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he Memorial Hermann wellness
Ccntrc is an unprepossessing
building situated off Houeon s
Highway 59r . boxy, two-storey con'
.rete ediEce lhat merges perfectly

with ihe f.atureless spraal of this part of Texas.
The centre is offi.ially dedicated to the promotion
of a lifetime of wellbeing and personal achieve'
ment'via ihe media ofacupuncture and physio
and something called preventive imaging - but
it somehow lacks the Zen-minimal beauty you d
expect from a templeto holistichealth. Ithas the
air of a d€class6 smalltoq showins mall.

on a saturday in ear ly March. at  around
8.45am, the least inspiring of all the building's
dimly lit, low-ceilinged, windowless conferen.e
rooms fills with a mismatched group ofs0 or so
Texans. They re a miserable bunch. Prickly, raw,
self righteous, angry. rulnerable and confused,
prerty much withoutexception. No.one wants to
be here. Andyeteach ofthem is part ofa brave
pioneering mor€ment - a movement which aims
io traDsform the most heart rending aspect of
modern ielationships: divorce. In exchange ior
a nere $50 roughly rl0 - and four hours of
lhen lives, these people will get a masterclass )

Injust four hours, this
womanpromises to teach
feudingcouplcs howto
divorce with intcgrity.

Scam, or abadlynEed"ed
. .  1- \mlsslonolmercvr

.l

tritherway, asnip atf3o
With qo pcr ccnt of marri'agcs fhiling, clirsscs in'happy divor<r arc

mandatory in thc US. Fbundcr Christina McGhcc, right, tells
l)ollr Vcrnon why break-ups neecl not spcll devastation



in the artofthe civilised divorce from Christina
Mcchee. the US s premierb.eak-upcoach.

Divorce coaching is a b@hlng - if unregulated
-business in the USiand Chi ist ina Mcchee is
its leading li8hl. She is dedicated to the art ofthe
accomplished split. A social worker, certified fam.
ily mediator with experience in what sle refe6
to as'high-conflicl family situations', she has
deloted her professional life to thecause ofthe
better divorce. Shehas lwowebsiles, a boomihg
busin.ss in ohe-on.one counselling, in addition
to thc.ourt'orderclasses. a DVD and a TV series
to hd ntrme. Shc has been described variousll
.s lhe remarkable Christina l\4cChee, and also
'Christim McCh.cwith her PhD intheClaringly
Obvious , by diflere.t faccts ofthepress. notallof
wbich are convinced she knows what she s lalk.
in8 lbout. But regardless, she is a woman on a
mission. 14cChee wants to alter th. cxp.rience of
dilorce foras many people as she crn. She wants
to teach people how to'dilorce with integrjty.
That s hything. (I4cchee s a lountainofupLFat,
emotionally empowering snippets of this typc.)
'Peoplc are called to dothimgs, things they hav.
pasion foriandthis iswhat Ihavebeen called lo I
do not believeth.tpeoplehave to spend their lilcs
beingdanaged by di lorcc.  l tu ly do not.  And I
have a choice towrt$ p.oplc go through itrnd
sar: "Oh dear, how sadl" Or I can slep in. I havc

I l  s odd. rc! l ly ,  thr t  so manyof l ,s lo spcnd
our livcs b.ins d!maged by divor.. wc should
b. grcat divorcers by now Ve rr. divoic{rs with
lor ard history-sccond-Senerationdilorccrs,
th. divor.ing oiUspring ol divorced p.rents. W.
rrc prolilic d ivoiccrs. Thc mosr reccnr srJtisti.s
tcstiiy lo lhc fouilh successive increase in rnnual
UK divorcc r . tes (167,1l6 wcr.  grantcd in 2004,
rs opposed to 166,717 ih 2003)r  and despi te
rumbl iDgs rbout a growirg rc luct !nce to spl i l
bccJusc olthe tinrncial implicalions, 50 pcr.enl
oful l  Br i t ish rnd Ameri(r i  mrr iages wi l l  s l i l l
c .d* i th i t .Thcrc s rc lar ively l i t t le so. ia l  st igma
.tta.h.d lo modc!n divolce. Witness the mulri.
tudes of celebrity divolce!s and roy!l dircrceB; see
the fil'nsrnd sonss!nd inlinite soap.operu plot
lines dedi.ared to it. And we are divorcen with
rcsour.es. we kdow about thcrapy. we know about
coping me.hrnisms, wc know about support
nelworks rnd clevei use of anti.depress!nts. All
thnrgs considered, con lemporary divolcc should
bc a rehtilcly painless aflair, cerlainlywhe. com-
paied with thc shameful, inirequent, emotionally
un.bartcddilorces of50or so yeaB ago.

