone you care about struggle to end a relationship as to be in the loop yourself.


    In this next case example of Lydia and Steve, we can see the events that led to Lydia’s decision to leave her husband. We have a better sense of how worn down a person can become by not only the desire to leave but also the unhealthy dynamics causing the marriage’s deterioration in the first place.


    Case Example: Lydia and Steve’s Story


    Lydia joined one of my women’s divorce groups a year and a half before she even started seriously considering filing for divorce from Steve. She was beyond the precontemplation phase but frozen by her ambivalence. She hoped that by joining a group she could gain insight on what to do next.


    Lydia and Steve had been married for nine years and had two sons. This was his first marriage and her second. Given that she had been through divorce before, she wasn’t looking forward to potentially going through the process again, and was primarily concerned that her family would ostracize her and regard her as bringing them shame and dishonor. She was also worried about what her friends and the other parents at her kids’ schools thought, but much less than her family, whose conservative cultural and religious beliefs discouraged divorce.


    When Lydia first came in, she shared that she was thinking about divorcing Steve because he was pulling some stunts that she didn’t particularly like, such as staying out late, spending quite a lot of time with the mother of their son’s best friend, and taking joint funds and funneling them into a property he had bought against her wishes.


    She felt that he was pushing her away, which made her angry. Yet her anger made him distance himself even further. Although tension levels were always high in the house, Lydia was grateful that Steve had not reverted to his past drug use. She let the group know that that was her bottom line. She had been through an immensely difficult time with Steve when he was using drugs five years earlier, and she was not up for that again.


    One evening, Lydia came in and announced to the group that she had evidence that not only was Steve using drugs again, but also he had driven under the influence with their two kids in the car. She was irate, yet not once did she mention the “D” word.


    When one of the group members gently reminded her that she had previously set Steve’s using drugs again as her bottom line, Lydia broke down in tears. She acknowledged having said that, but even as mad as she was now, she still didn’t know if she could go through with it. She said she wished Steve would make the first move so that she wouldn’t have to, since it was obvious that he wanted out of the marriage as well. That way, she wouldn’t have to be the “bad guy” in her family’s eyes.


    But Lydia’s saga continued. Week after week she came to group and vented about the latest happenings. She received unconditional support from the group, and slowly but surely, worked up the strength to file her divorce papers in court. By the time she reached the tipping point, it was months later and she had been through the wringer. She was beyond tired.


    Looking back, Lydia saw that she had been beating a dead horse and that by trying to force their marriage to work, she and Steve had actually added layers of damage both to themselves and the children. The only benefit that seemed to come as a result of prolonging the agony was that Lydia was 100 percent sure that they had done all they could to keep the marriage together.


    Debbie Ford articulates Lydia and Steve’s process well. She writes: “Discontent occurs when our outer experiences aren’t matching our inner desires…. In its early stages, discontent is fairly easy to overlook or conceal from ourselves. But like a glowing ember, the heat of discontent builds slowly over time until it becomes a blazing fire that can no longer be ignored. By then our discontent captures our full attention, and hopefully, we are motivated into action” (Ford 2005).


    Perhaps you are at the earlier stages of your decision-making process or ready to take action to leave or resolve yourself to stay, but in either case the way will be made clearer for you as you read on.


    Exercise: Where Are You and How Did You Get Here?


    As with any journey, you need to know where you are starting from to know which direction to head in or how far you have to go to reach your goal.


    The following questions are meant to give you a reference point as you proceed in making your decision. Answer each question in your journal. Because of the importance of knowing your starting point, complete this exercise as soon as you can. If you are unsure how to respond to something, skip the question for now and come back to it later. It may be that your marital picture will become clearer to you as you read further in this book. (Note: To get the maximum benefit from this exercise, answer questions 4 and 6 once a week for three months, and see if you notice a pattern of ups and downs or whether you have consistent feelings about your marital situation.)


    
      	How long have you been married?


      	Why are you considering divorce?


      	How long have you been considering leaving your spouse?


      	Where are you on the divorce contemplation continuum? (Circle one. If necessary, review the section “The Divorce Contemplation Continuum” earlier in this chapter before completing this step.)

        [image: Scale: Precontemplation - Contemplation - Postcontemplation]

      


      	Have you experienced the marital indecision cycle? Describe what that has been like for you.


      	As of this moment, where are you in the marital indecision cycle? (Circle all that apply.)

        Routine


        Escalation of Tension with Questioning


        Argument/Crisis


        Remorse


        De-escalation of Tension with Questioning

      


      	In column A, make a list of concerns or complaints you have or have had about your spouse or about your marriage. In column B, write what you, your spouse, or both of you have tried to do to resolve the concern or complaint. Finally, in column C, state the outcome of each intervention.

