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instant
expansion
of families
caused by
remarriage
after divorce
has altered
the meaning
of 'family.'

Right, the Dinkel
Hanna extended
family du,-ing a
,-ecent ,-eunion
at a motel
in Des Moines.
( Identifications
a,-e on Page 44.)

In Menlo Park, Calif., the Lahrs and
Wards (above) live in the same neigh
borhood. The Coopers (right) live in
Opelika, Ala., far from former spouses.
(Identifications are on page 46.)

By Michael Norman

Menlo Park, Calif., a small bedroom
community on the San Francisco penin
sula, likes to think of itself as a quiet
haven in the middle of noisy suburban
sprawl - the perfect place for the mod
ern family to raise its children. The
president of the local Chamber of Com
merce reassuringly tells newcomers
about apricot orchards on the edge of
town, merchants who know customers
by their first names, and a hardware
store that still sells tenpenny nails out
. of the barrel. But in some ways, Menlo
I !;_'ark only mimics the manners of the
past - this is, after all, California, a
place known for discarding customs al
as fast as they are embraced.
I most
Peter and Karen Ward, John and Jan
Lahr and Sandy Ward all live within
eight blocks of one another in Menlo
Park. Their three houses form a sort of
triangle in the neighborhood, the "Ber
muda Triangle," they call it, only half
jokingly. Four years ago, Peter was
married to Sandy, and Karen was mar
ried to John. They had known one an
other for years, going back to their
graduate-school days. Each couple had
a son and daughter.
Peter and Sandy's marriage was the
first to go sour. Sandy moved out and
Peter kept custody of the children.
Then Karen and John separated. Karen
married Peter and, with her children,
moved into his house. Later, John met
Jan, who married him and moved into
his house. Sandy, meanwhile, with the
money from the divorce settlement,
bought a house nearby. And that is how
Peter and (Continued on Page 44)
Michael Norman is a freelance writer
who reports frequently on social
trends.
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Karen,' John and Jan and
Sandy came to live in the
triangle, and how five adults
share four children and how
all of them are linked in a new
social network, a new Ameri
can extended family, as it
might be called.
Created by divorce and
remarriage, and common to
millions of Americans in every
section of the country and on
every rung of the social and
economic ladder, the new
American extended family has
attracted the attention of so
cial scientists· nationwide. In
the first flurry of research,
they have given it a variety of
names - conjugal continua
tion, second-marriage family,
stepfamily, blended family,
reconstituted
family
and
metafamily. Whatever the
label, it challenges some of the
most basic notions about
family life and about the rela
tionships between men and
women, between parents, chil
dren, stepchildren, steppar
ents, grandparents and step
grandparents. This week, like
families everywhere, they will
gather together for Thanksgiv
ing and the traditional meal,
but for them, the family seated
at the table will have a dis
tinctly untraditional shape.
There are roughly 3.5 million
households, one out of every
seven in this country, in which
at least one parent has remar
ried and at least one child is
from a previous union. Many
of these children spend a good
deal of time in the home of
their other biological parent,
and thus become the link, the
nexus that connects two fami
lies and, at the same time, ex
tends one family over several
households.
From this it is clear that the
modern American family does
not match our popular or polit-