Bui it s not. It sworse.It s almost giatuitous,
how badlywe divorce now How angrl and nasty,
dcpress.d and rndined to mess up our childrcn
we'!e bc.orn.. Ilos an estimated 60 percentof
falhe6will lose tou.hwith theirkidswithin a few
yea6 oidivor.iig their mother. How the bigh
profile super rich hale ti.rsforn.d dilorce into
! series ofepic, gr.celess stiugglcs ioourdoeach
other in the megaiettleme.t stakcs.

And then there are all those low-key, insignifi
cant ca$rlties of divorce limpng about. Leline
sony fbr themselves... People like h!. I was l7
when tul parents divorced,wilhmoderatelo'high
amounts ol hess, ulhappiness and fuss. That
sas 17 yeare ago but it still impacc on my life.
It s at least partly responsible for how alienated

\\t shoulcl bc grcm
(lt\1)ltcfs $' t'to\\'. \\c
alc pt'()t Inc cIt\()rcct's.
\\'ltl'l I( )1111 ltll(l nlStorY

I  o, icn fael l iom my lami l ,  who Idon' tseealot
of. Butc!n today sdivorceB really b€ taughta bet.
terway) Can theadviceand action pla.s offered
up in Mcchee s classes helpl crn a philosophy
that has evolled in reactionary, republi.anTexas
ofall places possibly ease the sceptical British
towards he.lthiea moie functional, morecheer
ful divorces ) Towards Mcchee s drcamy-sound-
ing Divorces With lntegr i ty:  Add is the US s
flourishing divorce industry anything more tban
a scam:an opportun' ty to compould ourmore
miserable momenls with the sneaking suspicion
that we can t even get.bje.t narital dysfunction
rigbt)

I 6(t meetChlistina Mcchee in the collft bar
of Houstoh! Sheraton Airport hotel. I identifyher
irnmediately, panlyfrom her staning role in Feb
ruary s Cha.nel 4 documen ldty How To Divorce
Wilhobt Sd.tuinE Up your Chiidren (in whi.h,
Mcchee helped three British families through
divorce), but nainly because sbe radiatessympa.
thy a nd empathy and unb!rden.yourself.on-ne
qualities that make he! pretty much luminous in
the dim lalflight of the hotel lobby. I'd expected
her to be smuggerand strkter than she isieither

that,ordoying,!accharine,drippilysincere. But
she's noneofthese thinss. she s a willowy, ala.
baster-skinned woman with a de6 nitirely Sentle
demeanourand a grcatlinc in both sympathetic
headt i l tsa.dwryasides.

ve sitdown for coff.. - which Mcchee main-
lines - and she lau.ches wilhout preamble into
her iheory on desirable divor.e practi.es.

'ltis, shesa)s, all about the children. Putting
thcir needs flrst. wo.king out what s good for
them. The seminarat the WellbeingCentre is
what I call Divorce l0l - the basics. Itt courl.
mandated in Tei€s - attendance is required fo.
any parent seekinga dilo.ce -and il s entryloel
stuli How children aieimpacted. What par€nts
should consider How parents should separate
their feelings from theirkids feelings, and their
situations from their kids situalions. It s nol
appropriate, lor example, to say: He or she lefi
usl Look what they did to usl" You do no. wanl
yourkids to leel that they have been left. You do
,otwant them to felthat yourex-spouse is hurt.
ingthem, as wel l  asyou.I t  s not appropr iate to
bad.moutb theothcr parent, and bythe way, all
the signs are that your bad-nrouihing will dam.
age toaf relationship with thechild, rather than
yourex srelationship. Equally, iit notappropriat.
toslart leferring to your er-spouse by their nrst
name, or as "your father" or "your mother", or
"thatman" or"thatwoman", rather than Moni
or "Dad . Thal s objectifying, that's an aliena'
tion tactic. Parent alienation is the hot topic jn
divorce coaching right now - itt where one par
ent becomes committed to desiroying the child s
relationship with the other pareni... And it s noi



appropriate to share ihe fina ncial burden of you r
divorce wi lh you! chi ld -  ev.n i f that  chi ld is a
teenager lfs not appropri!te to con6de too much
in yourteenageratal l .  Pa!.nls amaze me al l the
time with what they think is appropi i.te.

