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PREFACE

SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I fell in love with a man who was separated and in the process of getting a divorce. I thought, “No problem,” love will conquer all. Well, it didn’t. This book is the result of that roller-coaster ride. It’s the road map I needed then, the guidance that might have saved my relationship, the advice that most certainly would have preserved my sanity.

In the dating world, I always considered myself pretty savvy. I never had a problem handling situations with men, and I had no reason to think this new relationship would be any different. So when friends warned me this was a whole new world and implored me to run for cover, I figured they just didn’t understand my situation. It was unique, and I was special. I was convinced I could handle whatever lay ahead. But dating a man who is separated and going through a divorce turned out to be unlike any situation I had known.

Where do you go for help? My married and single girlfriends couldn’t relate. I’d flipped through Oprah, Sally, and The View without seeing even a glimpse of my dilemma. I wanted to know how to handle myself, whether my situation was unusual, and how other women handled these same problems. I’d already stepped on a few land mines; I was frantic to avoid others that surely lay ahead. So I hauled myself to the self-help and psychology sections of every bookstore in town. I learned that men are from Mars, how to deal with stepchildren, the stages of grieving for a dead spouse. I learned how to save a marriage, how to avenge a philandering husband, how long to spend on the telephone with a new boyfriend. But I found not one sentence about how to go the distance with a not-yet-divorced man.

Eventually, I turned to a therapist. By then my once-promising relationship had crashed and burned—along with my self-esteem. I needed help putting myself back together again. Do you know how, once you’ve survived a romantic “war zone,” you start hearing other survivors’ stories? Well, I began to hear them—in great numbers. Every story was a variation of my own and involved the ex, the kids, the lawyers, the blame, the manipulations. None of those women had had a clue what to expect, either.

Now that I do, I feel compelled to share the lessons I learned with other women. If I can educate you, forewarn you, even make you laugh a little, maybe I can help you avoid some of the potholes on this particular road. While I was going through my boyfriend’s divorce, I’d have given anything to read this book.

So to all you women going through your own boyfriend’s divorce, the book I wanted to read is now yours.

—Robyn Todd


CHAPTER ONE

The (Almost) Perfect Man

ALL YOUR DATING LIFE, you’ve probably played by the rules. Like most single women, you’ve loved and lost, been wounded and healed, and gotten up the next morning to do it all over again. You’ve lived through the usual cycles of infatuation and romance, disillusionment and disappointment, the various varieties of “wrong” men, the almost-but-not-quite relationships, and the sexual and emotional droughts. You’ve listened politely to love advice offered by your best girlfriends, your mother, the occasional psychic, and the nice stranger at the next manicure table. For the most part, you’ve followed your own instincts, and they’ve probably served you well. You’ve managed to stay just this side of serious love trouble and now—armed with strength, hope, and a good haircut—you’re ready to get lucky.

You never believed you wouldn’t find the “right” man, not deep down. After all, men are always moving in and out of relationships, just like women. People break up. It’s a sad fact that 50 percent of marriages end in divorce, but it’s a not-so-sad reality that all those ex-husbands are recycling themselves at any given point in time. However, you’re a person who sees the glass as half-full. You’ve always trusted that there was a man out there as ready for happiness as you were.

Then, miraculously, it happened. Your spunk and your staying power paid off. You met the most wonderful man! And even as your heart dared to soar, you did everything right—just the way you would with any new man. You looked both ways before flirting in his direction. You checked his ring finger. After all, you’re no fool for love; you’d sooner eat beef in Britain than fall in love with a married man. You found out he’s not married. Not really. Actually, he’s In the Process of Getting a Divorce. And therein lies the problem.