        [image: Concern/Complaint - Intervention - Outcome ]

      


      	When you see the history of interventions that you and your spouse have employed, do you feel hopeful that things can change, or do you feel discouraged? Describe your feelings.

    


    * * *


    After completing this first series of questions, I hope you have a greater awareness of where you now stand with your marriage. There is much information in the following pages to help you learn about why you are where you are and how you got there. As you read on, keep an open mind. As you learn more about the dynamics of relationships, you may realize that you can change more than you thought you could. It will be important to come back to these questions once you have read the entire book to see if your answers and awareness have changed, and how.
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    Knowing Your Options


    There are two primary choices in life: to accept conditions as they exist or accept the responsibility for changing them.


    —Denis Waitley


    Any decision you ever make in life, especially one as big as whether or not to divorce, will always be a better one if you make it a point to be informed about all your available choices. Everyone benefits when you have a better understanding of yourself, your marriage, and what it means to divorce. You can’t know what the future holds, but studying your options and hearing others’ stories can be greatly empowering so that you can absolutely have more say in how your situation turns out.


    Options


    While no option is ideal at this point in your marriage, all of your choices are fairly straightforward: you can stay married, you can separate, or you can divorce.


    Staying in Your Marriage


    We don’t just arrive at a partnership that feels good and then rest. All marriages take work. By work, I mean that you have to give the relationship time and attention to build and maintain a solid base. What this foundation consists of will vary somewhat for each couple, but generally, deeper relationships are formed from the presence of qualities such as attraction (physical, mental, emotional, or spiritual), trust, honesty, compatibility, and respect.


    Because every relationship is a living entity, you must continually do what you can to create a partnership that feels good to both of you, as well as to your children if you have any. Some of the basic components that make up a successful relationship include maintaining mutual honesty, respect, trust, and commitment. You may have your own personal version or twist on what is important (and we’ll explore this in the exercise at the end of this chapter), but the point is that you and your spouse ideally do what you can to bring out the best in each other.


    Relationships naturally have up and down cycles. Often, the bad stretches eventually pass. When you know this and expect that there will be some rough times in your marriage, you can more easily weather the discomfort you will experience during these periods. A couple who persists through the difficulties will usually tell you that their relationship is actually deeper and stronger than it was prior to this tough time and that it was worth hanging in there.


    But what does a couple do when the trouble in their marriage is big trouble or when it lasts for a very long time? In my experience, those who are intent on staying married generally do one of three things: ignore the problem and hope it goes away, try to work on the issues themselves, or seek outside help.


    Ignoring It and Hoping It Will Go Away


    Although it may sound silly, you do have the option to do nothing and hope things improve. Sometimes, putting the problems on the back burner does make issues go away for a period, but in most cases they usually resurface somewhere down the road.


    There is something to be said for picking your battles and not sweating the small stuff, but when there’s a significant issue coming between you and your spouse, sticking your head in the sand will not resolve anything. It may just temporarily take the energy away from the problem, making it merely appear to be resolved.


    Hope springs eternal, and the idea that staying in the marriage and waiting might just shift something is a powerful lure that many people fall prey to. It is often only when a great deal of time has passed and you see that nothing has changed that you realize you should have taken action sooner.


    One of the dangers of ignoring problems or doing nothing to change things in your relationship when change is clearly needed is that one or both partners may unconsciously create a crisis. This is an event that crosses the line in a marriage and tests the nature of its existence. Examples of these crises include affairs, financial disasters, job losses, addiction, and mental or emotional breakdowns.


    Not everyone who creates or contributes to these types of situations does so simply because he or she unconsciously wants the marriage to end, but the boundaries of acceptable and respectable behavior in the marriage are certainly stretched. So much damage can result from these interactions that divorce is unquestionably and understandably invited in.


    For those of you who want to consciously and actively work on the issues rather than ignore them, you can do that in one of two ways: work things out together without outside help (which I call inside intervention) or employ resources outside your marriage to help you (outside intervention).


    Staying in your marriage using inside intervention: Inside intervention can take many forms. It can be spouses learning about and implementing new ways of communicating, connecting, and resolving whatever obstacles have arisen in the relationship. Although self-help books technically are resources found outside of the couple, I include these as inside interventions because, presumably, it is still just the husband and wife trying to work things out together without consulting professional help. New ideas are introduced through the literature, but no outside person is involved.


    Another example of inside intervention is creating something new in the relationship, such as a career change. New jobs, new homes, and new children are positive ways some couples can find a new focus and therefore often come together to resolve their issues. These changes can be the very thing the marriage needs to get back on track.


