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Dedication

To all of the hearts that have been broken:
may you find help and hope within this book —
maybe even some laughter —
to help you heal again.
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Foreword

The big “D.” Divorce. The legal breakup of a marriage. Despite the fact that almost one out of every two marriages in the United States ends up in divorce court, no one enters a marriage thinking they may end up as part of that statistic. Yet, it happens. In most cases, lines are drawn, sides are chosen, and a new dance begins — one in which the partners spar, dodge, and throw punches as the final date of dissolution approaches. The effects of uncoupling reach far beyond the two people involved — it touches friends, siblings, parents, grandparents, and certainly the children. It is not only the couple who may be considering a divorce, or those who are in the process or the aftermath of it — each and every person who knows you and loves you will be affected by the outcome in one way or another.

It is a phenomenon that can be the worst or best experience of your life — the worst while it is happening, and the best (hopefully) after the dust has settled and you have moved on. While you are actively involved in the process, it can be difficult to view your situation from the “big picture” perspective. The person who you thought you would spend the rest of your life with disappears — emotionally for sure, usually physically as well. Life, as you knew it, turns upside-down. The words “forever,” “eternally,” and “everlasting love” are dropped from your vocabulary and are replaced with words like “depressed,” “coping,” “stressed,” and “major change.” Finances, jobs, daily schedules and living arrangements are affected. The divorce, in and of itself, can be a financial hurdle.

You may start to question your physical attributes, lovability, self-worth, and level of attractiveness — at some point, you will most certainly question your sanity. You will no longer be creating memories with your partner — instead you will be practicing how to forgive (with a little luck), forget, let go, and put the past behind you. Some people lose weight (known as the “Divorce Diet” to the ex-generation) and go shopping for a whole new wardrobe. Others may gain weight from nights of sitting in front of the television eating every comfort food known to the human race — ice cream, macaroni and cheese, tapioca (warm, preferably), chips and salsa (maybe with a margarita thrown in) popcorn, and chocolate — not necessarily in that order.

This snapshot we just took you through? It’s true only if you are lucky enough to go through a “good” divorce!

We know. Each of us has had our own divorces; Jack and Patty count two each, and Mark has been through one. We can relate to these stories from our own experiences, which is why we created this book — to provide the kind of Chicken Soup for the Soul support that can help you get through your own divorce. Shared insights, personal introspection, hints of wisdom, thoughts on forgiveness and healing, hope for the future, and even slices of humor are tucked into the pages of the book you are holding. You will see that some couples have chosen to approach their divorce with integrity and dignity, honor for each other’s feelings and welfare, a wish to continue as friends, and a common desire to complete their Big D without a lot of drama (with a capital D!).

If you are at the point where you are just considering ending your marriage or are already deep in the process — even if you are already an active, official member of the ex-generation — take this book and keep it by your bedside. When you have one of those down moments and you need to know that you are not alone in this mess — reach out and read someone else’s story. You will see that others have gone through the D experience and have come out on the other side, better because of it. Most have been able to find themselves, learn their strengths, discover the joy of a new freedom, and realize their own potential. There is light at the end of the tunnel.

~Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, and Patty Hansen
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Is This the End… or the Beginning?

Perhaps our eyes need to be washed by our tears once in a while,
so that we can see life with a clearer view again.

~Alex Tan
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A Little Clump of Dirt

To carry his load without resting, not to be bothered by heat or cold and
always be content: these three things we can learn from a donkey.

~Indian Proverb

I was convinced no one in the world had ever hurt as badly as I was hurting. The pain was constant and deep. I was hysterical, inconsolable, and completely devastated. I wanted to find something — anything — that would make the pain stop. Sadly, I even understood the despair that could lead to suicide. Not that I gave it serious thought, but I understood it.

I was so clueless. How could I have been so blind? How did he turn away without my realizing what was happening? Was I that stupid or just naive? Maybe. Maybe not. I trusted him. Completely. And after fifteen years of marriage, one which everyone had thought was perfect, including me, it all fell apart in a blinding flash. They say the wife is the last to know. That was certainly true in my case.

Oh sure, it had been coming for a few months, in his mind — but for me, it was a shock. I lost thirty-five pounds in six weeks because I couldn’t keep food down. I couldn’t sit still long enough to even watch a television commercial, much less a thirty minute show. Many times I dressed for work, got halfway there, and realized I had on clothes or shoes that didn’t match. I cried so much I could have filled a lake with my tears.