ical notions about it. Presi
dent-elect Ronald Reagan
may have persistently called
for the preservation of the hal
lowed nuclear family, but for a
great number of people that
kind of family is a myth, an
ideal that no longer serves
them. Indeed, it even escapes
Ronald Reagan, the first
American President to enter
office divorced and remarried.
Our old and comfortable
ideas about the family fall in
the face of some unsettling
statistics. One scholar pre
dicts that half to two-thirds of
all people married in the last
decade will commit adultery.
Statisticians tell us that 40 per
cent of all marriages in the
1980's will end in divorce, and
they say that by 1990, only
slightly more than half, 56 per
cent, of the children in the
United States under the age of
18 wil I be living with both their
natural parents. But, beset as
it seems to be, the family is
still the basic thread from
which American society takes
its shape. It's just that now it
is woven together in different
patterns.
Four out of every five people
who go through a first divorce
remarry , most within three to
five years of their final decree.
Thus it is that husbands and
wives, their former partners,
children and stepchildren, and
a whole constellation of grand
parents and other relatives
are brought together in the
new American extended fami
ly.
Proportionally, there were
almost as many families made
by remarriage in the 19th cen
tury as there are today. How
ever, the families of our great
grandparents were victims of
a high mortality rate. Now, it
is mostly divorce that splits us
apart. Yet, though separated,
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we remain related. "Divorce
can never gainsay kinship,"
says anthropologist Paul J.
Bohannan of the University of
California at Santa Barbara.
"My ex-wife will always be my
son's mother and my ex-wife's
mother will always be his
grandmother, whether I like it
or not."
Still, the researchers tell us
that our desire to be part of a
family has not been tempered
by the disillusionment that
usually follows a divorce. In
fact, as the places where we
live become more impersonal,
the famify, whatever its form,
becomes more important. We
turn to it, not as we once did,
for shelter, for a job, for an
education - these are now
provided by our public institu
tions - but for emotional sup
port. The family is our well
spring of feeling, our touch
stone, the place we go when we
want to find out who we are.
More than anything else, we
demand intimacy from it, and
when we do not receive that in
timacy, we divorce, remarry
and look for it once again. Di
vorce, the scholars say, is not
a repudiation of the family.
Rather, it is the rejection of a
particular partner.
Thus we seek family, but our
second experience with it is
never the same as the first.
The relationships in a tradi
tional family evolve and de
velop slowly. But the stepfa-

mily is an instant family,
created at the moment the
marriage vows are spoken.
The ties are impromptu, the
relationships without guide
lines. For example, how
should a man's new wife, who
is his son's stepmother, treat
his former wife's parents, who
are the boy's grandparents?
Since this is a new social ar
rangement, society has yet to
establish models for its behav
ior. "There are no rules, no
stereotypes for these people to
draw on," says Frank F. Fur
stenberg Jr., a sociologist at
the University of Pennsylva
nia, who, with Graham B. Spa
nier, a sociologist at Pennsyl
vania State University, just
completed three years of re
search for a study of divorce
and remarriage.
In part, the lack of models or
standards leaves the new ex
tended family adrift and vul
nerable to trouble. The divorce
rate for remarried women in
their 20's and 30's - including
those without children - is 44
percent, six percentage points
higher than that of first mar
riages. Stepfamilies are often
beset by jealousies and con
flicts of loyalty not found in
traditional families. Some
times, children who resent the
experience of divorce either
cannot adapt to the new family
or try to tear it apart. And
many husbands and wives

(Continued on Page 53)

rds: I. Peter Ward; 2. Karen Ward; 3. John
r; S. Nils Lahr; 6. Sandy Ward; 7. Taya
rd; 9. Tonya Ward, in a play round.

The Coo pers of Opelika, Ala.: I. Kathy Reiter; 2. Ricky Cooper;
3. Julie Cooper; 4. Bob Cooper; S. Joan Cooper; 6. Freddie
Reiter; 7. Bobby Cooper, gathered around Bob's Maserati.

Continued from Page 46

carry into their second mar
riage the attitudes and behav
ior that ruptured their first.
But the new extended fami
lies that survive, and more of
them do than do not, are held
together by people who have
created their own rules and
models and who have re-ex
amined their ideas on love,
marriage and parenthood.
Many remarried couples say
that with the passing of their
first romance, their first mar
riage and the birth of their
first child, they also lose their
innocence and their illusions
about family life. They go into
their new families with
psyches that are often bruised
and marked, and many of
them, like the Lahrs and
Wards of Menlo Park, are
aware that their new family
groups are much more com
plex and intricate than the
ones they left.