    A case in point is a woman I once worked with named Marie, whose marriage had been rocky from the beginning. Although friends and relatives warned the couple not to have children, they decided to get pregnant. It was a definite adjustment early on, but this couple actually became closer by creating a “parenting partnership,” as they called it.


    The majority of husbands and wives who have kids as a way to save the marriage find that more strain is placed on the relationship, making matters worse. This couple was the exception to the rule, and they felt quite fortunate.


    Another situation involves a couple I consulted with who described their relief when their cross-country move for his new job brought the changes they had hoped would save their marriage. The period immediately following the move was unsettling, which was what motivated them to seek counseling. Both spouses questioned what was keeping them together. However, because the move helped separate them from some toxic family influences, they realized that they had a genuinely loving and fulfilling marriage.


    Staying in your marriage using outside intervention: Interventions such as marital therapy, spiritual or religious counseling, trial separation, or legal mediation are powerful tools couples can bring to their relationships to improve or save the marriage. However, people sometimes have unrealistic expectations of how much these outside influences can accomplish. What couples should keep in mind is that the success rate of any intervention they employ, regardless of what it is or how capable the professional whom they are working with is, will only be as good as both spouses’ levels of motivation.


    Many people have come to me for marriage therapy hoping that I could wield some power over their spouses that they themselves didn’t possess, and get them to listen or change in some way. Certainly, objective input from a professional trained to deal with such matters can help, but it is important to understand that there is no magic cure.


    If you are currently attempting to manipulate your spouse in hopes of getting a particular result, just know that this action is not likely to be effective and can sometimes do more harm than good.


    Case Example: Terry and Eric’s Story


    Terry’s husband, Eric, was a fierce workaholic, and she was having trouble dealing with their two sons (who were seriously acting out) by herself. She tried to get Eric into therapy and a Workaholics Anonymous group, and even hired an interventionist, who staged a full-blown intervention with friends and family.


    Eric was so engrossed in his addiction that he only saw Terry and the rest of the interveners as a threat to his “success and passion.” Rather than choosing to stop his destructive work habits, he left Terry and their two kids; stopped speaking to his parents, siblings, and best friend; and virtually disappeared. After all was said and done, Terry had less support from Eric than before she started attempting to control his workaholism.


    Regardless of the behavior or trait that your spouse displays, for your influence to have any type of long-lasting impact, it must be because your spouse wants to make this change for him- or herself.


    Many people ask me how they can get their spouses to stop using drugs or alcohol, get them out of their depression, prevent them from cheating again, or get them to be more emotionally available.


    No doctor, therapist, clergy, or magician in the world can help you change anyone who doesn’t want to change. Nor can any professional have a direct impact on that person if he or she doesn’t see the value of changing. As we say in substance-abuse interventions, “When someone is not ready to stop a behavior, you can’t say the right thing, and when someone is ready, you can’t say the wrong thing.”


    My response to those who ask how they can best influence their partners is always the same: the most powerful impact you can have on another person is to work on yourself. This reply usually takes people aback, because it’s not at all what they came to me to learn about. But it’s the truth. The most influential way you can help shape others is to change your thoughts, behaviors, attitudes, and assumptions; be a good role model; and work harder on yourself.


    Because it often only takes one person to change for a family or interrelational-­group system to be altered, invariably everything and everyone has the potential to improve, even if just one piece of the equation improves. Others will soon start reacting differently to your new behaviors. They will respect you more, listen to you better, and enjoy interacting with you more. An added benefit of keeping the focus on yourself is that you are no longer viewed as the “bad guy” or nag in your partner’s eyes. Instead, your spouse is often forced to start looking at him- or herself.


    This doesn’t mean that you necessarily have to ignore or condone unacceptable behavior from others, but when you keep the focus on yourself, the bulk of your time and energy is used to change yourself, not people or circumstances over which you have no control.


    No change happens overnight, especially when a pattern has been in place for many years. It may take time for those around you to understand that you have changed and that you are serious about your new bottom line or request.


    Case Example: Dan and Becky’s Story


    Several years ago, a man I know named Dan grew tired of the negative dynamic he and his wife, Becky, often engaged in whenever they had both had a few too many drinks. He decided that he wanted to get sober. Determined to change his life, he began attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and also got himself into therapy.


    Becky, who on some level also knew that she habitually overindulged in alcohol, saw her husband start to feel better, as well as change and grow. Dan made no comment or gesture to her that she should follow in his footsteps, but Becky quickly realized that if she didn’t change and do some inner work herself, her marriage was over. She started attending AA meetings with him, and before they knew it, they were in couples counseling, working on some important issues that had kept them both unhappy, which, ironically enough, was one of the reasons they had turned to the bottle in the first place.