How did I get through it? I tried every possible thing everyone or anyone suggested. I let myself cry as much and as often as I needed to. I got a journal and wrote my thoughts, page after page after page — late into the night, early in the morning, anytime I had something to say. I found new music that consoled me and comforted me. I tried a new hobby that had no connection to my marriage. I went through all the motions with friends and family even though I felt empty inside and alone. I talked and talked and talked about it, to anyone who would listen. My friends and family were probably sick of me and my tears, but they were steadfast and true and stuck by me.

I read everything I could get my hands on about marriage, divorce, mid-life crises, how to survive, how to heal my broken heart. I ended up with enough books to fill a library. Obviously I was in the company of thousands of other people who suffer this kind of hurt every day. But I was still convinced my pain was worse than anyone else had ever experienced.

Friends sent me every possible uplifting e-mail story. The computer became my lifeline. I read them all — many times over. A few of them really stuck with me. There was one story about a little donkey that fell into a deep well. The farmer couldn’t figure out how to get the poor donkey out of the well, so he decided just to bury him by throwing in shovel after shovel of dirt. The donkey, however, would shake off each shovel-full of dirt and stomp his feet to tamp down the dirt. Little by little, as each shovel-full of dirt landed on the little donkey, the level of the ground rose until he was able just to walk out of that deep hole. I thought about that donkey a lot, and I decided to try to be like him and get out of the deep hole I was in.

Story after story, tear after tear, step by step, day after day, I began to finally get better. I remember thinking I could go ten minutes without crying. Then thirty minutes. Then a whole hour! I was improving. Baby steps. But they were steps in the right direction. Oh sure, there were still times I fell apart. But those times became fewer and further apart. I felt it was a huge improvement when I finally went through one whole day without crying. That took a long time. The pain was still there, but I was improving. I knew deep down that I could survive this. I kept thinking about that little donkey.

And I did survive it — with determination, the unwavering support of my family and true friends, and a new understanding of my faith and the strength you gain from it. Maybe more of us should be like that poor little donkey. Shake off that dirt and stomp it down until you can simply walk out of that deep dark hole into the sunshine.

~Mary Mason
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Revelation

It was looking grim. I had tried talking, talking, talking — writing letters to him which he refused to read — and counseling. My last resort was a trial separation. I’d made arrangements to move in with my sister over Thanksgiving weekend. Only one detail remained — to tell my husband.

I planned to talk to him on a Saturday morning in late October. I rehearsed and fretted. Would he be shocked, surprised, hurt? Profess his love for me and beg me to stay? Would this make him agree to go to counseling with me? My mind raced through several scenarios, all of which ended in my not really having to move out.

That Saturday morning was October perfection — sunny, Indian-summer-warm; the maple trees aglow in fiery reds, oranges, and yellows. After stalling over my coffee, I asked, “Can we talk?”

“If you want.”

“Let’s go out on the porch.”

“Fine.”

We settled in on our newly-purchased, comfy porch chairs. I fidgeted with the cushion as I realized my rehearsed words had escaped me.

“So... what’s up?” he asked.

“Well, I... I don’t think it’s any secret this marriage isn’t working.”

“I’d agree with that.”

“We exist as separate entities under one roof. We don’t talk, we don’t know anything about each other’s lives. I guess you don’t need me to tell you about all the things we don’t do together.”

“I can’t argue with anything you’ve said.”

“It’s for those reasons that I’m going to be moving out.”

“When?”

“Thanksgiving weekend.”

“Well, before you move out, do you want to… (Here my heart was aflutter; I was waiting for the words that would mean I wouldn’t have to move out!)… buy new tires for the Camry?”

I looked at him for a few seconds, expressionless. Then, I nearly fell out of my chair guffawing, belly laughs, full body laughs. When I was able, I croaked out, “I imagined a hundred scenarios. That wasn’t one of them. Thanks for the comic relief.”

Finally, I knew. It was really over.

~Melinda Stiles
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The Little Pink House

Every house where love abides
And friendship is a guest,
Is surely home,
and home sweet home
For there the heart can rest.

~Henry Van Dyke

After years of struggling in a marriage that was no longer working, a friend of mine, Denise, finally decided to walk away. It wasn’t an easy decision, especially since she had two young daughters and would be facing life as a single mom in her forties. I would later tell her, “Sometimes it takes more love to leave than to stay — love for yourself, your children, and even your estranged spouse. Sometimes leaving is the only true way to move forward.”

