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How This Book Was Born


The book of love is long and boring and written very long ago. It’s full of flowers and heart-shaped boxes and things we’re all too young to know.

—The Magnetic Fields
69 Love Songs



When we, your fearless authors, first met in college, divorce was far from our minds. We were roommates and English majors who bonded over our mutual love of literature and, specifically, doomed women writers of the twentieth century. We spent many hours discussing (and procrastinating work on) our senior theses—Sarah’s on the tortured Virginia Woolf and Kay’s on the equally tortured pair of poets Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath. At that time, the world often seemed overwhelming with all of its interesting options: The Great American Novel with that cute new professor or Victorian poetry with the dowdy and world-renowned expert? The pasta bar or the salad bar? The bookbag or the knapsack? The two of us were notorious for our indecisiveness. Perhaps most mystifying of all, we were particularly stumped by which parties to go to on Saturday nights. In fact, sometimes we would spend so much time debating the pros and cons of various events, that by the time we had devised an itinerary for the evening, the parties were practically over and we happily hung out drinking wine in our room.

After college, Sarah went to England to study steamy seventeenth-century poetry, and Kay began teaching public school in New York City. Soon after Sarah’s return, we both developed crushes on, and eventually full-blown relationships with, men who were in the same fields as we were, with similar interests and ambitions. With age and growing confidence, we were both becoming more decisive. In fact, we both decided that these guys were the ones for us and married them about five years out of college and barely four months apart. In December 1995, Sarah and T. had a winter wonderland wedding in Central Park. In March 1996, Kay and F. had a funky, flamingo-filled wedding in Florida.

During our first years of being married, now living on different coasts (Sarah in New York working in book publishing, and Kay in San Francisco getting a graduate degree), we would on occasion confess to each other on the phone, “This is hard work!” But we’d typically reassure ourselves that we’d just hit some early stumbling blocks in the lifelong project known as marriage. Both children of divorce, we were determined to make our marriages work—we could do this thing that our parents couldn’t, and we wanted to do it well.

When Sarah and T. landed in counseling less than a year into their marriage, Sarah believed that “if I just work hard enough at this, we can work through ‘the kinks’” (as she’d euphemistically labeled their frequent fights). T.’s temper was unlike anything she’d ever experienced, and counseling was not, in fact, doing much to help get to the root of their issues as a couple. However, when one day T. exclaimed in a session, “The problem is, you just haven’t read enough Faulkner!” something shifted in Sarah. (She wished afterward that she’d retorted, “And you just haven’t read enough Shakespeare!”). The preposterous accusation was her wake-up call to realizing, with immense sadness and disappointment, that T. was searching for something much deeper in himself that Sarah couldn’t possibly offer.

T. moved out a few weeks after the Faulkner incident, and though it took Sarah quite some time to accept his decision to leave the marriage, she realized, though she initially hated to admit it, that she was much, much happier on her own. The period following T.’s moving out felt incredibly scary and uncertain, but it also brought some unexpected opportunities. In particular, it was a chance to renew and deepen female friendships and family ties. Dating, for the first time as a true adult, was unnerving at times, but also proved to be an exhilarating and important part of the recovery process.

At about the time that Sarah was getting divorced, Kay began going through a period of intense self-exploration (she lived in San Francisco, after all). Over a three-year period of figuring herself out and growing into her own skin, she not only began to question her career choice, but also her marriage to F. Kay and F.’s lives had become so closely intertwined during their early years together, with practically all the same friends and interests, that she eventually wanted more independence from him, which didn’t suit his needs. Kay also realized that they had quite different sensibilities, worldviews, and future aspirations. While they got along well on a daily basis, on a deep level they didn’t see the world in the same way and often didn’t connect about some of the ideas and emotions that mattered most to each of them.

What was difficult was that Kay and F were strong communicators and cared about each other very much, so while there were major differences between them that they couldn’t reconcile, they remained close in many ways. It was excruciatingly difficult for Kay to make the decision to leave F, with whom she had spent most of her twenties and who was effectively her best friend. But something inside of her knew the fit was wrong for the long term. She fought this feeling for a few years, but not listening to her heart only made her grow depressed. After a great deal of angst and torturous reflection, Kay decided to separate from F. He resisted her decision vehemently at first, but soon came to feel it was the right move, partly because he met someone with whom he felt he was more compatible. This development wasn’t easy for Kay, but she came to accept it, and eventually she and F. decided to divorce.