    When Dan started to work on himself, he had the choice to impose his new belief system on Becky. He could have told her that he had found sobriety and, if she wanted to stay married to him, she’d better get sober, but he didn’t. He decided that his welfare was not contingent on her joining him and also realized that his recovery was just that—his recovery, not hers.


    Becky became curious about Dan’s abstinent lifestyle. She saw that he felt better physically, looked better, and seemed to be happier. She noticed that they fought less. She wanted what he had, and because he didn’t push his path on her, she had the room to move forward.


    Nine years later, they are still married and have come through quite a lot together as a sober couple. They would be the first to tell you that their relationship is not perfect, but both agree that, had Dan chosen to be pushy, talk down to Becky, or try to manipulate her in any way, she would have done all she could to defy him. She even admitted that she was waiting for him to start, so she could rebel or even leave. In many ways, leaving would have been easier for her than looking at herself has been, though nowhere near as rewarding.


    This story had a good ending in that both parties changed, grew, and became very committed to doing their own inner work (and continue to do so), which resulted in their staying together and becoming genuinely happy together.


    Regardless of the circumstances or reasons why you are contemplating divorce, you will still likely feel scared, ambivalent, and unsure that marital dissolution is the way to go. As I mentioned earlier, every relationship has a difficult period from time to time, and when it is just a period, it does pass. It would be just as unfair to you and your spouse to move too quickly to end the marriage as to wait too long.


    Separation


    The gray area between staying married and divorcing is separating. What does this mean and what does it look like? There are more variations on this theme than any other, but most people don’t usually opt for separation as a long-term solution. When we hear that a husband and wife are separating, most of us think that they are on their way to the divorce court. Couples who have reached this point have usually tried various interventions and tactics to get the marriage back on track, but nothing has worked. The marriage is in a state of disrepair, so now there is nothing left to do but split up, separate, and then divorce.


    However, rather than a means to an end, separation can be a helpful tool to stay together. This seems counterintuitive when a marriage is troubled and relations are fragile. Most of us believe that when we feel our spouse slipping away from us, we should merge together more, get as close as we can, and do more to “make the marriage work.”


    The thought of creating distance at such a time instills a great deal of fear of losing control of your spouse and your relationship. This option is especially challenging if the bond between the two of you has been weakened by a betrayed trust. But, employed carefully and skillfully (and usually with some type of professional support), this tool can be quite effective in bringing two people closer together.


    In this section, we’ll explore the three main reasons why couples separate: to enhance their marriage, to gain perspective on their marriage, and to take a first step in the divorce process.


    Separation to Enhance the Marriage


    Separation between spouses does not always have to be incorporated just when the relationship is heading south. It can be used as a tool to improve relations. We’re living in a time when there are many more variations on marriage than the traditional ideas we learned about in fairy tales or from older TV shows like Father Knows Best. Contemporary trends include couples living in separate towns for part of the time or living in the same town but in different homes.


    Tom, a college professor, leaves his wife Laurie every September to teach the fall semester at a college in another part of the country. When he finishes teaching, he returns home to Laurie. Both Tom and Laurie cherish this arrangement because they have enough alone time to feel autonomous and enough togetherness to feel married. They describe their marriage as very strong and state that it would probably not be as good if they lived together 365 days of the year. Living apart enhances their relationship.


    Another couple, Jane and Sam, live in northern California. This couple seriously considered divorce because of different parenting styles. When Jane was offered a job in Los Angeles, she took it. Unsure whether marital dissolution was going to be the end result, Jane was reluctant to completely move out of their home in Napa, so instead she rented an apartment in Los Angeles. She stayed in Southern California Monday through Friday and commuted home to the wine country each weekend to be with Sam and the kids.


    What they soon discovered was that, even though their parenting styles never quite meshed, there was less conflict, because Jane was away most of the time. Sam, who was a househusband, had charge of the kids during the week, and Jane wasn’t there to contradict his parenting style.


    There are other married couples who choose to live in separate ­residences, whether a town away or down the street from each other, to simultaneously maintain individuality and partnership.


    Living apart doesn’t absolve either party from having to work on the relationship. What is crucial to understand is that these arrangements succeed only when there is good mutual communication and honesty about what works and what doesn’t. Each spouse trusts the other and shares the same expectations. They both enjoy a sense of autonomy while sharing the goal of creating a healthier connection with each other.


    Separation to Gain Perspective on the Marriage


    In 1999, Joan Anderson wrote a book called A Year by the Sea, in which she tells the autobiographical story of living by herself at her summer house for a full year to determine whether or not she wanted to remain in her marriage. Ultimately, she decided to reconcile with her husband, and the clarity she gained by taking care of herself in this way had a positive and powerful impact on her and the rest of her family.


