Spend time with each parent, k
if possible. Your relationships
shouldn't have to suffer. | ents, but there are ways to

get through what is other-
wise a very trying situation
for everyone.

“Everyone experiences it
differently,” explains Dr.
John Chirban, a professor in
the Department of
Psychiatry at Harvard
Medical Schoal. “It depends
on why your parents are
divorcing and how exposed
you are 1o the divorce. But
teenagers do ask them-
selves several questions:
‘Could | have helped do
something to cause this, or
is there something | can do
to help repair it?’ They are
people moving through the
[coping] stages [from] bar-
gaining to depression to
anger.”

You can expect to feel a
range of emotions:

Guilt: “Is this my fault?”

Fear: “Who will take care
of me now? Who will take
care of mom/dad? Am |
safe?”

Anger: “Why did this
happen? If only mom didn’t
get mad about Dad’s golf-
ing, this wouldn’t have hap-
By Cheryl Fenton pened.”
aybe it was a few slammed doors Relief: “At least there will be a lot fewer argu-
after one-too-many arguments, Or ~ ments and less tension at home.”

all about you

it could have been silent, tense Loss of Identity: “Are we still a family? Where do |

moments that seemed to haunt the  belong?”

family dinner table. No matter the Conflict of loyalty: “Can | still love both mom and
clues, you knew something was going on between dad? What will happen with the rest of the family?”
your mother and father that didn’t seem right. Then Helplessness: “Who can | turn to about my situa-
you got the news it was over. tion?”

Divorce.

With 1995 statistics from the U.S. Census . .
Bureau showing us that only 50 percent of all fami- Gﬂttlng thmuqh the cﬂnﬂlct

lies have the traditional mother, father and one child ~ Don’t g0 through it alone. This is not the time to
under 18, you're not alone. In fact, other estimates ~ think that you have to be grown up and strong.

predict that more than one out of three children Stubborn independence can only backfire.
born in the U.S. in the 1980s will experience the According to Chirban, the “sleeper effect” can haunt
effects of divorce before reaching age 18. a child who hasn’t expressed her emotions about

This will be a difficult time for you and your par- the divorce. / continued on page 48




Divorce

continued from page 46

“This occurs more with girls than
boys,” he explains. “It seems that
girls are adjusting better, but in fact it
is found there is a lingering sorrow.
Children are often picking up cues
from parents on what they need
them to do. Trying to be pleasers,
the girls give off the indication that
things are fine. But then when the
dust settles, the impact is felt.”

To avoid this, Chirban suggests
engaging in open conversation.
“Describe your feelings, which are
OK to have. If you can [share] your
experience and be more aware and
in touch with it, | think that the
impact would be less.”

It’s OK to be confused and scared.
Reach out to your friends and tell
them about your feelings and fears.
Chances are you have a friend or
two who has been through this
before. They can be of great benefit
to you, as you travel this rocky
road. Remember, you're not alone
and talking to someone can be a
great relief.

Keep an active and normal routine

within your own life. it's tempting to
stay in your room and listen to sad
songs during a tough time like this.
Not a good idea. Soccer practice
on Tuesday after school? Your buds
want to head to the mall? Go. The
ending of your parents’ marriage
doesn’t mean your life is over too.

The same way your parents need
to do what'’s best, so should you.
You will need to maintain a level of
normalcy in your own life, so that
you can be strong and focused dur-
ing stressful times. This is when you
need to look out for you.

Ask what will happen next. You
have a right to know when the
divorce will cceur, who will be living
where and what changes will hap-
pen to you (for example, can you
continue at your private school or
will you need 1o transfer?). Open
the lines of communication with
both parents. Let them know your
concerns and the things you feel
most strongly about. While some-
times situations are beyond your
control, expressing how you feel
and your reactions to the changes
are healthy and positive.

Stay neutral. 1t may be hard not to
take sides, but it's important you
understand the reasons for what is
happening if possible. Unless there
is abuse involved, you should be
able to maintain a healthy relation-
ship with each parent.

The key is to devise a plan,
come up with a good schedule that
meets everyone’s needs. However,
with emotions running high, don’t
get stuck in the crossfire. Your par-
ents need to take responsibility for
their actions and do what's best for
you.

If one parent is speaking poorly
of the other parent, Chirban sug-
gests nipping it in the bud. “Try to
help your parent in this case by sig-
naling to them, ‘l don’t know if

that’s good for me to hear.” That
would cue the parent to stop,” he
suggests. “Most parents don’t want
to hurt their children, but some-
times in the volatile throes of a
divorce, they don't have control
because it’s so emotional. Being
split and pulled is not what the
teenager needs.”

Use resources available to you. So
that’s what a school guidance
counselor is forl Pop your head into
his or her office and have a chat
about what'’s going on.at home.
They can help you sort things out
and help you get the support and
understanding you need. They may
also provide you with some infor-
mation on local support groups.

“You may feel like you need to
take care of mom or dad, so you
aren’t necessarily in tune to your
own feelings, because [you think]
‘Who's really going to listen or
understand?’” says Chirban.
“Having an opportunity—whether
it's with a counselor or a group or
even a friend—to be able to share
is very important.”

Check out local resources such
as your religious affiliates or coun-
seling centers for teens. One to
check out is Family Service America
(800-221-2681), which has free
information and referral to local
family service agencies all around
the country. Rainbows, an interna-
tional organization to help kids deal
with family crises such as divorce
(www.rainbows.org), has dozens of
statistics and resources to help you
deal. They also offer a listing of reg-
istered Rainbows directors in your
area for a little face-to-face time.

“When you do have such disap-
pointment, it’s difficult to decide
where to bring your hope to,” says
Chirban. But you can come through
this in one piece. There is hope;
you just have take the time to find it
within you. W




