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Advance praise for No One’s the Bitch


“The authors have it right—the relationship between mother and stepmother is the one that makes or breaks the wildly extended American families of the 21st century. That’s why we have to suck it up and make it work. This book is full of wisdom and practical resources to get you there.”


—Marion Winik, author of Rules for the Unruly: Living an Unconventional Life and The Glen Rock Book of the Dead


“Brave, bold and right on time, No One’s the Bitch has the potential to change how step- and blended families get along forevermore. Jennifer and Carol Marine show mothers and stepmothers how to put down the gloves, make peace and become partners. A breakthrough from page one!”


—Izzy Rose, author of The Package Deal: My (not-so) Glamorous Transition from Single Gal to Instant Mom


“Finally! A must-read user’s guide for every woman involved in a stepmother/ex-wife relationship. With humor, insight, and unflinching honesty, Jennifer and Carol take you through the process of making one of the trickiest relationships in our culture infinitely easier. Leave the snarking behind! This book will give you the tools to move on and glory in some newfound possibilities.”


—Katherine Shirek Doughtie, The Doughtie Houses Exchange (www.thedhx.com) and author of Aphrodite in Jeans: Adventure Tales about Men, Midlife, and Motherhood


“I wish I could have read this book when I was first starting out as a stepmom. If you’re stuck in the middle of a mom-stepmom conflict and you’re looking for a way to create a peaceful relationship, start with this book. If you’re thinking about marrying into a stepfamily or you’re in the early honeymoon phase of your stepfamily, this book might shine a light on some of the hidden landmines in stepfamily life and help you successfully navigate through them! This is a groundbreaking book that our families have been waiting for for decades. Where other co-parenting books talk you through how to act differently on the outside, this book holds your hand through opening your heart to a transformation that overflows into your family and your relationship with the other house.”


—Jill Doughtie, The Doughtie Houses Exchange (www.thedhx.com)


“These straight-shooting, truth-talking, soul-baring women have their priorities right: When mom and stepmom are on the same page everyone wins, most especially the kids! If more parents could do as authors Jennifer and Carol have done, our courts would be far emptier, our kids would be far healthier and all of our futures would be brighter!”


—Benjamin D. Garber, Ph.D., author of Keeping Kids Out of the Middle
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For Sophie, Madeleine, and Jacob—we love you.








Introduction

It’s a nasty word, BITCH.


It’s one thing if you’re standing up in the face of injustice to do the right thing—who cares if anyone thinks you’re a bitch? But being thought of as bitch in general is another thing altogether.


No one wants that.


And yet, here’s the setup between ex-wife and stepmother: The other woman, no matter which side you start from, is automatically a bitch. You’ll find plenty of ammunition to lob from friends, family, and coworkers—heck, from people you barely even know. Start out any story about “the ex-wife” or “the stepmother” and people have already helped you pull the pin, ready to take her down. The land stretching between mother and stepmother is littered with such landmines. Good luck tiptoeing around them.


And isn’t it irritating to know the other side is almost certainly calling you a bitch?!



WHO WE ARE

We’ve figured out a way to do it otherwise. We don’t know everything, but we do know a few things. And we’d like to tell you about them, because when we were first starting out, we sure could have used a book like this, and it was nowhere to be found.


We’re a mother and stepmother who’ve cultivated, first, a working relationship, then a friendship, and now a partnership as coauthors. We’ve been at it for nine years and have seen the two children we both raise stretch out from very small people to now one very tall person and one medium-size, both of whom will probably leave us all in the dust, height-wise. Three years ago, a brand-new baby boy (hi, baby!) was added to our version of an extended family. And so, with wide-eyed wonder, the stepmom became a mom, and the ex-wife became, proudly and gratefully, an honorary aunt.


We’ve navigated some really tricky territory to get to this point. And we fully realize it’s not all pancakes and roses from here on out. When you first meet your ex’s beautiful new girlfriend getting off the back of his new motorcycle, her curly hair cutting through the air in slow motion like a model’s, you’re not exactly set to like her. When the only way she’s gotten to know you is through tales of your bad behavior told to her by her perfect romantic partner, well, she’s not so sure she’s ever going to find one single thing to like about you either.


There are issues of territoriality, competition, jealousy, anger—and grief, loss, and sadness from both ends. Throw money and some legal elements into the mix and you have the perfect combustible material for a really… bad… family barbecue.





HOW WE GOT HERE

If you were to see our journey thus far from a bird’s-eye view, you’d first see two strangers walking separately but concurrently, eyeing each other suspiciously. Then you’d hear some cautious mumbling directed at the other person (What? I can’t hear you! Speak English!). This would be followed by a few half-hearted attempts at meaningless, polite chit-chat. Still climbing the low hills, you’d see us maybe veering a little closer to each other’s path, as we found (surprise!) we actually had some things in common (the children).