    Sometimes couples actually gain this perspective through their willingness to let go of the relationship. Living apart allows them to step out of the muck and mire, and get onto higher ground.


    Case Example: Linda and Jorge’s Story


    Linda and her husband of eighteen years, Jorge, had decided to separate, with the idea that they would eventually get divorced. Jorge moved to a small apartment nearby, and Linda stayed in the house.


    From the moment they separated, they missed each other terribly. They continued to go on hikes and dates, and began to appreciate each other more. Despite the fact (perhaps because of it) that they were on a steady course toward dissolution, they came to realize the depth of their love and connection. Solidifying their friendship and working hard on themselves and on creating the relationship they truly wanted enabled them to turn the tide.


    A year and a half after moving out, Jorge not only moved back in, but the couple renewed their vows. Now their marriage is stronger than ever.


    This story illustrates a point I heard once: “You can’t have a real relationship until you are willing to not have the relationship.” What Linda and Jorge discovered in their time apart was that their love for each other was stronger than their need for each other. In their readiness to let go of the relationship, they could see their connection more clearly and objectively.


    They saw that they could be quite self-sufficient and take care of themselves, thus reducing their unhealthy dependence on each other. They learned to take responsibility for themselves, did some much-needed inner work, and consequently stopped blaming each other for their problems. Their new bond was stronger, because both had become more honest, more mature, and more capable of giving and receiving love.


    Couples can choose to implement such a nuptial time-out informally and on their own, or more formally and with professional guidance. In her book Should I Stay or Go? therapist Lee Raffel (1999, 10) helps couples create what she calls a “controlled separation.” Following particular parameters (not unlike how an actual divorce situation would look, complete with temporary financial support, child custody visitations, and separate living quarters), each person agrees not to file for divorce during the controlled separation and to give the other as much distance as needed to get perspective or to heal past hurts. At the end of the agreed-upon term of separation (usually six months), the couple can reassess their goals with the hope of getting back together.


    Of course, not everyone undergoing a controlled separation arrives at the decision to reunite, but it is a different spin on resolution that can be quite helpful to many couples.


    Curt, the husband in a couple I worked with, told me that after his wife, Dianne, moved out, he felt such a sense of relief and renewed energy from being apart from her that he had no idea how he had lasted in the marriage for close to thirty years. For him, the break validated that leaving the relationship was the right decision.


    The internal reactions people have to separating can be quite varied. However, this process will almost certainly bring you valuable information and insights about yourself and your relationship.


    Separation as a Step Toward Divorce


    This is the form of separation that most people are familiar with. Couples who know they want to divorce have often lived with a great deal of discomfort or lack of fulfillment—and usually for a very long time—so being apart from their spouses can be welcome relief.


    The split may be prompted by the fact that one or both partners have changed (or not changed), they are no longer in love, they no longer share common interests, a trust has been betrayed, or a crisis has caused them to reexamine their relationship.


    These individuals or couples have crossed an invisible line of no return. While they may struggle with the “shoulds,” such as “We should stay together because of the kids,” they know in their hearts that the relationship is over.


    When asked if there is any chance of reconciliation, they will give it anywhere from a 10 to 30 percent chance. It is a rare occasion when someone says that there is zero possibility of turning things around.


    I surmise this, because with every major decision in life, there is a list of pros and cons that comes with the territory. Getting divorced is not necessarily a clear-cut or easy decision, even when there is tremendous abuse or neglect. Most people understand that they are trading in their uncomfortable “knowns” for some “unknowns,” with no guarantee of any more happiness than the situation they are letting go of, but it is a chance they are willing to take to be more in alignment with their truths.


    Once a couple is on the divorce track, the separation is not implemented with the purpose of getting a better perspective on the relationship (although this can happen, as you saw in Linda and Jorge’s story); rather, it is part of the natural course as each party prepares to go his or her ­individual way. This is the “in-between” stage of the process.


    Sometimes, living apart is necessary. The husband and wife can no longer reside under the same roof due to the level of anger, distrust, or animosity between them. Sometimes it just makes sense to begin the separation process by having one person move out. It can soften the contrast between being married and being divorced.


    While not all couples live in separate dwellings during divorce proceedings, most do. In areas of the country where the cost of living is relatively high, some spouses have to live in the same house for economic reasons. This is often a temporary situation, and it’s a rare couple who can actually continue living together after their divorce is finalized.