□

In many respects the Lahrs
and Wards are an unusually
well-adjusted group. They
have managed to overcome
difficulties that divide other
new extended families or take
them years to settle. They are,
it would seem, a textbook ex
ample of how a new social ar
rangement can work.
Home base for the four chil
dren, ages 7 to 11, is with
Karen and Peter Ward, but
every other weekend and one
evening a week, they pair off
to spend time with their non
custodial parents - Sandy
Ward, who lives alone, and
John Lahr and his new wife,
Jan. The adults drop the chil
dren off at each others' homes,
talk regularly, even attend
school conferences together.
"I think we're very much
like the old extended family,"
says Sandy Ward, a thin, busy
woman who is 37 years old and
a librarian at Stanford Univer
sity. "Some of us get along
with each other better than the
others, just like in any other
family."
But this sense of family is
not shared by all the members
of the Menlo Park group. John
Lahr, 36, whose former wife
married Sandy's former hus
band, says, "I don't think
we're an extended family at
all. We don't have a relation
ship with Karen and Peter or a
relationship with Peter's chil
dren."
John's wife, Jan, a 32-year
old nurse, also feels no kinship
with the other adult members
of the family: "The relation
ship I have with Karen and
Peter is a business relation
ship. I think a social relation
ship would be risky and would
interfere with what I have
with John's kids."
Though the Lahrs and Wards
have tried to work smoothly
with each other, some prob
lems have been unavoidable.
Two of the children had night-
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mares following their parents'
separation, but these have
passed. Sometimes the chil
dren become confused and call
their parents and stepparents
by the wrong name, but then
strangers to the group have
done the same thing. Mostly
the children count their assets.
"Hey, did you know I have two
mommys and two daddys and
two houses and a brother and
two sisters and six dogs and a
cat and ... " says 7-year-old
Nils Lahr.
Like other families, the peo
ple of Menlo Park discovered
that divorce and remarriage
create multiple parents for the
child and multiple roles for the
parent.A stepparent is clearly
not the same as a biological
parent, but a biological parent
without custody is clearly not
the same either. The roles
change and shift and tangle ,
and the family that survives is
one in which the members are
able to sort things out. One
person may have to take for
himself a role that is unfamil
iar, while another must sur
render one to which he has be
come accustomed.
Sandy Ward exchanged the
role of full-time wife and moth
er, which she came to abhor,
for the role of a distant parent,
which she now willingly em
braces: "At times I used to re
sent my two kids. I was with
them full-time for seven years.
Now I love being with them.
The time we spend together is
so much more meaningful. I'm
very much like a grandmother
to them.I'm a very significant
person in their lives. I take full
responsibility for them when
they're with me, but I don't
need to see them more than I
do. I'm not Momma.''
Peter Ward, 37, and Karen
Lahr Ward, 32, play two parts
simultaneously: parent and
stepparent. The dual role
gives them a kind of familial
double vision, something they
see as a distinct advantage:
"We've discovered that each
of us tends to favor the older of
our own two children," says
Peter. "I caught that in Karen
and she caught that in me.
We've also found that our kids
have some traits of our ex
spouses that drive us crazy.
But Karen doesn't have my ex
cess baggage, and I don 't have
hers, so we can see each
other's children a little more
objectively.To me, the guts of
the whole thing is whether we
feel good as a group. If John's
around our house, his kids call
me Daddy-Peter. If not, they
just call me Daddy. I'm sensi
tive to the fact that's hard on
John."
"I don't feel threatened by
Peter. I know the kids get on
very well with him," says
John Lahr, who is a part-time
parent but would rather he
were not. His divorce from
(Continued on Page 147)
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Karen jarred his notion of
family and parenthood. His
marriage to Jan has given him
back some equilibrium: "The
first year or two after the di
vorce, I was very nervous that
my sense of being as parent
would be eroded by being sepa
rated from the kids. Now I feel
I can maintain that special
rapport with them, especially
because I see them every
week, something that would be
difficult if it was only once a
year."
For his wife, Jan, the chil
dren at first presented a prob
lem. She became an instant
parent, something for which
she was unprepared: "It
wasn't easy. First, the kids re
minded me of a relationship
my husband had had previous
ly. Then I wanted to be a moth
er, equal to Karen, having the
kids feel the same way about
me they felt about her. After I
realized that was wrong, I
really backed off. I thought,
O.K., they're John's kids, I'll
just be their friend. Then I saw
I had a lot more going with
them than that. The first year
they spent vacation with us I