Both of us, during the darker days of our respective divorces, scoured the shelves at bookstores for something to help us make sense of things and found nothing that spoke to us. All the books were geared toward older women with children. Many assumed the woman had been left by the man for another woman or that the husband was something of a scoundrel, which wasn’t the case for either of us. Plus, they all seemed overly earnest and borderline cheesy, with titles and covers neither of us could envision handing the cashier. However, we definitely felt the need for some seasoned counsel, which we were able to get only from each other and the few other divorcées we had each gotten to know.

The fall after Sarah and T. had separated, she planned a trip to the Bay Area to reconnect with Kay and their beloved college roommates. During a spirited dinner reunion, Sarah described the book she wanted to write, something which would put to good use the wry new perspectives and amusing anecdotes she was collecting through the difficult and unexpected process of her separation and divorce. Our friends all encouraged Sarah to write the book and promised we’d buy it.

A year after her separation, Kay was feeling antsy, like she wanted to do something creative with all the pain, wisdom, and newfound joy that had come from the experience, but she didn’t know exactly what. Fortuitously, Sarah emailed her around this time and said, “I’m thinking of finally writing that book about divorce. Do you want to write it with me?” It was pure telepathy and cosmic alignment; Kay didn’t have to think twice before agreeing and writing back, “YYYYYEEEEESSSSS!!!!!!” And, thus, this book was born.

A month later, we met up in Palm Springs with an old college roommate, Liddy, for a semi-spontaneous girls’ weekend of sun, fun, and copious gabbing. At a café one morning, we began sketching out the book, with Liddy deftly facilitating and summarizing the discussion along the way (we now refer to her as the “midwife”). A few lattes later, we had a list of ten chapters in front of us: everything we had wanted to read about and be consoled about during the divorce but had had to figure out largely on our own.

Eventually, we interviewed thirty other women in order to broaden our understanding of young divorcées’ experiences beyond our own particular circumstances. We did not choose these women according to a statistically random sampling, rather our research was anecdotal and qualitative, based on conversations with women in our wider social network. We either knew our interviewees as friends or acquaintances or found them through friends, relatives, and work. The vast majority of these women had married under thirty and divorced under thirty-five, and the remaining few had married under thirty-five and divorced under forty. None had children. All had attended college and had careers of some sort or another. Many lived on the East and West Coasts, like ourselves; however some lived in the middle of the country. The women spanned the gamut in terms of coming from working-class, middle-class, and upper-class backgrounds, and though the majority were of European American background, several were of East Asian, South Asian, or Latin American descent.*

Being college-educated career women like ourselves, another thing that many of these women had in common was high achievement—some might even say overachievement. We all had a desire to excel in the realms of both work and love and wanted to make a good life for ourselves. None of us was especially rebellious, although some of us had some wild periods or wild sides. But, for the most part, we had built somewhat conventionally successful lives, with good educations, blossoming careers, strong groups of friends, and what we had hoped would be happy marriages.

Now remarried, Sarah feels oddly thankful for the painful dissolution of her early marriage and the reservoirs of self-knowledge and self-confidence she had no idea it would bring. And, as painful as her breakup was, Kay has only grown more happy and fulfilled since. She has dated several men and learned tremendous amounts about herself in the process, and she feels quite certain that she will one day retie the knot with someone very wonderful. We know that if you’re just beginning the process, you may feel daunted by what lies ahead, but we assure you: you will come out the other side. If you’re anything like the women you’ll meet in this book, you’ll not only endure the experience, you’ll actually become a stronger and happier person because of it.

In the first chapter, we’ll explore what drove us and many of these women to marry and divorce, and in the following nine chapters, we’ll share our collective advice, anecdotes, and encouragement for surviving and thriving after the end of an early marriage. We aim to provide you with the book we didn’t have: a book about, by, and for the young, childless divorcée. We hope the two of us and all the other divorcées whose voices appear in this book can serve as older sisters, walking ahead a little bit and showing the way home.




*All of the marriages were straight, although one woman we interviewed discovered during her marriage that she was gay.




CHAPTER ONE

Where Did Our Love go?