    One housing option many parents choose these days to minimize the upheaval for their children is commonly referred to as “nesting.” This is when each parent rotates moving in and out of the family home, while the children stay put. Each spouse may have his or her own apartment, separate from the other’s apartment, or they may share the same apartment (since they aren’t living there at the same time).


    Case Example: Kerry and Mark’s Story


    Just how much physical distance each couple needs will vary. Kerry and Mark felt strongly that they needed to live apart but wanted to provide their children with as much continuity as possible. Mark moved out of the family house and into a house on the same block. This worked well in the short run, but things got a bit strange for them well after their divorce was finalized—when Mark started a new relationship.


    Whenever Kerry passed by Mark’s house and saw his new girlfriend’s car in the driveway, she felt her stomach churn, even though she knew she didn’t want to be in a relationship with him. What got to her was the idea that he had moved on and that she was replaceable. Within six months, Kerry decided that she would move to a different location within the same school district so that her children could continue their education without interruption and Mark’s new relationship would not feel so “in her face.”


    In hindsight, Kerry wished that she had asked Mark to relocate farther away when they first split up, but at the time she wasn’t thinking about the next chapter of their lives. It was hard enough to think about anything beyond the millions of immediate details this transition was creating.


    Case Example: Bob and Katherine’s Story


    The other end of the spectrum of splitting up a family system can be likened to amputation, which can be equally unproductive. When Bob expressed to Katherine the dissatisfaction he felt with their marriage, he already had a new place to move into—thirty miles away from her.


    For him, it was not if but, rather, when their divorce would happen, and he was simply taking care of business by cutting his ties with her as quickly as possible. Although Katherine agreed that their marriage left a great deal to be desired, she felt abandoned in his moving out and their abrupt separation.


    She asked him to stay in the family home and even agreed to give him the master bedroom; she would sleep downstairs in the family room to integrate the changes in their relationship. Initially Bob complied, though against his better judgment. For him, quick, permanent good-byes were the easiest way to go.


    They ended up living together that way throughout the entire divorce process (a little over nine months) and were able to delve into what went wrong in their marriage, discuss how they could maintain a friendship, and, more importantly, create a co-parenting plan, which never would have happened had Bob followed through on his impulse to immediately move so far away. He might have felt better in the moment but would have created very difficult circumstances in which to navigate and negotiate their divorce.


    When you are considering ending your marriage, it is important to imagine what life might be like once the divorce actually happens and both spouses move on. Be as honest as you can with yourself and your partner, and try to maintain good relations. However, be aware that trying, at any cost, to preserve the sense of family to avoid hurting someone or maintain constancy for the kids can come back to haunt everyone later on.


    Divorce


    The decision to divorce is not an easy one, but no choice at this stage will be easy or without its own set of problems and issues. In this country, approximately half of all marriages end in dissolution, so it’s clearly a path that many people choose.


    Three factors distinguish this option from the others: the finality of this choice, its far-reaching life changes, and the stigma that may happen during and after divorce.


    Divorce Is Final


    Divorce marks the end of the family unit as you now know it. It is definite and complete. There are not usually second chances once this path is chosen. Even though we all hear stories of couples divorcing and then remarrying each other (for example, Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton), the reality is that the chances of spouses reuniting are slim to none. Most people move from their bad or unfulfilling marriages into new relationships or no relationship.


    When couples have no children, the finality is even more pronounced. These individuals have little or no reason to stay in touch, unless they opt to remain friends. For some, this is welcome news. Being free of attachment to an ex-spouse one no longer loves and lives with is a big relief. Others feel a tremendous sense of loss because this person, who was once family, now holds the status of stranger. There is no contact, no knowledge of what the ex-spouse is up to, and there’s no reason to maintain a connection. This stark and uncomfortable contrast can be troubling for quite a while.


    If the couple has children, though their marital relationship changes drastically, they are bound forever as the parents of their children. Whether they communicate or get along is irrelevant. The children will always be their connection, and the ex-spouses will always be, in essence, family.


    For many people, this type of tie is a major challenge. As my mother put it after splitting up with my father, “It’s worse than a death, because the other person doesn’t go away.” The grieving can feel prolonged, because there is no “getting over” the loss of the spouse, the relationship, or the dashed dreams. He or she is always there, and you are required to interact with each other. This is true even if your children are grown. Like it or not, at various family events—graduations, weddings, births, and funerals—you will probably have to interact with your ex-spouse.


    Some divorced couples find that they get along better after realizing and accepting that they shouldn’t be married. Maybe co-parenting is a snap because they were always a good team in this regard. Or, the relationship is simply easier because both ex-partners are happier as two single individuals than as a married couple.