couldn't wait to see them
leave. Last year when they
left, I missed them terribly."
The experience of John and
Jan Lahr in particular is a
good example of what scholars
are finding in their research
on the new extended family.
The sociologists Furstenberg
and Spanier have found that
fathers like John Lahr, who do
not have custody of their chil
dren, often work harder at
being parents than full-time
fathers.
"When they feel their rela
tionship with the children is
threatened, they become more
determined than ever," says
Spanier. And, adds Fursten
berg, "just because you're a
biological father doesn't mean
you're a sociological father.''
Stepparents like Jan Lahr
also cannot afford to take their
roles for granted. "Steppar
enthood has to be earned; it is
made'and can be unmade, and
stepparents know this," says
Furstenberg.

□

On a recent autumnal Satur
day in Lincoln, Neb., a football

Saturday, the shops along the
main drag were open but not
crowded, which was just as
well, for clerk and customer
alike seemed to go about their
business with a certain preoc
The
cupation.
hometown
team, the University of Ne
braska, Big Red, was away
playing Penn State in a big
game.
At 6317 Deerwood Drive, a
split-level, red-brick house in a
development on the southeast
side of the city, a group of
adults and children was gath
ered in front of a television set,
whooping and hollering at the
screen. Sharon Hanna, the
hostess, sat nibbling popcorn
between first downs. Her hus
band, Bob Dinkel, hovered,
drink in hand, nearby.
They have been married al
most two years now. Sharon, a
community college instructor,
is a comely woman with a long
face and short graying hair.
Her first marriage lasted 14
years. Bob, a fencing contrac
tor, is a tall, energetic man
with glasses and a dark mus
tache. He had been married
for 13 years. Both of them are
40 years old and have two chil
dren - Bob's boys are 14 and
16, Sharon's girls are 10 and 14.
Early in their marriage, Bob
c;1nd Sharon were forced to con
front the major source of diffi-

culty for most new extended
families. "The chief problem
is the conflict over children,"
says Jean Giles-Sims, a soci
ologist at Texas Christian Uni
versity. "Some families have
told me that their problems
with children are so immedi
ate and so pressing that the
couple do not have the time to
settle into a relationship of
their own."
What's more, children in ex
tended families are often
treated as if they were prop
erty. If a stepparent tries to
discipline his partner's child,
he is sometimes told that he is
trespassing. And when there
are children from two mar
riages in the house, parents
usually find themselves torn
between their kin and their
stepkin.
"This is something you have
to get straight. You treat all
the kids equal, but there's a
bond you have with your own
children," says Bob. "Some
times I look at it in a macabre
way, like if one of my boys and
one of Sharon's girls were
about to be hit by a car and I
could save only one of them,
which would it be? I'd save my
own kid. In reality, your loyal
ties are tested every day,
particularly between you,
your partner and the children,
who constantly try to put