There are no events but thoughts and the heart’s hard turning, the heart’s slow learning where to love and whom. The rest is merely gossip, and tales for other times.

—Annie Dillard,
Holy the Firm



Where did our love go? This is the million-dollar question. The question you ask yourself over and over again. The question others want to ask you when they hear the news, even if only the bold ones actually blurt it out. It’s the black box at the wreckage site that no one can find and everyone’s hunting for. We dedicate this first chapter to this question because it’s the first one on everyone’s minds, including yours. If you want to get straight to the nitty-gritty of the practical steps you can take to move on, feel free to skip ahead to chapter 2. But for those of you who want to take a closer look at why a marriage can end or what forces may have been at work in your own situation, this chapter is designed to give you some preliminary insight.

There are many ways that your marriage may have ended. Countless ways. There might be Another Man or Another Woman. There may have been an infidelity of a different sort, say concerning finances. Maybe one of you began to question your sexuality. Perhaps somebody had substance abuse issues. Or maybe it was less dramatic: you just outgrew each other over time, having met when you were younger and changed significantly, for example, in a so-called quarter-life crisis. One of you may have recognized the shift in your marriage first, or maybe it dawned on both of you around the same time in a moment of truth. It may have slapped you in the face or it may have crept up on you slowly like a dull ache.

Let’s be realistic: getting married is always about taking a leap of faith, acting on a well-informed hunch, and like any other choice in life, the decision may not work out the way you had hoped. The statistics are there for all to see: approximately half of the married world (at least in this country, and Great Britain is close behind) gets divorced. Consider the many peers you have in Hollywood: Drew Barrymore, Angelina Jolie, Nicole Kidman, Jennifer Lopez, Julia Roberts, Meg Ryan—the list goes on.

What’s more, divorce is occurring earlier and earlier in marriage, with 25 percent of divorces taking place after only two years, according to Pamela Paul, author of The Starter Marriage and the Future of Matrimony. Paul also found that in 2000, over four million twenty- to thirty-four-year-olds reported their status as “divorced.” The trend is being documented everywhere. In April 2001, Jane published an article entitled “Young, Hot, Divorced” on July 12, 2001, the New York Times Home section ran an article called “Just Divorced, Gone Shopping,” about the joys of retail therapy for the newly divorced at places like IKEA; and Paul published The Starter Marriage in 2002, about the growing trend of young, childless divorces. The point being you are not alone, and you are not a bad or freakish person. In fact, you are in excellent company.

Until now, divorce was most likely something that happened to other people, people like your parents’ friends or your friends’ parents. But this is not your mother’s (or mother’s generation’s) divorce. Partly because that older generation paved the way, there is much more acceptance and far less stigma than there ever has been toward divorce. In our postfeminist era, women have much greater social, economic, and political freedom, and this means that, despite the difficulty of the situation, you have many more choices and opportunities than your sisters of yesteryear.

People will likely say to you, “Well, at least you didn’t have children.” And, in many ways, things are simply easier for you than for women who are older and/or have children and are facing the same challenge. There’s less to disentangle, and without offspring you really can leave your ex and your relationship with him in the dust if you so choose. The reality is you still have a huge portion of your adult life ahead of you and, as daunting as it may sound, you have a chance to wipe the slate clean and start over.

However, even though you may not have to worry about bambinos, you are likely still undergoing an enormous and painful life change. You are probably trying to make sense of What Went Wrong, and this soul-searching will take a while. Don’t worry about trying to solve the riddle right away—you won’t be able to figure it out all at once. Some puzzle pieces will come easily, others will fall into place later. But one good place to start is to think about what brought you and your ex to the altar in the first place.

Tying the Knot at Quarter-Life

Despite the fact that there is much more freedom than ever before to marry older, say in your early to mid-thirties, the vast majority of divorcées we spoke with got married in their twenties. They did so despite the fact that dating for long periods of time and extended cohabitation are often precursors to marriage nowadays, and that waiting until your thirties to have children is also common practice, especially among college-educated professional women. So, why did we and the divorcées in this book marry fairly young for our generation? And how does that relate to why we divorced?