christina Mcchee got hcr'cilliig to lhe divorc.
brsiness in he! early thirii.s, some years alter
she dbegunacareerasa socialworker Ithappened
because of'a kind of.ollision of the personal and
the professional in my lile. Nlcchec s par..ts
divorced when shewas la lnd theircxp.rience
would fall idto the lessthan-ideal catcgory. I didn t
thinkmrchabul itatthetime. Lrut I realised itdid
throwupcerlain issuesas I becaft. an adult.'

'Like I was very cynical about love and relation.
ships, likel pickedinappropriatepartners because
ofthat... when the pare.ts ofteenage6 divorce,
the children will f3l1 into one oitwo crmps. Thq'll
either go the cynical route,like me. or they llget
into domestic situations very prematurcly, and
rry and cotect theii parents' mislakes by creating
families too soon. Neilheris heallhy.Then, afte! I
becamea socialworke!, I graviiatedtowards high
conflict situations in families. Tiauma resolu
tion, women and children who have been sexually
abused oh, I'R alMys dealt with the light topics,
ha ha!Butrhen I becameastcp.parenl, ehichwas
when I really started thinking about it. I saw how
ny husband s children were stiuggling with then
si tuat ion,  and also, I  knew thestat ist ics, I  knew
that a second marriage has a65 per cent cban.c
of failing, and that bolh my husband and I.ane
from dirorced families which meant we had elen
less chance again, and I wanied my marriage to

)\clvicc is rt'h'.tt 1'rc<4rlc
ncctl. | )coplc rsk ttrc
Irou thc\ sltoulcl rrct.

\\'hrrt to s'.1\'. I tcll thcnr

work. So lsaidroK, welegoing to talklboutrhis.
And myhusband had to gototheequivalentof the
dass Inowt.!ch shile hewas getting divor.cd.
andh.saidtome: You kDow you should dothis.
You d b. good. Personal expe!icnccs kd m. to
this,a.d peBo.al experiences k.cp h. mindful
ofhow importanl il is. lt s also pcrsonal cxperi
e.ce,shethinks,  thatm!kesh.rso goodatco.ch
ing othe6 through divorcc.

'Wel1, itdefinitelyh.lps me relale, anyway. And
i thelpsthem lelatctome. My classes arecal led
'' parenting classcs , aod obviously, peoplecome
with some rcs.ntment about that, like: Who are
you to tell m. hos to be a parenti" Bui I m not
shaking tuy 6ngerat people.I'm nottellingthrh

Sh. is, however, telling tbem whltto do ndt.
McCheet approach is unalologeticallr prs.rip-
tiv., and unapologetically anti-thcrapy. 'Advice is
what people need,' she srys.

'Practical adlice. My experience ol workitrg
wnh divorcing families is thattherapy is not the
way to go. By the tiftc youle ina divorce situation.
you re plobabry in crlsis. By the tinre )ou.ome
to someone Iilc me lookitrg for advrce. rou re

d.t,itrhinclisis.Therapyontopof divorcecanbe
overwhelming.Ifsoheobe s starving, you don t
sit them down and talk to them about theirchild-
bood. You git them what lhey need. I give people
whattheyneed.I tellthemwhat to do. My classes
ar. i.teractive.I do face-to-fa
sionsr I do telepho.e sessions. People ask me how
they sbould ad in situations, what they should say,
what woids they should use. And Itellthem.