Maybe it began something like this:

“It was a fix-up, but as soon as I opened the door and saw Willy’s kind of shy smile and the humor in his eyes, something in me just relaxed and expanded,” says thirty-four-year-old Lucy. “My friend had told me Willy and his wife had split up, that he was a wonderful guy, though not a hunk. That was fine with me. I hadn’t been involved with anyone for over a year, and just meeting a nice guy sounded exactly right. We had dinner, then just walked and walked, talking and laughing, stopping somewhere for coffee. Suddenly it was three in the morning. We couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t stop smiling to myself. Not only did I think he was cute, he was wonderful—smart and sweet, and as taken with me as I was with him. Right before we said goodnight—he’d already invited me to take a drive in the country the next weekend—he confessed that this evening was particularly celebratory for him because he had filed his divorce papers that week. He looked so proud of himself. I was a little taken aback. I mean, I thought he was already divorced.

And then maybe you told yourself something like this:

“It seemed like a technicality. I mean, they were separated, had been for many months. Anyway, I’d just met the guy. I wasn’t marrying him. And there was no question: this was a man ready for a new life. All the vibes said, ‘available.’ I went to sleep thinking about what to wear to the country the next weekend.”

Or maybe it went something like this:

“Tim had been separated for a couple of years when we met,” says thirty-year-old Kathy. I had just broken up with a longterm boyfriend. Tim was so different, so much more of a grown-up than my ex. He was close to my age, but he’d been married, he was a dad. I loved that about him. He was a serious person with responsibilities. My ex was still a baby, couldn’t handle commitment, and that had been a big issue between us. Tim was completely upfront with me—he told me there were a few problems with his divorce. His wife didn’t want to give up the kids, and there was a stipulation that he couldn’t move out of state. But that was okay. I wasn’t going anywhere. And Tim was becoming quite successful in his work—I think leaving the marriage freed up a lot of energy in that area—so he wasn’t looking to uproot himself. He was just concerned that she’d want more money.”

And so maybe you thought something like this:

“Obviously there were a few mild little unpleasantries. But the main thing was, they’d been separated for quite a while now. Tim was available, no question. And he insisted the worst was behind him. I figured, my timing is good. There’s light at the end of the tunnel, he’s at the end of the process. All that’s left really is the legal stuff. The actual divorce should take very little time. I couldn’t wait to meet his kids.”

Or maybe you told yourself, “Love will prepare me for whatever is to come”:

“Lee was battle-scarred, just emerging from a horrific sixteen-year marriage,” says Rebecca, an artist in her early thirties. “He was kind of standing there, disoriented and blinking in the sun.” Mutual friends had introduced her to the forty-year-old entertainment executive. “He’d just filed for separation. You’ve never seen a more miserable man. I knew he had some recovering to do. But you know what? Even at his most miserable Lee was the most exciting, most alive and stimulating man I’d ever been with.” He fell hard for Rebecca, too. “He kept telling me I was beyond his wildest dreams, that I was his reward for finally walking out of that darkness. When I was with him I felt like my very finest, my very best self. I could see him starting to come back to life again. We found each other. It was that simple.”

It’s not as if you didn’t see a few problems ahead:

Marie, a twenty-eight-year-old assistant to a movie star, met Carl, a real estate mogul, at a wedding. “Ours was a long-distance relationship—I lived in Los Angeles, he lived in Chicago—so that presented difficulties,” says Marie. “But within a month, we knew we had something special. Carl had only been married for five years, and he was in the midst of the divorce process. I figured, a year at the most. Then, after he’d settled everything in as favorable a way as possible, we’d get on with our lives. I worried most about the geographical obstacle, but I tried to see the up side. Time would go by that much faster.”

No matter what the situation, you always kept your inner dialogue cheerful and optimistic. You told yourself:

[image: Image] A good man is hard to find.

[image: Image] We have this amazing connection—that’s rare in this world.

[image: Image] This is a man who wants to be married. He just married the wrong woman.

[image: Image] He’s physically out of the house, so my timing is actually good.

[image: Image] The divorce will force us to go slow, and slow is always better.

[image: Image] Love is always about taking a risk.