By leaving her marriage, Denise was also giving up her beautiful large home in town, with its long, wrap-around driveway, sprawling front porch and back deck, and endless yard. A simpler life started to call her. She decided to move out to the country into the little pink house where her late grandmother had lived her entire life. Her grandmother had only passed away the year before, and the house was still filled with her belongings — overflowing with them, actually.

On moving day, when Denise arrived at the pink house with her daughters and the family dog, the task before her seemed overwhelming. Inside the house there was hardly even a place to sit. Like many in her generation, Denise’s grandmother never threw anything away. The upstairs bedrooms were clogged with hundreds of vinyl records and books, furniture, and trinkets collected over nearly a century of living. The bedrooms had ceased serving their intended purpose and were now a glorified attic. Denise’s grandmother, a tough and feisty former preacher woman, had slept downstairs on the couch, foregoing a traditional bedroom. The downstairs too, was cluttered with knickknacks and hundreds more books, especially the classics and many titles long since forgotten. Grandmother’s years of smoking had yellowed the ceilings and walls throughout.

Starting over seemed like an impossibly cruel feat. There wasn’t even an adequate bedroom for her or her daughters to sleep in, for heaven’s sake. Perhaps she hadn’t made the right choice, Denise worried.

That’s when the brigade arrived. Denise’s parents, brothers, cousins, friends, and new neighbors, as well as her older son from a first marriage and that first ex, began pulling into the small dirt-laden driveway. Eventually, the driveway and old country road leading to the house were lined with the cars and trucks that carried special guardian angels to Denise’s aid.

Denise was no longer standing alone before the daunting task. It became a team effort forged from love and friendship, a unified goal to help a friend to move ahead — not backward.

A chain of workers wound through the back door and up the stairs, handing off books and records and other items to one another until they were removed from the house. Denise’s mother began scrubbing the kitchen to make the smoke stains disappear. Denise and some cousins cleared the musty living room, opening the windows to let in the fresh country air while they started applying a fresh coat of white paint to the walls. Denise’s son and his father began to restructure the bathroom and later transformed a storage area off the side of the house into a cozy family room. Denise’s daughters ran errands, getting water for the workers and carrying old boxes and scrap wood outside to a roaring fire. And the family dog, Duchess, raced around, becoming acquainted with the new sights and smells.

By the end of the exhausting weekend, the little pink house had a clean, charming front porch, downstairs rooms that smelled of pine and lemon, and an upstairs that was now inviting, as two freshly painted bedrooms, one in green and one in yellow, awaited Denise and her daughters’ first nights in residence. Later, Denise’s son would create a back patio with bricks recycled from beneath the front yard, and cheerful plants and flowers would surround the house.

The little pink house was once more a home — Denise’s new home. Thoughts of the large house and her former life in town were now miles away behind her. She soon realized that deep within her, she possessed the strength and courage and feisty nature of her grandmother, whom we all knew would be thrilled to see her house reinvigorated and enjoyed in this special way.

Best of all, in those forty-eight hours, Denise realized that the new journey she had embarked on was not one she would have to travel alone. Her new life would be filled with the warmth and security of unconditional love and friendship, gifts she believed would render no future endeavor impossible. Especially in her little pink house.

~John E. Schlimm II
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The Gut Speaks

Let us learn to appreciate there will be times when the trees will be bare,
and look forward to the time when we may pick the fruit.

~Anton Chekhov

The thought of divorce meant entering a dark place, one I was determined never to know. Raised as a Roman Catholic, with parents married for thirty-seven years, and two brothers married with children, the thought of disappointing my family frightened me. I didn’t want to be the one who failed; the first in our immediate family to be divorced. When the time came to actually confront the possibility, I steered away from the thought and instead drowned myself in shame.

I knew that the relationship was toxic before we even married, but I ignored the silent alarms, believing that my imagination concocted them. I entered marriage foolishly, thinking that the bond would bring me eternal happiness. I was naïve, yes. I believed, like many others, that I could change someone. I questioned the flaws I saw, mistaking my gut feelings for commitment issues. I was determined to overcome any concerns on my own. I liked the challenge, which gave me a sense of importance. I was twenty-three and this was my chance to settle down and start a family, so I plunged forward ignoring all of the red flags that were waving wildly.

A few months into the marriage, I became conscious of the warnings I had chosen to ignore. Rather than pursuing the divorce route, I felt I deserved to suffer the consequences of my mistake. Two years into the marriage, I had become a shadow of my former self. I was trapped in a town, a house, and a marriage that were no longer familiar. I couldn’t look in the mirror without crying. I lost my positive drive, no longer had dreams of my own. I cared less about my job and more about his, working for him during my spare time. I focused tremendously on my appearance, exercised more, bought new clothes, always nervous about how I looked and behaved in his presence. The screaming matches over his deceit became a daily occurrence. The sleepless nights began to affect my career, my appearance, my mind. Couples counseling and church offered no relief; nothing would improve while I was the sole person in the relationship working to fix the problems.