Brck i .  the Memorial  Hermann wcUness
Centre, lhe disgruniled Texans attcnding today s
class taketheirseats in thc time.honoured fash-
ion - therel a rush for the back rows. a predict-
alrle reluctanccto situp &ont Mosloftbem haE
come alone. Dilorcing cotrples are Dot required
to attend the s!ft. class and give or take a cou-
ple ofexamples on whom. more later - mosl
of this group ha!. jumped at the opportunity not
to spcnd more l ime with lheir  ex-spouse Onf
rclalilelychirpy blonde makes itknosn that shc s
here voluDlarily. having re(cntl) a.quired ncp
moiher slatus But byand largc, thegroup rvoid
ele contacl  wi th ea.h oth.r ;  so. ia l  n icct ies.re

But then N1(chcc dands trp,  in l roduces her
sel f ,  cracks $mc rolcs rnd.hrrns lhe logo'd
loungcwcar otrrvcn thc nrost  sul lcn I i ( t ion ot
th. . less.  shc s unexpcctedly (h!r is 'n! t i (  rnd
dyn.ni .  in i rontot !  roonr,  Jndsh.{orks th.nl
wi th thc crdcnc.s.  rcgist( . rs lnd gng.devi .cs
ol  in accompl ishcd hot iutbnr l  spfrkcr Shc
addrcsscs thcir  !cscntmclr is,  humours thcnr.
xsksthembhumourh.r 'T l ' is ,  shcopcns isr
pro-chi ldren R.minar I t  is  rd rbotr l  iudgingor
( ! i t ic is ing.  l t  s rbor i  knowing how bcst to help
yourkids.  sonk ol  i r  wi l l  not  be dcunl lo)our
si tu l t ion.  Somcol i l  wi l l .  Fccl f ic .  r , )  ignorc thc

l.4cchceco presents thc s.min!r!lonBsidc Dr
Stcphen Loughrld. r nothcr divorc. prc rdfad-
prn psychologistind ca!d-cany Bdivot.e. Ixch
sperks ior  roughly 45 minrn.s bt fotc hrnding
over to thcolhcr:c!(h cncou fugcs rudicrcc par
ticipltion. jokcs andl..klimB. Mcchec plays the
panol a rvcn.ytrold boywith llaynrtjon 2 do-
.!ii,)n issu$. Lorgheid giles $rprisingly good
slbuty, whitc.tmsh mother in law. Thc s.ss!,n
progr.sscs ata breilhless ntc. the mood ch!rgrs
in the ioor, fron monren t lo momcnt, Difii'rcnt
points strike homewith difia!.nl , ndi! iduals i.
dillerenlways. Some crl a bit. Soh..omeolei.ll
Tyra Earts Show. and want to shu( iheitexperi
ences and theirbre!klhnJugb tnoments with the

Tom and Yv.tto a soon to be ex couple, who
have anivedt,,geihcr, and s.t together. and chat-
ted and laugh.d togelhei  throughout -  ear.
c lass.c. l .br i ty stalus shen they explain that
tb.ytc siaying in business together. even dxn,gh
they re no longer marr ied.  one nr iddlc.aged
man asks when it might be apprcp,,at. to start
dat ingagain,  and also.  $ oL, ld anyon. be inter
ested in jo in inghim at thc Cnqu. du Solei l that
evening. because he s got ! spar. tnket) Many
peopledo notresisttheopportunity lo rartabout
their  exrand therc arc some del ic iously Texa n
examples ofhow th.y ve been wionged. So my
little gnl codcs home from her daddy s house.
and says that granny's said lhat mummydresses
al l  s lut ty,  that  mummy talks to al l the men, t



Thc 8-stcp guide to a perfcctdivorce

1. Avoid usinglesal terminology in
f rcntof your children. Talkabout
'aranginatime with thekids', rather
than'custody'. Colourcodedates
on calendalsaccordil|atowhich
d.Fare mummy'tand which are
daddy's; younger kids can look at it
and instantly g€t asen5e of where
th€yare, emotionallyand
SeoSEphlcally.
2 Allad! tiniormaiionlncreases
anx eiy inchi ldrcn,sokeeptmin mal.
3, R€memberthat yourchildrcn
almost certainly consider
th€nselvesto be a composite
creation of the two of You. TheY

think they:rc part mum,and Part
dad. lf you slas off your er, they will
relate that slagainttothemselves.
4. lf yourex badmouihsyoutoYour
kids,don't rctaliate. Don'tirytosel

s. Don't believeyourchildren don't
teeltuiltyaboutyourdivorce Don't
believ€theydonl f eel at least Partly
responsible for it. Secause th€y will
6.Don thave imPo.tant
conve6at ionswith Yourexatthe
time ol hand nSoverthechildren tor
a visit. Keep tlormore ne!tral,less
emotioial y charged moments,
when ihech ldrenareoutoiea19hot.