Nuptially Obsessed: Marriage as National Pastime

Despite the wave of feminist feeling and progress in the seventies and eighties, we live in a country that is matrimonially obsessed. In The Starter Marriage, Paul suggests that we Gen-Xers, those born between 1965 and 1978, are drawn to marry early because of all the social and personal tumult we saw in our parents’ “me” generation. Generally liberal-minded folk, we Gen-Xers seem to have embraced a new kind of traditionalism as a way of finding security in an increasingly uncertain world. These yearnings for stability are bolstered by the bridal mania in pop culture and the seductive commercialization of marital romance and commitment, from charming movies like Four Weddings and a Funeral to Martha Stewart Weddings and InStyles regular features on the weddings of Hollywood stars. Not to mention Bride’s, Bridal Guide, Elegant Bride, Modern Bride, and Wedding Style magazines, which call out to women with the promise of the fantasy long before they actually decide to walk down the aisle.

Not only is it hip and glamorous to get married—not only do you get the ring, the princess gown, and the fabulous parties—it’s also supposed to be the path of goodness. We get bombarded with all sorts of lovely moral messages about the institution, perhaps from our families but also from the radical and not-so-radical right in this country, who sponsor publicity campaigns about the virtues of marriage, push promarriage/antidivorce legislation, and want us all betrothed by age twenty. Even liberals such as Sylvia Ann Hewlett, founder and chair of the National Parents’ Association, encourage us to marry young and put off our career until later. In her recent book, Creating a Life: Professional Women and the Quest for Children, Hewlett advises young women to give “urgent priority” to finding a marriage partner in their twenties and have their first baby before thirty-five. In addition to the pundits, our national government also makes clear its preference for married people over nonmarrieds by giving the nuptially connected serious tax breaks. We’re seeped in the cult of marriage, and we don’t even realize it. You get married. That’s what you do.

Europe, on the other hand, while being in many ways more old-fashioned, is less fixated on marriage. Many Europeans co-habitate for decades and have several children without getting married. The New York Times ran an article on the topic on March 24, 2002, citing the following figures: in Iceland, 62 percent of all births were to unwed parents in 1999, in Norway the statistic was 49 percent, in France 41 percent, in Britain 38 percent, and in Ireland, where divorce only became legal seven years ago, the number was 31 percent, a figure on a par with the United States. The Europeans quoted in the article maintained that in Europe there’s little social distinction made between being married and cohabitating, or between children born out of wedlock and those born within a marriage. The Times attributed this more laissez-faire view of marriage to changing attitudes toward religion and the state and a growing belief that “when—and whether—to marry are increasingly seen as deeply personal choices free from the traditional moral judgments of community, family or church.”

In America, however, getting married is still a central part of leading a “good life” and being successful. Even for Americans who are less religious and less typically traditional in their values, it’s de rigueur to marry if you want to have “made it” in life. And, for more religious folk, it’s also part of being “good” in the eyes of the big man in the sky. But, regardless of who you are, in much of America today you’re considered only a partial success if you’re a highly accomplished, professional (straight) man or woman but have never married. And couples who stay together a long time but never marry are constantly questioned about why they don’t “make it official,” as if they are somehow less of a couple or less committed to each other if they don’t sign a legal document and throw an extravagant party called a wedding.

It makes sense, then, that those of us who are eager to be successful and attain the good life would get married earlier rather than later. The young divorcées in our book, including ourselves, were generally high-achievers, college grads who pursued careers, so it’s not surprising we felt drawn to wed when we found someone appropriate and the time felt right. Just like we wanted to get good grades, get a good job, and start building a career we would be proud of, we wanted to attain the traditional markers of success in our personal lives. And while goals are important in life and can help you attain what you want, they can also sometimes become ends unto themselves, driving you into decisions somewhat quickly and perhaps blinding you to what you really need and want.

Broad cultural and generational trends, then, set the backdrop for the individual stories of those of us women who marry—and divorce—relatively young. However, each of us has our own very particular story which encompasses both these subtle internalized societal pressures and a unique personal and familial history that explains why we married when and who we did.