So it’s kind of a bummer when your best friend and your mother look like that painting “The Scream” and tell you:

[image: Image] Run as fast as you can in the opposite direction.

[image: Image] Tell him to throw your number in the garbage and call you in two years.

WHY THE PEOPLE WHO LOVE YOU SAY, “GET OUT NOW!”

Because that’s their job—to protect you from love’s worst-possible scenarios. Falling in love with a separated, not-quite-divorced man is one of love’s worst-possible scenarios.

Why?

“Each divorce is the death of a small civilization,” says novelist Pat Conroy. Read that sentence again. Sure, half of all marriages fail. But a civilization—even a small one—is something else entirely. A civilization isn’t created by a piece of paper and a handful of rice. A marriage may end, but a civilization has rituals and cultures, monuments and history, habits and memories. When it dies, it leaves its inhabitants stunned, bewildered, and angry.

Need another metaphor? “Divorce is like a huge boulder crashing into a small pond,” says Dr. Judith Sills, a Philadelphia clinical psychologist. “It creates a wave. That wave takes a lot of people down with it.”

If you’ve been married yourself, you already know what happens when a civilization dies, when that tsunami of grief and anger crashes upon your personal shore. Or maybe you forgot. The point is, you’re lovely and frisky and full of hope right now. “Not me,” you tell the naysayers. “I can handle it.”

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL TELL YOU

This book isn’t your girlfriend or your mother. This book accepts the following reality: real women do fall in love with men who haven’t completely extricated themselves from their former lives. Some of those women manage to love those men, and to be loved by them, without being psychically flattened or sacrificing their precious emotional sanity in the process. Some of those women go on to marry those men. Like you, this book sees the glass as half-full. It says it is possible to love the man who is leaving a marriage without nuking your self-esteem in the process. Other women have done it. You can do it, too.

But first you must ask yourself three crucial questions:

Am I the Kind of Woman Who Is Willing to Take This Risk?

Don’t kid yourself. That’s exactly what you’re about to do: take a risk. A not-quite-divorced man is high-risk love. No, not quite as high-risk as an affair with a married man. But way, way up there. Yes, taking a risk means putting yourself in the path of happy opportunity. And taking a risk also means increasing the possibility of pain. After all, that’s the definition of risk.

So are you the kind of woman who is willing to take this risk?

Well, have you ever been in a relationship like this before? If so, did you spend six months weeping, a year or so in therapy, or did you deplete your bank account or derail your career in the process? You might want to ask yourself if you’re prepared to revisit that particular experience.

But remember, you may lie to yourself. It’s human nature. It’s tough to be objective, and few of us can do it. Our wish to move forward is just too powerful.

Is He the Kind of Man Worth Taking a Risk Over?

If dating a single man is Dating 101, dating a separated man is dating on a graduate level—like, doctorate. Most of us never get past Dating 101, even though we should. More often than not, we evaluate a guy by how nicely he treats the waiter, by what our nervous system says when he nuzzles our ear, by whether we’re absolutely positive we knew him in another life. This is not that. Graduate dating is not about asking yourself, “How does he make me feel?” It’s about asking, “Who has he been in this world? What have his relationships been like? What is there about this man that suggests to me that I should take such a big risk? What is it about him that gives me confidence? What is it about him that could reduce—or, alternately—increase the risk?” Here are some guidelines that Dr. Sills and others point to:

[image: Image] If he has been married a long time, if he left his wife a couple times before but never totally completed the process, if he’s had a series of affairs, or if he’s clearly had commitment issues all along, he’s more of a risk than a man whose wife wants to leave or who has been forced to complete some of that separation process before he met you.

[image: Image] Did he move out last week, or are the papers already filed? Have significant family members and friends been informed? Again, it’s a question of greater and lesser risk. Not that one answer suggests an absolute “Go for it,” and another indicates a certain recipe for disaster. More to the point, it’s about being clear-eyed about what you’re taking on, about listening to your head as well as your heart, and about being as brutally honest as possible with yourself about the risk you’re preparing to take.