themselves in the middle,"
says Bob.
"From the beginning," says
Sharon, "Bob told his boys,
'Don't try to put yourself be
tween me and Sharon, because
you're not going to do it.'"
This edict, as she found out,
had some predictable conse
quences: "I don't think the
boys feel real affection for me,
and that bothers me. But I
think they've come to respect
me."
The children, in their own
way, echo their parents.
"Our
relationship
with
Sharon is not tops," says Jeff,
Bob's 16-year-old. "We don't
get along as good with her as
we do with my real mom.''
"I don't think of Bob as my
dad," says Lyn, Sharon's 10year-old daughter. "It's hard
for me to explain. He's just not
like my real father."
Though noncustodial par
ents are a significant part of
the new extended family, they
often feel estranged. The ties
between a man and his former
wife and a woman and her for
mer husband are usually brit
tle and tenuous.
"I'm very tense around
Sharon," says her former hus
band, Larry Patterson, who,
with his new wife, Nan, lives
500 miles away in Freeport,
(Continued on Page 162)
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It is a safe and permanent technique by which hair is attached
to the scalp painlessly.
You con swim. take a shower. wash your head. play tennis or
football . . . in short you con do ANYTHING without fear of
embarrassment through loss or slippage.
There is only one place in the United States where you can
get the process. at Hair Oimensions-245 East 63rd St.. New
York City. They have the know-how to put a new head of hair on
anyone ... male OR female.
Actually. the process tt'os developed in Switzerland and
brought to America trhere qualified medical doctors have been
taught the art and have completed literally thousands of hair
replacements on men and women.
In the past. only Hollywood personalities. politicians. corpo
rate presidents and people in the higher income brackets could
afford this permanent hair replacement technique. Now anyone
can afford to look and feel their best with a full head of hair.
If you want to obtain a new head of hair, the procedure is
quite simple: You make an appointment to visit the office. Here.
your own hair (whats left of it. that is) is analyzed for matching
purposes. Then it takes about four days to prepare the replace
ment hair for your head.
The actual process takes only for,ir hours. Theres no pain. no
muss, no fuss. And you walk out a "'different"" man (or woman).
You might ask "What about my own hair?" It continues to
grow without hindrance. When it grows too long. you go to your
barber and get a haircut. Your new '"hair"" can be restyled and/
or cut . too. Remember. only your barber (or hairdresser) needs
to know.
The people who have had the process say that the new hair is
surgically attached to the scalp and the procedure is completely
painless. The doctors performing the hair replacements say
there is virtually no chance of rejection or infection.
If you just can't wait to make an appointment by mail. pick up
your telephone and call New York (212) 751-1740.
.
You'II be a "different . person.

HAIR DIMENSIONS by YOUR HAIR. INC.
245 East 63 Street
New York. N.Y. 10021
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You can be
as warm
and as
comfortable
as the monks
of old.

Wrap yourself in comfortable
warmth of 50% cotton & 50%
poly doubleknit interlock with
this energy saving lounge &
sleepwear frock. From His/Ms
Monk Frock. Tan Only-1 Size Fits All
Guarantee: If not pleased with your frock.
return within 14 days for full refund.