    A former client named Christy recently contacted me to tell me that she had remarried. She went on to inform me that her ex-husband, Craig, had performed the wedding ceremony, since he was ordained as an interfaith minister. The guests were quite surprised by how well they all got along.


    To boot, she said that her new husband, Brian, introduced Craig to a female friend of his named Debra, and now they planned to move in together. And the one who benefited most from all of these relationship changes was their thirteen-year-old daughter, whom Christy described as the “sanest, most well-adjusted girl I know.”


    Divorce Is Far Reaching


    If the mere thought of getting divorced overwhelms you, it is with good reason. I liken the divorce process to untangling the root system of two trees that have grown side by side. The more years of root growth they have experienced together, the more tangled and entwined their dissolution process will be. It is not easy, no matter what the circumstances, but this “old growth” can make it that much tougher.


    Divorce will impact every single area of your life. And your new status as a single person usually makes every aspect of life more challenging, at least initially. It’s not like quitting a job, wherein your time and money situations change but you still have the same place to come home to every day, with the same family. The impact of leaving your marriage permeates your family, home, finances, time management, and, in most cases, work life.


    Divorce affects many others besides the two who are splitting up. Every member of the immediate family feels the repercussions of the changes that come with marital dissolution, as do the extended family; friends; neighbors; and sometimes even employers, employees, and coworkers.


    The children of a divorcing couple are often shuttled back and forth between Mom’s house and Dad’s house. Pets may even be traded back and forth or be otherwise impacted by the changes.


    Having two households can be quite costly, causing everyone to make sacrifices to afford the higher overhead. The children may have to go without soccer camp or tae kwon do, and the parents might have to eat out less often. Frequently, the family has no choice but to sell the house and downsize their entire lifestyle.


    If one parent was not working during the marriage, he or she may be forced to start working to contribute income or go back to school to gain skills to earn a living. Some will have to get second jobs or be forced to change jobs for a higher-paying position.


    Coworkers may have to pick up the slack for the divorcing person who must take time off for legal appointments or who is preoccupied with the intense emotions that accompany such loss. In more extreme cases, the divorcing person literally cannot function on the job and calls in sick more frequently.


    Cathy was devastated when she got a less-than-glowing evaluation at her corporate job in the year of her divorce. She thought she had done well at keeping up appearances and putting whatever leftover energy she had into her work. Looking back, she realized that, because her divorce was so devastating to her, she couldn’t possibly have been fully present and focused.


    These are just some examples of the myriad of ways in which divorce affects people and their various situations. At this stage of your process, you may be able to foresee potential issues in some of these areas, but there will likely also be some ripples that wind up taking you by surprise. It’s certainly appropriate to have a healthy fear of such changes and to weigh all of the pros and cons to the extent possible before making the decision to divorce.


    Stigma


    Even in our modern American culture, divorce is still seen as a negative life event—even taboo. Despite its fairly common occurrence, divorce isn’t supposed to happen. It is considered a failure. Divorce tends to bring out the worst in people—everyone, not just the divorcing couple. The people around the couple, be they friends, family, or more distant acquaintances, may believe that the “disease” of divorce is contagious. Given that they don’t want to “catch it,” they may keep their distance from the divorcing individuals and withhold much-needed support.


    Many people believe that anyone who has divorced once has issues, so anyone who has divorced more than once must have serious issues. I’ve heard someone described as “a three-time loser” because he had three “failed” marriages. Such reactions from others would elicit and add to the already-existing shame and bad feelings any divorcing person might have.


    If divorce equals failure, then it stands to reason that, in society’s eyes, marriage equals success—unless, of course, you are marrying for the second, third, or fourth time. But who sets these standards? Our way of thinking about love, romance, marriage, and divorce is influenced heavily by traditions, social norms, and mores that have become the foundation for many of the marital laws in place today.


    What most people don’t consider is that marriage has existed for thousands of years in many different forms and has evolved into what we know today from a variety of influences. Ironically, the view we currently hold on marriage and divorce is a relatively recent historical phenomenon, not just in our Western culture but throughout the world.


    In today’s world, we are expected to do more, be more, and have more. When it comes to marriage, this is no exception. In her book Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage, Stephanie Coontz (2005) comments that never before has any culture set such high standards for what marriage should be and do for a person and a society. In the last two hundred years, marriage has evolved from a union designed to meet only our most basic needs to an institution wherein all of our needs are expected to be taken care of. Husbands and wives in the Western world have come to expect their mates to satisfy and fulfill their every need—physical, social, emotional, and intellectual. Coontz believes that, although the intention of having marriage satisfy more of our needs was meant to strengthen the institution, the unrealistic nature of these expectations actually threatens the stability of marriage.