Leaping Before Looking: The Aspirations of a Young Heart

Even with this larger context in mind, young divorcées can often feel that their decision-making around their marriage was somewhat faulty—that they either hadn’t thought the choice through very well or used dubious reasons for tying the knot. Often the decision-making involved unconscious desires and needs that only came to the surface after the relationship ended. While some women knew they were making a mistake the day they said their vows, most of the women we spoke with did not have this inkling of doubt. Rather, they thought at the time, as the people they were at the time, that they were making the right choice for themselves. Looking back on the experience, the young divorcées we talked to gave a variety of explanations for why they made the decision to marry.

First and Only Love

Some women marry the first man they have a real relationship with, their first real love. These women are often somewhat late bloomers in the romantic arena, even though they’ve already achieved success academically and perhaps professionally. Sydney, for instance, hadn’t had much experience with guys and met her ex-husband in college. The way she felt with him opened up a whole new way of being to her: “To be so loved and adored by him was, in a way, the attraction.” Looking back, she’s not sure she was ever deeply in love with him, but she loved being loved and having a steady boyfriend, so when he asked her to marry him a couple of years later, she felt nervous but also felt she “had better say yes.”

Mehta, too, had had little experience with men when, at age twenty-one, she met the man who would become her husband in the office where she worked while finishing college. He was somewhat older and worldly wise, and she admired his extensive knowledge and intellect. He made her feel special, which she had never felt before. Because he was all she had ever known romantically and because she wanted to be married by a certain age, largely due to pressure from her parents, they tied the knot.

Tanya remarks about her ex-husband, “He was my first real love, it was the first totally mutual love I’d ever had after casual things and some unrequited things in college, and we had a strong spiritual connection as well.” She met him in Ecuador and when they moved to the United States and he needed a green card, she didn’t think twice about marrying him.

Some women marry the first man they have a substantial relationship with, the only serious romantic love they have ever known, partly because he is the only thing they can imagine. Divorcées who fit into this category often say that they didn’t contemplate the decision much, it just seemed like the next natural thing to do.

Shelter from the Storm

Some young women turn to marriage as source of safety, a harbor from a chaotic upbringing or a confusing adult world. Miranda, for instance, married K. because she felt she could really trust him versus some of the caregivers in her upbringing. She felt he would never leave her and would take care of her. On the flip side, Rachel had a very protected upbringing and was scared of wandering out into the world beyond her hometown. She was also professionally lost and perplexed about her calling in life. When her boyfriend moved to a big city and asked her to marry him, she agreed, partly because he was an anchor to hold on to and a safe way for her to leave her comfort zone and explore new places.

Looking back, these women all felt they made the decision to marry based largely on fear and that, for this reason, the decision came back to haunt them. In Miranda’s words, “The truth is, when I got married the first time [she has since remarried], it was from weakness … I think I met up with a person whose weaknesses fit like a puzzle piece with mine, so that he propped me up in my weak places. But I don’t think that’s a way to grow.”

All in the Family

We’re all familiar with the familial pressures to get married: Aunt Mary who asks you every Thanksgiving when you’re going to bring home a husband, your grandmother who warns you about waiting too long to find a man, and so on. But the pressures also come in less direct and more subtle ways. It’s the average age of getting married in your family, it’s all your cousins’ wedding invitations arriving every other week, it’s your mother telling you about relative so-and-so and neighbor so-and-so and how they had a lovely ceremony on a beautiful blue day in May. And, if you have siblings, you may also feel a bit of sibling rivalry around beating them to the altar, or at least not lagging too far behind. For decades, you are marinated in all these messages about what is supposed to happen when you’re approximately a certain age, and so you start to make this expectation a reality without perhaps being fully conscious of why you are so eager to commit yourself to someone for life.

In Leslie’s family, everyone had married young and she had always thought she would. When her then-boyfriend proposed to her when she was twenty-four, after nine months of dating, she was euphoric and said yes. She had come from a high-achieving, perfectionist family, and the timing fit her idea (and her parents’ idea) of how her life should unfold. Looking back, she sees she was very developed intellectually and socially but not emotionally, which is why she “made the unsophisticated decision to get married to a guy who was really not right” for her. Getting divorced was the first thing she did that let her parents down, and she thinks it was “the adolescent rebellion” she’d never had before.