By our third year together, I was miserable, yet fearful of leaving. I waited it out, feeling sad and alone. I started to believe the countless times my husband reiterated that my insecurities were the cause of our problems.

Finally, my fears of divorce couldn’t hold me back. The thought of disappointing people could not supersede my own chance for happiness and good health. I packed my belongings and left, knowing that I couldn’t live that life anymore. For the first time, I was doing what was best for me. I finally acknowledged that I deserved more.

I feared the stigma attached to a divorced woman. I felt branded, no longer pure. I behaved as if I had done something wrong. I was afraid to reveal to others that I was divorced. I considered myself damaged goods. I was afraid to date, believing a man wouldn’t want a divorced woman. With the support of my family and friends the stereotype that consumed me began to slowly dissipate.

Through counseling and journaling, I overcame the negative feelings and realized that I get one chance at life. I could spend it bottled up and cut off from the rest of the world or I could live each day as a gift. I was given a chance to start over. I took the plunge, opening myself up to new experiences. I ended up meeting a man who reestablished my faith in men and in relationships. One who shares my likes, my sense of adventure, and accepts my flaws without making me feel less of a woman. He pushes me to achieve my goals, even ones that seem far out of reach. Naturally I was a bit shy to reveal that I was going through a divorce, but to my surprise he didn’t flinch. He stood by my side giving me nothing but support. He too had suffered a difficult relationship and because of this we both had learned the importance of appreciation.

We moved to Italy for a year to discover Europe together. There we lived in a little hamlet, enjoying every aspect of the Italian culture, from working in a vineyard to picking olives; the happy memories we created washed away our negative experiences.

As humans, we are always worried about disappointing others and keep from doing what we really believe is right. We question ourselves, when really, we should question the very people causing us to doubt who we know best. Had I listened to my gut in the first place and acknowledged the red flags waving boldly, I would have saved myself from emotional devastation. The experience was painful, but had I not lived it, I wouldn’t appreciate life or the people in it as I do now. For that reason I am thankful to have gone through what I did. The stigma fades and the bitter feelings subside, as long as you let them. Love will manage to squirm its way back into your life, whether you’re looking or not.

~Angela Chiaro
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The Toolbox

“So, how was your day?” Chuck, my ex-husband, asked on this, his third call of the day. It was Friday night, I’d had a long week and I had to report to my second job, waitressing at a pancake house early the next morning. Usually, I screened his calls, but that night I was wondering what the heck I was doing with my life. We had been married for eighteen years. We had a son in his senior year of high school and college-bound. I was sleeping on a mattress on the floor because Chuck had taken the waterbed when we divorced. Was I really better off?

Chuck went on, “I’m really missing you... and Alex of course. I’ve learned a lot, and I think we should talk about getting back together. When are you going to get over this so I can come back home?” We had separated four months earlier — which included the three during which we were formally divorced. I had started the divorce proceedings in March, moved out of our master bedroom to the guest room, and got a second job to help soften the blow of losing his income.

In late March, I took a trip and drove to my sister’s house in California, partly just to get out of the house, but also to give myself time alone to think. Was I abandoning my marriage vows? Was I going against my religious beliefs? I trusted my sister, and during one late night talk at her kitchen table, I talked to her about my fears.

Her answer: “Chuck has never lived up to his vows as a husband. He never worked in the marriage and has not taken care of you or Alex, physically or emotionally. You’ve had to shoulder the role of wife, husband, mother, and father for too many years. No wonder you’re burned out.” Her words helped me to focus my doubts about getting a divorce and made me realize I had been unhappy for many years.

Now Chuck’s call came at a time of weakness. Had I wanted too much? Was life just about this — living with someone who you have memories with and can finish your stories — or, is there more out there? Someone to love who can love me back? I went to bed on my mattress and slept poorly, thoughts and doubts running through my head, as I wondered whether I should give him a second chance.

The next morning, before I went to my waitressing job, I realized the light bulb on the back porch needed replacing. I felt insecure with the light being out, right next to my sliding glass window. I went for the toolbox that Chuck had made up for me before we parted.