Don t eaveanswerphonemessages
thatthechildren are ikelYto
overhear Don't send conlent|ous
emaik i f  youthinkthech drenwi l l  be
inyourex svicin ty when he or she
ind readsthem Youfchildwil beon
the receivirgend of theirreaction,
andwhether tbdirected atthem or
nol,they wl lexpefience t
z Dont assume tha! bec.us€ Your
child is a baby, they wlll not be
affect€d by the divorce. Some
studi€s sugg€st that. as th€Y Srow
older, thet mourn the lack ol
memod€s of b€ing with both
parenb. Achild's erp€ri€nce ot

divorce can chante as they tFt
older, the divorc€ SBts mor€ distanl
or their parents'situation chanS€s -
if th€y remary,forexamPle.
8 Don tbel ieveeverythingyourk ds
tell you. They're likelY to say
whatevertheyth nkwi l l  keePYou
happlest, and they'll do the sa me
withyourex'spouse.They l rn rc.
both parcnts' b€haviour and
rcact onsconstant Y lt isn t
necessarlLy what they really think,

wwwdivorceandchildren corn;
www emons2 emonade.com

a.d nummy smokes cigarettes, and that the
only way nummy wi l lbe coming in sranny s
house again, is when mum mY's dead.. '

BLLI Mcchee and Loushead maintaln older'
work iheir way steadily lhrough e Pileofrctrolook
OHP sheets,  respond lo indi ! idualquest ions
isrue advice. And so itunfolds

lntheclassbre.ks,  I  speaktothepart ic ipants,
many ofwhon are lransfbrmed from theirear'
liertorpo! by theclass, and are eagertooflertheil
thoushts oo Christina Mcchee Arnette is inthe
midstol a custody balile overher iour children
'I m in a shelter fbr battered women, she savs
neutrally, 'so you cah Probabl) gtress my er is nor
rhe greatest ,  but lhekids arewith him r ightrow
because ldon' t  have i  holne lm t indingi tverv
dcBrading th!r  rhe cour l ' . re qutsl ivning m\
parentrngsk, l5.  But rhrs (  dss. . .  rhs dass is g@d'
t do. t6nd itpatronising, no, notonebitllt s sup_
portins. I like how specific lM ccheel is lnecdto
askherwhatiosaynerttime my o( says I can tsee
my kids on Christmas Day because ri's 'not mv
day . Th.tt what I need to ask her next. Richlld
ofthe Ci!que du Soleil tickets is less gushing Do
I resent it) Er, maybe. It's a Saturday a.d ves l
suppose I donl like being forced... But lhere ale
so many mircd emotions in divolce and you can
losesightofwhat s impo!tanl. Taking the emo'
tionoutof itwhen youte talkingtothekids, thars
so rmportanl .  And I  m lea!nrng rhrngs loo Like
nor to feelgurlt) about lookrntsafier mvself

LikeArnette, Ylette andToD tbe ex couple
who are somehow nanaging to pull ofi the most
civilised divo!ce possibly in the history ofthe
world - also find the class encouragins lt\ kind
ofwhat wewere doing anyway, theysay l find
myselfwondering if smug divorce!s are sh.ping
up to be the ne* smug mariieds.

But then Arnette raises a point thal s been
tloublingme throughout mybmewith Mcchee
'The thing that I don t get,' she says, iswhatlou
do when the other parent is a.  problem. 'As
appealing as it is on paper, Mcchee s master
plan falls apart somewhat when it knocks against
the realities ofan uncooperative ex-sPouse Not
all ofus have the good luck to ditorceanYvette
ot a'tom, or a Cnqv. dv Soi'il fan like Richard.
we can !]ay by all ofMcchee\ rules butwilla

bad-mouthing, badly beha!€d, bitter ex undo all

The seninar ends. Mcchee distributes cer
tificates that confirm the atiendees hare taken the
couree. { l advise you to mekeacopy As fun as I
am to hangout wi th,  t th ink i t 's  unl ikeiy youl l
want to s!end another Saturday morning with
me, and 

'ou'll 
need lo give this to your lawyer')