Some women experience a more overt external push to get married. Cindy, for instance, said she felt “forced” into her wedding. She and M. had been together a few years, she was twenty-five and everyone kept saying, “When are you going to get married? What’s holding you up?” Her parents were very traditional and wanted her to get married before moving in with M., and his parents had never had a wedding and they really wanted one, so the two families orchestrated a lavish ceremony and celebration. She says she didn’t enjoy the wedding for one second and felt panicky and stressed the whole time. Once she moved in with M., she discovered he had major substance abuse issues that led to the downfall of their relationship.

Our family’s expectations for us regarding marriage can obviously play a large role in when and whom we decide to marry, which is not necessarily a problem. The women above, however, felt that they had followed their family’s wishes somewhat unwittingly, without stepping outside the familial blueprint for their lives and making sure it was what they wanted.

“He Fit the Fairy Tale”

As we grow up, we develop notions of what our perfect man or soulmate will be like—partially from our families, partially from our social context, and partially from our unique personalities. When we meet a guy who feels like a human embodiment of those traits, we can think we’ve found “The One.” Sometimes, because he fits our ideal, we have trouble seeing the real him and assessing the real relationship we’re in with him.

Sydney feels that she received strong conditioning from her grandmother and parents about meeting the guy she would marry in college. From a young age, she remembers hearing stories about “a Cinderella environment” at college, and when she met her ex-husband there, “he fit the fairy tale.” She had gotten clear messages about the kind of man she should marry—from a good family, with a good job—and he “totally fit the resume of what my family wanted for me.” Sydney leapt at the opportunity to marry her college beau because his part had been written into her script long ago, and like a good girl, she was playing her part of marrying him. She later discovered she was never really in love with him and they weren’t especially compatible. Our friend Dawn had very similar notions when she went off to college of finding herself an “alpha male varsity athlete” to marry. She dated the captain of the football team throughout college, tied the knot with him soon after they graduated, and got divorced from him after ten fairly miserable years of marriage.

Romance, weddings, and marriage bring out the idealist in everyone. Sarah remembers her own mother’s wedding mania, which belied the fact that she’d gone through a terrible divorce herself. There was something strangely resilient and enduring about the fairy tale of a gorgeous, frothy wedding of the kind she loved to imagine for Sarah and her sisters. Talking about Sarah’s wedding became a point of connection for Sarah and her mother, even though her mother always secretly harbored doubts about T.’s suitability for Sarah. These ideals—of the perfect man, of the perfect day—can cloud your perception of things. You are so focused on how things should be (and have existed in your mind for so long), that you have trouble looking at the perhaps confusing and disappointing reality that this person may not be right for you or this wedding day really shouldn’t be happening.

“Everyone’s Doing It!”

We all like to think peer pressure ceased to exist when we left our high school hallways and vowed never to return. However, young divorcées frequently report having felt a keen pressure to get married because all their friends were and it was what you did when you hit a certain age. The thick, creamy envelopes with raised lettering cram your mailbox week after week, and you start to wonder why you and your boyfriend aren’t getting married. The pressure is as much external as internal, in that getting married by a certain age can become a personal goal for many women (and men) based to a large extent on their social context.

Both Gina and Elizabeth had been with their boyfriends for several years when they began to feel it was time to get married. Gina says she and E. had a tumultuous relationship, breaking up and getting back together numerous times, but at the five- to six-year point, she felt it was time to get married. Everyone else was tying the knot and, she says, “We were in this zone where everyone kept asking, when are you guys going to get married?” She thought their relationship would improve and everything would get better once they wed, which she now considers rationalization and faulty thinking.

Similarly, Elizabeth began to raise the marriage question at the three- to four-year mark in her relationship with her ex, feeling that she was now in her late twenties and it was time to get married. In both Gina’s and Elizabeth’s cases, they initiated the idea of marriage and cajoled the guy into it, but looking back, they both think they were responding to a lot of external pressures as opposed to a strong feeling about the rightness of the relationship.

Maeve admitted that she married her ex largely because she was one of the only women she knew at that point in her life (she was thirty-two) who wasn’t married, and she started to feel “serious social pressure.” An old guy friend who had carried a torch for her since high school emerged and wanted to marry her, and she agreed without being at all sure about him. A short time after they eloped to Florida, she realized she had married someone she didn’t really love but thought would make a good partner.

Friends and your wider social network, like your family, can infiltrate your thinking and inform your decision-making in ways you don’t even realize, and pretty soon you’re swept up in planning a wedding and entering a marriage with someone you’re not totally convinced about or who’s not totally convinced about you.