Of course, there’s another problem here. Men in this situation routinely lie. He’ll lie to himself, and he’ll lie to you. He’ll say, “I’m a heartbeat away from a divorce” when the fact is he just walked out and hasn’t worked up the nerve to file because he knows that once he does his wife’s wrath will fall on his head. Lucy, whose blind date with Willy led to a wonderful weekend in the country followed by three years of anguish, knows this one well. “He said they’d been separated for five months when in fact she’d been in a psychiatric hospital for that long, ever since he left, and he was still telling her he was reconsidering things,” says Lucy. “The part I didn’t get for another year was that he drove her there.”

Sometimes a man asks his lawyer to help him lie to his girlfriend, says prominent divorce lawyer Raoul Felder. “He’ll insist to his girlfriend that his wife is stalling him, but it’s in his interest to stretch out the divorce so that he doesn’t have to pay a large sum of money until the end of the case. Most lawyers won’t lie. But given how overloaded the court system is, it’s not hard to jerk a case around for a couple of years if that’s what you want to do.”

Chances are good that your separated sweetie isn’t in much of a hurry. Once a man is separated, he tends to stall out. He’s comfortable there. He doesn’t want to stir the hornet’s nest.

That said, it’s up to you to ask questions, ask follow-up questions, ask follow-ups to the follow-ups, and listen between the lines. As of this writing, there are no polygraphs distributed with restaurant menus. There is no sodium pentothal available behind the counter with the condoms. It’s up to you to open your mouth and ask the questions that you will then, along with a big grain of salt, file away for further consideration. Yes, you will glean information about his favorite movies and his childhood and whether the idea of bicycling through Tuscany appeals to him or if he prefers hanging out on the beach. But you will also need to ask:

[image: Image] Who initiated the separation?

[image: Image] Was there infidelity? Whose?

[image: Image] What does he think went wrong with the marriage?

[image: Image] What reasons does he think his wife would give for what went wrong?

[image: Image] Does he hope for a reconciliation? Does she?

[image: Image] Has he hired a lawyer, filed papers, or told the kids?

[image: Image] Does he envision a custody fight or a battle over the settlement? Does she?

So go ahead, evaluate his decorating aesthetic, his attitude toward his mother, and his sense of humor, but circle hawklike right back to his marriage and his wife and the state of his divorce. And don’t forget that grain of salt, the kosher kind.

No one says, “I’m dating a man who’s getting divorced from a decent woman who was a great mom, and it’s not clear what the reasons are but he just seems to want a fresh start.” That view of divorce is intolerable to a woman. Therefore, every separated man was married to a witch who tortured him, stole his money, lived off him in a vile and immoral way while he single-handedly raised the children, and with whom he suffered and struggled due to his essential integrity and moral goodness.

So what he’ll tell you will probably sound something like this:

[image: Image] They haven’t had sex in five years. (Explanation for the three-year-old she’s suing him for custody of: “Pity sex.”)

[image: Image] He married her because his parents/society/her parents forced him.

[image: Image] She’s terminally ill.

[image: Image] She’s clinically depressed and mentally unbalanced.

[image: Image] She’s recovering from being terminally ill or clinically depressed or mentally unbalanced.

[image: Image] She abuses him/the children/the help/the pets.

[image: Image] He’d be divorced by now but he’s been waiting for the kids to finish school/start school/move out of the house/or for his mother to die.

[image: Image] She’s an alcoholic/drug addict/lesbian—or all of these things.

[image: Image] She’s cold, fat, critical, boring, controlling, suicidal—or all of these things.

[image: Image] He didn’t want to fork over his entire net worth in a settlement.