Arnette. Yvelte and Tom, Richard and the oth'
ers ffle out ofthe room. This was a Sood cless,
Mcchee says. Peopl€ were receptive andresPon_
sive. shet not so sure about the afternoon semi
nar,{hich will begn aftcra lunch bfeak'They rc
al* .ys louBh!r .  'hc !dy ' .  l  dur,  I  Ino$ wl 'y
Malbebecause the krnd otPeoPle wl 'o Jre k, i rv
reluctant to conc rre not go'ng lo gcl  uP rany
rnough lbr a norningclass.

sherdnits thrt ifs hard for her to kno* how
eflectile her teaching is. I guess aboul eighi lo

'l)c<xllc think bv not
nrarr,v i rtg' tltcy'l I cl< rlgc
thc bullct. llut splittittg

up is splitting rrp'
I2 per cenr ot  d i \orctnB Luuples wr l l  r rever tsct  i t
They are so narciss,strcal ly !u lnerable thal  thev
won t eet ovcr the Dain and see what their kids
need. io what do you do) You give the kids infor
mation, you try and teach,ren to put distance
between themselves and their Parents, and you
chanse you. definitions on success, you try and
get the parents to fighr iusta litrle less.

She s got Plentl ofconcerns about the wav
divorce is evolvins. About the divisiveness oi new
technologies. forenmple -lheprobleds thatate
exaccrbated bythings likeemails lnd text mes'
sagrng. She s alsuLoncerncd about the lJlesr Ben_
eran"n oi  parent ' .  She thr i ' ls  lhat  the Lhi ldten
ofdivorced parents are growing uP rnd having
ki& sithoutgetting maried'because they think
they ll dodgethe bullet lofdivor.elthat *ay But
sphrhnB up is s lL l l ip l i t l rnS!p whethir  vou re
na!!red or nor,  and ofcour lc I  don t  eut  lo see

ihose Deople, becausethey dontgothrough th€
courts. shewas prettysho.ked,shesrid,tol€arn
that Arit.in doesn t offer equivalent resources to
seDaratins Dar€nls sen ifrhev re m3 ied

r wondii rfvcchee could ever enrrsage a rall

'I don't know thatlhere s any going back now
lfsSoneso far... I'd like to think that things wiu
improve, that ii mjght get lesscommon bul. $/!
h3;e a lot of work to do. I d like to see *ork at the
front end. I d like to see people educate children
on healthy relatjonshiPs. On family values. which
I m.an in a conscrvrlivell liberal way

I$lt it all just unbeafably sadsometimes:
'lt s nelereasy... Divorce is neldre3sy.
Neilher is being caughtin the middleoftensof

dilolces a day, l imasl'e.
'Somc days are harder tha. others, she savs.

Some days, I hale to ta ke a deeper brealh Sonre
days, lsohomcandlookatf tyfami lyandlhink
Wow.l m pretty lucky.

And then she collects he! paprrsand heroHP
sheets, andsaysgoodbF, because she must stan
preparing &ir the potentially awkwaid aliernoon s
sion:for anothe! Ibur houB in thecomPany ol F
more bitte!, angry, prickly, desperately despelalet

Socould Mcchre s missionhelp Britons lowarG
a bettcr divorce) Possibly. The mosl rcvolutionan:
potcntially posl:riul, asPe.tof itall, is lhatitqud
tions the lesal systems in both the U K and lbe U S
Functional,child.consciousdircrccs.remedBtron
based,asopposedtoa&t6arial Yetnroderndiwts
hingesonlingation.OrasMccheepuls't: So)ouq

tsuL rwo Peuple with two altornevs whu_!e beer
brefed to BeLeverrhing the) can rrom rhe olhd
and wll, itt an attjtude th.t s soine to inlkt al1 )ou
dealings with )our er.sPouse. This is what didale
the ugly, angry clLlture ofcontempolary d1rcrce ar
this is what Mcchet teaching reiets ltseem\ b!
an absutdly radicrl idea That re might contempLd
ro, luthLessly doing over u1e one peno. we ono
lored mosi in tbe sorld - the !e6on k share chil
dren with. But hell. it s not a bad idea, eidrei And i
it were enhenched in the court slEtem here as n i
in Teusi jfit Rre embmced by the estabhshmenr it
tlF same way, that might help lt would - at the \s
least - Lre a damn good start. I