A Curious Kind of Rebellion

Gen-Xers are the first generation with large numbers of divorcing parents. We found that those people who were children of divorce had an especially strong yearning for familial stability after a childhood of instability. They had a desire to prove themselves “better” than their parents, more capable of a normal, happy marriage and family life than the generation before them. This over-compensation characterized both of us. For instance, we both felt some underlying instinct to make up for the mistakes of our parents and succeed where they hadn’t. We never said this to anyone, probably not even to ourselves, but it was there, percolating underneath the conscious decision-making. As we spoke with other children of divorce, we heard a similar tune of wanting to settle down and create the kind of marriage and home life we had missed out on as children—even if we had little idea of what such a healthy, happy situation looked like.

A Stamp of Legitimacy

One final pattern that emerged among the women we spoke with was a drive to marry in order to gain some legitimacy in society and to have the personal realm of their lives figured out. In many cases, getting married for this reason can be forcing something that hasn’t yet run its natural course. Isabel, for instance, who later came out as a lesbian, got married to a man she was very ambivalent about in order to finally “settle” the question of her sexuality and be acceptable in society’s eyes. Needless to say, the move didn’t settle the issue at all. Erin had just emerged from a rocky relationship, and her parents were also getting divorced, so when her new boyfriend asked her to marry him after two months of torrid romance, she felt getting married would settle her life down and help her return to a life that made sense, both in her eyes and others’. Unfortunately, their marriage did nothing of the sort—in fact, it ended up being something of a disaster. For many, getting married can seem like the perfect way to of legitimize yourself as a normal, well-adjusted adult and put yourself in a category that others can easily understand and condone.

Divorcing at Third-Life

In retrospect, it’s easy to see the road to divorce for many of us, as the reasons or readiness for getting married were often flawed in the first place. However, many people have entered marriage for some of the same largely unconscious reasons, have encountered serious stumbling blocks, and yet remained together—to different degrees of happiness and unhappiness. So what are the particular social forces and situations that cause so many of us to get divorced at a relatively young age?

Not Your Mother’s Divorce

Ours is the first generation to know hordes of adults who got divorced. If it wasn’t your own parents who had midlife crises and split up, then it was your friends’ parents or the neighbors next door. However, the divorces of the previous generation took place largely after the couple had children and even after the children had grown up and flown the coop. Our parents tended to marry and have children in their twenties, and divorce in their forties and fifties. In our generation, the timing of things is tracking quite differently.

Unlike our mothers, most of whom have only really been able to taste the possibilities of professional ambition later in life, our generation grew up believing we could have a lifelong career—in fact, we should have a serious career as part of being a modern woman. Women these days spend their twenties trying to figure out what color their parachute is and who the heck they are, whereas our mothers focused first and foremost on finding the right guy to marry and having kids. The career and identity outside of family came later. Young women today now ground their identity in several things—career, friends, hobbies, as well as romantic attachments—meaning that whether a woman is married or divorced is not the sum total of her worth and success in life.

Because we now have careers (if you’re not a mother, not having a job is really the exception rather than the rule), we are far more financially independent than the women of our mothers’ generation. Our earning potential gives us freedom to leave a marriage that makes us unhappy or to rebuild our lives after being left.

Another very important factor is that because we now focus on building a career in our twenties, we often delay having children—indeed, according to Paul, the average age of first-time mothers in the United States has risen steadily since 1972, with many married couples waiting several years before having children. Childlessness in a young marriage is huge. Without children, getting a divorce is relatively (we emphasize relatively) easier on the heart and the conscience: you are hurting only yourselves (and most likely making yourselves happier in the long run) and don’t have the incredible burden of worrying that you are ruining some little person’s life.

In effect, by waiting to have children, a young married couple is granted an out before making the even bigger commitment of starting a family together. In the couple of years before breaking up, Kay and F. had been talking about having children, and it was Kay’s inability to take this next step with F. (despite really wanting a child) that eventually gave her the clarity to leave the marriage. Having kids with him felt like another, deeper level of commitment that she couldn’t make. Many divorcées in this book did not think they would have gotten divorced had they had children. They say they would have somehow made it work, kind of grinned and bore it, which implies that as divorce becomes less and less stigmatized, having children with someone is the real commitment.