You may end up picturing his wife/ex-wife as a combination of:

[image: Image] Camilla Parker Bowles

[image: Image] Joan Collins

[image: Image] A prison matron in a 1940s film noir

And how she pictures you, even if she doesn’t know you exist, or even if you don’t exist is:

[image: Image] Glenn Close, in Fatal Attraction

So is he worth the risk, even with the knowledge that the man who sits before you is an optical illusion? Because weirdly enough, as he pours you another glass of wine, laughs at your jokes, stares thoughtfully into your eyes as you ask your frank questions and consider his seemingly genuine and straightforward answers, you do not see a frightened, lying, desperate, guilty, hanging-on-by-his-fingernails almost-survivor of a cataclysmic devastation. You do not see a man who has recently had a near-death experience and is reliving it even now as he seems to be discussing his passion for golf. Instead you see an open-hearted, emotionally vulnerable, sexually starved, adoring husband-without-a-mate. Compared to all those commitment-shy, never-married guys you’ve loved, the ones who start hyperventilating when you casually mention plans for the weekend, this man seems heavensent. He’s been married (and, by the way, still is). He has fathered children, changed diapers, played catch. He’s a family man. Not your family man, of course, but it’s just a matter of time and a few legal details. You see the divorce as a thing of the past, a fait accompli. You see him as free and emotionally available.

And your heart goes out to him.

Reel it right back in.

How Can I Minimize the Risk?

If you were planning to climb Mt. Everest, what would you do? You’d assess whether you were capable of the challenge, invest in all the best safety equipment, hire a guide, and make sure you were in the best physical shape of your life. If you were thinking of investing in a high-risk stock, you’d objectively evaluate the odds and weigh the potential gains with your ability to absorb the potential loss. In other words, you’d do everything you could to familiarize yourself with the risk and then take whatever precautions possible to minimize it.

There are climbers who take all the precautions and never make it to the summit—some lose their lives trying. There are high-risk investors who make millions and many more who become paupers. Whenever you take a big risk, the chances of failure are great; you can’t guarantee success.

But you can minimize the risk. This book will tell you how. It will be your guide, your ally, your blueprint, your reality check. Sometimes strict, sometimes forgiving, but always on your side, this book will help you read between the lines of your boyfriend’s behavior and your own. It will tell you how to present yourself and how to preserve yourself. It will always keep your best interests in mind. There will be times when you can’t do that, when you won’t want to do that. This book will arm you with the information that can help keep you honest with yourself.

What Else You’ll Need

A solid good friend to confide in and turn to for support. A video store to help with the self-pity and the downtime. A gym to help you deal with the anger.

And This . . .

The knowledge that, starting now and at any given time during the days and weeks to come, you will always have three options:

[image: Image] You can bail out of the relationship.

[image: Image] You can put the relationship on hold.

[image: Image] You can continue with the relationship.


CHAPTER TWO

At Long Last Love (and Its Evil Twin)

IN THE MOVIES YOU always know exactly when new lovers bond blissfully into a couple-in-love. That’s when you get the lovers’ montage, that syrupy visual sequence where you see them laughing in the sun, nuzzling in the rain, offering each other licks of their ice cream cones, riding a Ferris wheel, gazing dreamily into each others’ eyes over candlelight. Sure, your average real-life couple looks and feels as blissed out as that idyllic movie couple—if you edit out a few details.

Like the moment one or both begins to panic because they don’t know where all this feeling will lead or if they want it to lead anywhere.

Like the time they make love and afterwards she says, “You seem distant, what are you thinking?” and he says “Nothing.”

Like each of their romantic resumes and idiosyncratic fears—his inability to have ever made a serious commitment to a woman so far in his life or her reluctance to trust a man because her last boyfriend cheated on her.

Like the obstacles and complications that two ordinary people bring to a relationship even when they are both totally free and available—they live in different states, or they each have kids from previous marriages. Like the accommodations all perfectly ordinary couples struggle to make to each other. Can she really live with his neurotic obsession with sports? Will her insistence on taking cabs everywhere lead to his financial ruin?

In other words, if you edit out the

RECOGNIZING THE EVIL TWIN
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