    In other words, as marriage has evolved, our culture has inadvertently created a goal (uniting with a person who will meet all of your needs “till death do you part”) that is difficult, if not impossible, to attain. Yet we unfairly stigmatize those who don’t reach it.


    I make this point here, not because I want to create a debate about whether the way we view marriage today is right or wrong but to help you see that your expectation of yourself and others to marry “forever after” is not very realistic.


    I hope that knowing this information will change your perspective on your situation and help take away some or all of the judgment you may have toward yourself. I also hope you will feel less judged by others, even members of your own family.


    It isn’t easy to change your belief that divorce is bad or wrong when that message has been ingrained in our culture for so long, but it is important to take the element of judgment away so you can make a better decision about whether or not to stay in your marriage. This next story illustrates perfectly how easy it is to allow fear of judgment to dictate our actions.


    Case Example: Rob and Jenny’s Story


    Rob and Jenny, who met through friends, admitted that they had married for less-than-great reasons. For her, it was that all of her friends were getting married (she was twenty-eight at the time), and for him, it was that getting married was simply what you did when you reached a certain age (he was thirty-two). It was the first marriage for both.


    At one point Jenny confessed to me that she knew she shouldn’t have married Rob but was caught up in all the festivities and celebratory mood of everyone from the minute the couple had announced their engagement all the way up to their wedding day. Both families had been ecstatic.


    In hindsight, Rob and Jenny realized that having only dated for eight months prior to getting married was not a long enough time to see each other’s true colors. Had they waited, they might have seen that, despite the love they felt for each other, they had virtually nothing in common. She liked to go out to clubs; he liked to stay home and watch TV. She loved to spend time and money shopping; he thought malls were a huge waste of space and abhorred spending his hard-earned money on the “little things.” He was totally into his work and career, but to her, work was nothing more than a means to an end. Rob considered Jenny extremely immature, and Jenny thought Rob was a stick-in-the-mud.


    Rob had sincerely wanted to marry Jenny and just assumed that being married and eventually having children would force Jenny to grow up and settle down. Jenny had also thought marriage would tame her, though she had no idea she would feel imprisoned.


    Even the birth of their son, Zach, did not change Jenny. In fact, in some ways, she rebelled, because now two people threatened to take away her freedom. She was a great mother to her son when she was with him, but she was quite the party girl when someone else was taking care of him.


    The demise of their marriage came one night when Jenny was out on the town with some girlfriends from work and met Gerard, a tall, dark, and handsome man for whom she fell head over heels. The affair began somewhat discreetly, but within a short time, people began to suspect something. Jenny was home less and less, and the burden of caring for Zach fell almost 100 percent on Rob’s shoulders.


    Both Rob and Jenny had expected that marriage would change her and calm her down, but it didn’t. Rob had hoped that having a child would hold Jenny more accountable, but it didn’t. Jenny had expected that her feelings for Rob would change and she would “grow into” being married, but she didn’t. Both grew more resentful of each other and their situation. Both wanted things to change: he wanted her home more, and she wanted him off her back.


    In less than two years, they had created a miserable existence, but both felt that they would really disappoint their respective families and friends, so they maintained the facade of being a happy couple for another eight months. Jenny was willing to betray her husband by having an extramarital affair, yet she was terrified of causing harm to their families by divorcing Rob.


    Finally, they each had to admit defeat. The pain they experienced from hurting each other and living a lie was now greater than the shame and guilt they had feared. Jenny filed for divorce, and within six months the marriage was legally dissolved.


    In Rob and Jenny’s story, the couple married and stayed unhappily married for almost three years because they believed it was what they “had to do” as adults. Despite an inner knowing that they should split up, this young couple felt pressure from both sets of in-laws, friends, and even bosses to conform to the social marital norms.


    Fear of being criticized by others is a powerful motivator, causing many people to try to avoid finding themselves in a position of being judged. However, when you allow the thoughts, feelings, and needs of others to outweigh your own, you are not being true to yourself.


    Exercise: Contemplating Your Options


    This exercise is designed to help you assess your ideal situation compared to your current reality, as well as help you examine the reasoning behind your desire to stay or go.


    
      	What is the ideal outcome to your current situation?

        Stay MarriedSeparateDivorceOther (Write it here.)

      


      	Why is this your ideal outcome?


      	Using the scale below, rate your current inclination with your marriage:

        [image: Scale: Divorce / Separation / Staying Married]

      


      	Why are you currently staying in your marriage?

    


    As you may see from this exercise, your ideal outcome and your current reality don’t necessarily match. Think about whether and how the real and the ideal can become one and the same. Write in your journal about your thoughts and feelings on this topic.


    * * *

  




End of sample
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