Indeed, since the wacky antics of adults in the sixties and seventies, and the huge spike in divorces since then, divorce has lost much of its stigma. This is not to suggest that it suffers none; we discuss both internalized and externalized versions of the stigma still attached to divorce later in the book. But, overall, divorce has been democratized. Everyone knows numerous people (if not their own parents) in their own community from different social, economic, and ethnic backgrounds who have divorced, and reads about it every day in the papers. The statistic of about half of all marriages ending in divorce has been thoroughly tattooed on everyone’s consciousness.

Finally, along with destigmatizing divorce, the sixties and seventies also heralded an age of personal fulfillment and self-empowerment, with more people than ever before engaging in some form of psychological counseling or self-help courses such as EST and Landmark’s “The Forum.” More and more, people feel they have a right to be happy and, in particular, a right to feel happy in their marriage. This is not to say that people of past generations did not wish for the same, but for one, they had more financial and societal constraints holding them back from getting a divorce if they were dissatisfied. And we may also feel this entitlement more strongly than past generations, since the rhetoric about “realizing your true self” and “getting the love you want” now permeates our culture—from Oprah to the overstuffed self-help shelves at bookstores to the irony-laced, Oscar-winning American Beauty.

We have very high expectations of marriage these days, expecting it to help us define ourselves and give meaning to our fractured contemporary lives, expecting it to anchor us and yet to stimulate us and help us grow. We don’t just want compatible mates, we want soulmates who help us realize our best selves. Leonard Woolf once said to his wife, Virginia Woolf, “We ask a lot of life,” to which she retorted, “But maybe we get a lot too.” The same may be true of young people who marry—and divorce—today.

“JV Divorce”

Not only is it easier to decide to divorce, it’s also logistically easier to divorce nowadays. As we discuss in the chapter on the legal process, more and more states have no-fault divorce, and more and more people do the paperwork themselves or hire a mediator. It’s not quite the bureaucratic nightmare it used to be. If you divorce young, you also have fewer assets to divide than a couple who’s been together for decades. You have fewer other entanglements as well: your two lives are most likely not totally fused, because along with being a couple, you were two young and fairly independent people with your own careers, friends, and interests.

And, probably most important, you have no children together. As we said earlier, without shared progeny, you have enormous freedom to walk away from the marriage and completely reinvent your life so that it’s almost imperceptible to anyone that you were ever married. You can have as little or as much contact with your ex as you desire. This situation is in marked contrast to what it means to share custody of children, which behooves two responsible adults to have a lifelong relationship with each other even if they would prefer never to see each other again. While sitting in a divorce support group filled with older women with custody issues, our friend Maeve said she felt hers had been a “JV divorce.”

All of this is not to say that getting divorced when you’re young and childless is a piece of cake. Let’s face it: it’s still awful. It’s incredibly disappointing, disillusioning, and destabilizing—and you’re never quite the same again. However, misery is relative, and things could be worse. Along with having your heart and other important innards torn out, you could be dealing with major custody issues and the realities of single parenthood. You, on the other hand, still have two-thirds of your life to live, a whole wide world in front of you and a chance to focus on your own well-being and sanity (which, we’ll grant, are pretty big projects to manage). As you’ll read in this book, many previously marrieds say their divorce was the worst experience they’ve ever been grateful for.

60 Ways to Leave Your Lover

Every divorcée’s story is uniquely poignant and complex. There are no easy explanations for why a profound commitment between two people disintegrates. And, often, precipitating events differ from underlying causes. Something like an affair or particularly disturbing behavior might initiate discussions of divorce, but the problems have often been there for a long time. While we can’t possibly pin down all the different, specific circumstances of actual breakups, here are some of the more common root causes that can lead a marriage to fracture over time.

Getting Married Too Young and Outgrowing Each Other

When one night Kay asked her friend Trudie what had happened between Trudie and her ex-husband, Trudie paused for a few moments and said in her pithy way, “As I grew into my own skin, I think I outgrew the relationship.” Behind this telegraphic headline, there is, of course, a long and winding tale of Trudie seeing herself married to H. (whom she thought was her soulmate) her whole life, of trying to make it work for years, and of hitting upon ever greater personality
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