Before he moved out, as I was packing up the kitchen, I made sure he got his fair half of everything, including anything his parents had given us. When he packed the garage, he asked, “What do you want out of my tools?” I had purchased tools for him every birthday and Christmas, hoping he’d find a hobby to fill all his free time.

“Just make me up a toolbox so I can repair little things around the house,” I’d replied. And, as I helped him move out that July day, I noticed a small toolbox set aside for my use. It was a busy day and I never did go over to check on what he had left for me in the toolbox — until that October morning.

I pulled out the toolbox to find one flat head screwdriver, one Phillips-head screwdriver, an old rusty set of pliers, and a broken hammer. This, after I gave him half of the kitchen stuff and he doesn’t even cook! While I made use of the old and broken tools to replace the light bulb, using every cuss word I knew directed at Chuck, I realized that this thoughtlessness was the real reason we had divorced. He had never thought of my well-being at all — and the toolbox was my physical proof that kept me from making the big mistake of taking him back, just because I was lonely.

I’m happy to say it was the right decision. After dating some total losers during my first year of singlehood, I found a gem seven years later.

I threw away the old toolbox and tools without a second thought.

~Mia Gardner
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A Win-Win Situation

You have to accept whatever comes and the only important thing is that you
meet it with courage and with the best that you have to give.

~Eleanor Roosevelt

Truth be told, I never really had a husband or a marriage. We were separated more than we were together, and when we were together we constantly fought and argued. I wasn’t happy with him, and I wasn’t happy without him.

My husband had been such a major part of my life. I met him when I was sixteen, we married when I was nineteen. Now, I was forty. For all of those years, it was an up-down, on-off, love-hate, roller coaster relationship — a ride filled with apprehension, tears, shattered hopes and dreams. He was the operator, and I was his passenger.

Our daughter was now grown, and I was so tired of accepting short-term love affairs with my own husband, and waiting for things to change. I lost all needs, desires, and hopes that previously kept me hanging on. It was time to get off the roller coaster and stay off. But how?

I started to put things into motion strategically. I faced reality, built up my self-esteem, learned to love myself, put the past behind me, read self-help books, started thinking positive thoughts about my future, walked, exercised, prayed, and took as much me-time as I needed to heal. Then I put a wall around my heart, and topped it off with barbed wire for some extra assurance. I promised myself to never love, trust, or marry again. When I was strong enough and ready in every aspect, I filed for divorce.

The day finally came; I walked into the courthouse a changed, independent, strong, determined woman. While waiting for our case to be called, I stole glances down the hall at him and our eyes would momentarily lock. He wanted to say something; I wanted to respond; I felt myself getting weak; I still loved him; I wanted to go to him and say “maybe....” I heard our names being called.

Inside the courtroom, everything was settled in an hour. Twenty-three years of whatever we had together was over. We entered the same elevator, standing worlds apart as it descended to the main floor. We walked out into the street and did what we’d always done: we went in opposite directions. I don’t know if he looked back, because I didn’t.

When I returned home, I hadn’t been in the house for ten minutes before the phone rang. I picked it up; I heard his voice, a whisper, saying my name. He started to say something, but stopped and cleared his throat. There was silence. I knew he was searching for words. I had already given him too much of my time; I had already waited too long. Without saying a word, I gently laid the receiver back on its cradle.

I sat at the kitchen table feeling lost, lonely, and angry; thinking, wondering, and reminiscing. I cried, letting the tears cleanse away years of hurt and pain. I was sent an invitation to a pity party, but I turned it down.

After awhile, I started feeling light, a weight had been lifted. I was free, he was free, no more roller coaster rides — it was legally over, over in the sight of God and man — but was it really over in our hearts?

When I received a copy of our divorce decree, my ex had not signed it. I never asked him why, I already knew the answer. I had seen it in his eyes, heard it in his voice, and in that still silence.

That was almost fourteen years ago. Since then, I have moved several states away, built a new home, retired, and met someone that has torn down the wall that I had built around my heart. I voluntarily removed the barbed wire. He is absolutely everything that I want in a companion. A short time ago, I was diagnosed with breast cancer; during those critical times, he never once left my side and even shaved his hair off when I lost mine. We travel, we laugh and have fun, we communicate, and we give and receive each other’s love and respect. I’ve grown to trust again. I have found true love, peace and contentment. After seven years of being together, we recently decided to get married.

I rarely see my ex, but when I do, we are very cordial to each other; through the years, we have silently formed a truce. I no longer feel anger or bitterness towards him, there’s no room in my heart or my life for such negative emotions. Our common bond is our daughter and four beautiful grandchildren.

~Beanie Baldwin
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