To order send $39.95 + $3
shipping & handling for each
frock to:
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20 South Whitney St.,
Amherst, MA 01002
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VISIT CHINA
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Ill. "Maybe it's because she and paid her tuition through
has control of everything, graduate school. Larry visits
visiting and all, and when I get his former in-laws as well.
frustrated or mad at what
"He and Nan sometimes
she's doing with the girls, I stop by here when they've got
can't fight back."
the kids," says Sharon's moth
Bob's former , wife, Karen er, Lorane Hanna, who lives in
Baxter, and her new husband, Cozad, Neb. "I was surprised
Jerry, live in Eagan, Minn., when I first met Nan, she was
400 miles from Lincoln. "Bob so different from Sharon. The
wouldn't be my friend on any divorce really upset us.
terms," she says. "I spent 13 Sharon and Larry went to
years with him, and I still gether for so long. I thought,
can't stand him. I guess I don't heavens, they should have
like his reprimanding my known each other. But I guess
kids."
people change. We're real
Still, despite the bitterness pleased with Bob. His sons are
between Bob and Karen and the next thing to being our
the unfinished business on all own."
'sides, the members of this new
It is common for grandpar
extended family have man ents to lose contact with their
aged to get together. In Octo grandchildren following a di
ber, the three couples, the four vorce. But, in many instances,
children, Bob's parents, his remarriage makes grandpar
sister, her husband and their ents part of a large pool of
two children, and Sharon's relatives, a pool for the child
parents - 18 people in all - that includes blood relatives
met for a weekend in Des and extends to the step-grand
Moines, a middle point for all parents, aunts, uncles and
of them. They all stayed at the cousins created by the new
same motel, shared the chil marriage. "For the child, this
dren, and talked. "It was a is usually a real boon," con
really bizarre thing," said cludes Frank F. Furstenberg,
Bob's former wife, Karen, the sociologist. "It means
"just unreal that we were all being connected, albeit some
together and not scrapping."
times weakly, to a great num
As expected, there were ber of adults who are prepared
some awkward moments. On to treat him as kin."
Sunday, the three couples, ·•all
the parents," as Sharon de
scribed them, had a meeting.
Lately, Opelika, Ala., a mill
The air at first was a bit thick.
Larry said he had trouble look town of 22,000 people, has been
busily
primping itself. Down
ing at his former wife, Sharon.
Nan, his new wife, said she felt by the railroad tracks, the
Sharon had trouble looking at streets still sag, but the cotton
her. Then the fog rolled out warehouses wear a fresh coat
and they got down to business. of paint, and they are finally
Sharon and Bob promised to be getting around to fixing the
more reasonable and flexible _clock on the old county court
with scheduling the children's . house. New money and new
visits, and they all agreed to enthusiasm have moved into
stop using the children as some of the weathered Victo
"messengers" if they had rian houses in town. The gin
something they really wanted gerbread gleams again, the
to say to each other. "The kids porch swings are busy at
always tell us what they think night, and when the dogwood
we want to hear," said Larry. is in bloom, the old neighbor:
And Sharon and Nan discov hoods seem as solid and
ered they had something other stately as they once were.
than Larry in common. As
In sho,rt; as Joan and Bob
stepmothers, both felt "unap Cooper discovered, it is the
preciated."
kind of place where a fondness
No extended family, of for the past tends to linger.
course, is complete without When Bob and Joan talked
grandparents, and remarriage about marriage eight years
has given Sharon and Bob's ago, they never for a moment
children 10 grandparents, all considered living together
of whom they see periodically. first. "Living together?" Joan
Some of the grandparents, in says with a smile. "Not in
fact, have developed their own Opelika. That's really looked
subfamily network. Sharon's down on in this part of the
parents often spend time with country." And later, when
Bob's parents in Minnesota problems erupted in their
and occasionally see Larry's marriage, they sensed a cerc
parents, who live in Colorado. tain disapproval in the air.
What's more, after Sharon and "Down here," says Bob, "you
Larry divorced, the Patter feel a tremendous amount of
sons helped their former
(Continued on Page 166)
daughter-in-law buy a house
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social pressure on keeping the
family intact."
No matter. The Coopers
wanted what convention de
manded. Their family extends
no farther · than the Opelika
city limits. At times it may
embrace a distant uncle or
grandparent, but it is firmly
anchored in their house in an
exclusive development. For
mer spouses, on occasion, are
welcome, but they are not in
cluded. The children "visit"
them and then return "home,"
and that's the way the Coopers
like it.
Joan, who is 42, a handsome
woman, quiet but not remote,
says, "My ex-husband lives in
North Carolina, and Bob's ex
wife in Chicago, and that dis
tance is a real advantage.
Shuttling back and forth would
be totally confusing to the
kids. It would have been a lot
harder to raise my two chil
dren, and Bob's three, as one
family if the other parents had
lived closer." Bob, who is 38,
short, fit and exceedingly po
lite, felt the same way. "My
parents were divorced when I
was a young boy, and I felt
torn between two different
kinds of love and two different
life styles. My mother was
strict and harsh. My father
was lenient. He gave me love,
my mother gave me material
things." Years later, the Coop
ers tried to give their children
both, Bob in his way, Joan in
hers, each in excess.
They presented themselves
as one family, traditional and
circumscribed. But they knew,
no matter how hard they tried
to redraw their lines, no mat
ter how much they blended,
they could not perform social
alchemy. Joan did not try to be
a replacement mother to Bob's
children, and Bob did not try to
supplant Joan's former hus
band. Neither of them really
wanted that. In a way they
wanted more, es pecially Joan.
"I wanted the marriage and
the family to be perfect. I
wanted to be a good mother. I
guess unconsciously I put the
kids first. Anytime they had a
problem, I would make it
mine. I worked for the first six
years of our marriage and I
quit because I felt guilty about
that. I even felt guilty when I
went to get my hair done. It
was like I was taking some
thing away from the kids. I
also wanted so much for my
second marriage to be better
than my first."
Joan's reaction, say the peo
ple who study and analyze
family life, was not uncom
mon. "Stepparents who set

themselves up in the nuclear
family mold often try to act
out stereotypes, ideals," says
Emily B. Visher, a California
psychologist and president of
the Stepfamily Association of
America in Palo Alto, Calif.
"They try overly hard to be
what they think they should be
rather than what they are.
They constantly try to prove
things to themselves and often
to the community instead of
just trying to relax."
Bob, too, felt pressure to
prove himself to his stepchil
dren, though not as long as
Joan did. When they were first
married, he worked hard to
win the affection of Joan's son
and daughter, Freddie and
Kathy Reiter, but the harder
he worked, the more he ig
nored his own three children,
sometimes treating them
harshly. "Joan's kids were
very mild-mannered. I had
three children who were hy
peractive. When problems
broke out, they were usually at
the center of things, so r was
very hard on my kids. Then, a
few years ago, I realized I'd
better get off them, because I
was losing them."
All of this, of course, led to a
crisis in the Cooper family.
But the moment of turmoil,
like similar moments in every
family, was brought on by a
combination of things. For
years, Bob and Joan argued
about money. She thought he
was prodigal, he thought she
was too frugal. Joan thought
Bob's preoccupation with ma
terial things showed "he didn't
care about the family." Bob
didn't see it that way. He be
lieved he was "providing for
the household and for the fu
ture of the children." The
more money he spent, the
more she worried, and the
harder she tried to be the per
fect mother. Bob felt es
tranged from the family and
''wanted to walk out.''
Much of this conflict was un
spoken, but the discord
created enough noise to at
tract the attention of their chil
dren, who now range in age
from 12 to 17. One of them fi
nally needed counseling, the
others needed reassurance.
"Sometimes when mommy
and daddy got to fighting real
bad, you kinda got scared,"
says Julie, Bob's 14-year�old
daughter. "If they got di
vorced, you wouldn't know
what was going to happen, you
wouldn't know if we could af
ford to stay in this house or
what the future would be."
In all likelihood, the Coop
ers' future will resemble their

past, with a few exceptions.
Bob and Joan have reached an
accommodation. Bob now pro
vides more time instead of
more possessions for his
family and Joan is no longer
consumed by an ideal.
"We live in a traditional
place and we're still trying to
establish a traditional fami
ly," she says. "But we're bal
ancing things out. I haven't
backed off. It's just I feel more
comfortable with my role. I
want to give the kids customs
and rituals they never had.
We're evolving into a family
instead of trying to force it."

□

Clifford J. Sager is con
vinced that the American
family, whatever its design,
will outlive those who proph
esy its death. His conviction,
given what people tell him
daily, makes him either an un
bridled optimist or a man who
hears hope in the language of
despair. As a psychiatrist, of
course, he is the latter. Dr.
Sager directs the family psy
chiatry and remarriage con
sultation program of the Jew
ish Board of Family and Chil
drens' Services in New York
City.
He is quick to point out that
the only kind of people who
pass through his office are
those with problems, and nei
ther he nor anyone else can as
sess the general mental and
emotional health of a particu
lar class of people or type of
family. It would, therefore, be
a mistake to assume that nu
clear families ex perience any
greater well-being than their
less conventional counter
parts. Clinicians can, how
ever, tell us what they typi
cally find in the people who
come to them.
"The basic conflict in adults
in second marriages is that
they are torn between their
need for romantic love and the
demands of the children,"
says Dr. Sager. "For instance,
a wife who marries a man with
children may feel he is devot
ing too much attention to
them, and she may become
disaffected. I've also found
that the emotional divorce
takes place long after the legal
divorce. In this regard, you
find that a lot of people are
jealous of their partners'
ex's."
Other counselors take a
slightly different view. "Ro
mance is the big problem,"
says Jeannette Lofas, director
of the Stepfamily Foundation
Inc. of Manhattan. "A lot of
people go into second mar
riages with the same roman
tic, unrealistic ideas that got
them into trouble the first
time. Romance is great on the
weekends. But during the
week, you've just plain got to
work at it, and a lot of people

don't want to do that."
Whatever the reason - jeal
ousy, conflicts of loyalty,
money, power or sex - the
new extended family is subject
to a high divorce rate. And the
people who go through that di
vorce report that it is no easier
the second time around.
Ruth Ross (not ·her real
name) lives alone these days
in a spacious apartment a
short drive from midtown
Manhattan. She is in her mid50's, tall and blond. Her first
marriage lasted 15 years and
produced two boys and a girl.
It ended when her husband lost
his sense of direction and his
sense of family. A short time
later, she met a man who was
"alive, vibrant, attractive to me, he was a glamorous per
son compared to the staid man
I'd just left."
They married, but it wasn't
Jong before she discovered
that "he was extremely selfish
and a megalomaniac." Still,
"I wanted to make the mar
riage work, but I went into it
feeling guilty that I had picked
a man for myself and not a
good father for my children."
As it turned out, she says, he
was neither.
"He was particularly hard
on one of my boys. The child
looked like my ex-husband,
and I guess my new husband
resented that. The boy really
wanted a good family life, so
he was vulnerable. My hus
band would call him into his
study and tell him we were
going to get divorced. The
worst incident came on a
camping trip. My ex-husband
had given my son a beautiful
compass. We were walking
along a trail and my son
wanted to go in one direction
and his stepfather in another.
They argued, and my husband
took that compass and
smashed it against a tree. He
knew it was my son's most
prized possession.''
It was eight years before
Ruth Ross left her second hus
band. "I was afraid to admit
I'd made a mistake. He kept
telling me I put my children
first, but, in truth, I really ne
glected them."
Then there's the case of Ben
Capella (also not his real
name), a 35-year-old executive
with a graphic-arts firm in
New York City. Ben's first
marriage ended in divorce
after eight years. His former
wife won custody of their
4-year-old son, but Ben saw the
boy most weekends and talked
to him frequently at night. A
few years later, he met "a
beautiful, really beautiful and
talented woman" who was
considerably younger than he.
their
During
courtship,
(Continued on Page 173)
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the woman and Ben's son,
Richard, seemed to · de
velop an affection for each
other.
But
things
quickly
changed. "After we got
married, she wanted me
to spend less time with
him. Then she said Rich
ard didn't like her. Every
time he called, she would
turn colors. When we were
all together, it was a con
stant tug of war. Richard
would often go into the
bathroom and cry. She
was very insecure and
possessive. She couldn't
adjust to the fac;t of my
having a child with some
one else.

"One night we were
alone together. We were
very affectionate and we
made love. We were both
feeling great. Then Rich
ard called and her whole
face changed. She said, 'I
just can't take it any
more.' She really became
distraught. I decided it
was best to end it. Her
conflict with my boy was
the thing that broke
us
.
up.''
Children in the new ex
tended family have their
own sets of conflicts. For
a two-year period, begin
ning in May 1977, Dr.
Sager and his team
treated
213
families
formed by remarriage. Of
the 367 children in this
group, only 9 percent were
relatively free of emo
tional problems, which,
Dr. Sager points out, is
about the same as it is for
nuclear families who go to
the clinic. Most, 87 per
cent, had a troubled rela
tionship with their par
ents or stepparents. Many
also had difficulty in
school, difficulty forming
friendships, or they suf
fered from psychosomatic
illness or depression.
These symptoms were
tied to a variety of atti
tudes. Children often see
remarriage as an "addi
tional trauma," according
to Dr. Sager. The close
bond they develop with a
single parent following a
divorce is broken when a
stepfather or stepmother
moves into the house.
From that point on, the
child is thrust into a
family arrangement that
is unlike anything he has
known. He may be forced
to compete with a new set
of siblings who are strang
ers. Further, whatever
fantasy he had of his par
ents reuniting is shattered
and he often feels he must
choose between a new
"mother" or ''father" and
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