Then we’d get distracted by something hard that we had to do together, like deal with a swarm of jungle flies (kids), cross a rushing river (kids), run from wild, howling boars (hungry kids), or construct an intricate, weight-bearing puzzle made solely out of cooked noodles (getting kids to clean up after themselves).


Somewhere along the line, you’d see us letting our guard down ever so s-l-o-w-l-y, and, yes, sometimes it would go right back up, but by the end of the path, we’d have gone through enough stuff together and spent enough time together that we’d be sitting at a coffee shop (in Europe, alone, just us two girls, with lots of money and no men… just kidding!) talking over ideas for our book.


Our book, about how we learned to get along.





OUR GOAL

We’re not hoping to get every one of you potential Stepmother/Mother pairs out there to the point of writing a book together (too much competition), but we are hoping you can get to a place where you can actually sit down and have coffee with the other woman. Not “the bitch” anymore—just the other woman. (No, not that Other Woman.)


We’re hoping we can help you eventually create what we have—a partnership where you can discuss issues of parenting—the things that pull and tug at your heart and keep you up at night—with the other person also mothering the children in your life. We’re hoping you can bond over shared issues of pride as you watch the little people in your life grow and fall, and get up again, and blossom. That you can both give and get sympathy as life gets rough and the parenting inevitably falls by the wayside. But at least you know you won’t be judged by the other person, who, luckily, is not waiting around anymore to pounce on your faults like a stealthy mountain lion.





WHAT TO EXPECT

For each chapter of the book, we’ll tell you a bit about what it was like for us before, we’ll cover some juicy truths that people might be reluctant to talk about, and we’ll give you some ideas you can experiment with. We’ll talk about the influence of the ex-husband/husband, and we’ll mix things up with a variety of fun quizzes and interactive elements to vary the pace. All along the way, you’ll have opportunities to journal about your own thoughts and experiences.


We’re going to ask you to take a good look around you and get to know where you are, this classically, stereotypically hostile Badlands. We’re going to ask you to take a good look at your own crap and own up to all the ways that you’ve been adding fuel to that big, nasty bonfire. We’re going to help you imagine how good it can be and give you something to shoot for.


Whew. Exhausting, huh? You’re tired just reading about it, aren’t you?


Why slog through so much mud, you ask? Wouldn’t it just be easier to grit your teeth and bear the misery? To say, look, face it, no—really, this particular other woman really is a total bitch—it’s hopeless! You don’t know my situation!


The answer to those questions is in school right now, or perhaps sleeping, or maybe playing with blocks or outside on the swing set, or maybe, like most strapping, young American children, is online or watching TV. That’s why. The kids. The whole reason you have to deal with the other woman in the first place.


As tired and frayed as this phrase has become, please, do it for the children.


Do it so that they don’t have to feel stuck in the middle between two warring women (perhaps quietly, but don’t kid yourself, you know what children’s little radars are like). Do it so that they can have happier birthdays and holidays, more fluency between the stuff that’s forever traveling back and forth between their two houses.


Do it so that they can feel like they’re not going to be forever damaged for coming from a “broken family”—hey, their family is just wider, spread out over a larger geographical distance. Do it so that your energy and time and wisdom and obsessive compulsions can go where they really should be going—toward giving them the best upbringing you can, with love, consistency, and an eagle eye for the small, but all-so-important details.


Wouldn’t you rather pour yourself into that?





WHAT YOU STAND TO GAIN

On a purely selfish level, you’ll feel a lot better if you work on cultivating a friendly relationship with the other woman, instead of hating her. Your stomach will feel calmer, your head will feel clearer, and your heart will feel cleaner. And there’s something to be said for just generally creating less bile in your life, wouldn’t you say?


Your romantic relationship will benefit from the lack of gossip and snide comments and negativity, and that’s also good for the kids. You’ll be a better mother or stepmother. Your friendships won’t sag under the weight of obsessive harping and one-upmanship.


Most important, you stand to divorce-proof the stepfamily, and this matters, whether you’re the stepmother or the ex-wife. Divorce is an even greater threat for stepfamilies, compared to nuclear families. And it puts the children at risk of going through an additional divorce if traditional acrimony between the two women is not resolved, or at least made manageable.


We’ll invite you to think about how you can strengthen and fine-tune your extended family, to create the best possible worlds for your children or stepchildren, to help them develop to their highest potential. We’ll set you to brainstorming about how to create a “soft place to fall” for them, a healthy nest from which to grow out into the world.


And all along the way, we hope you’ll celebrate and acknowledge your efforts and any progress made, however small, so that you can take little pit stops of rest in the reinvigorating pride of accomplishment.


Not only that, but you’re going to be doing something really forward-thinking and important here, you’ll be pioneers! Ground-breakers! You’re going to be at the forefront of a new, absolutely called-for movement in our culture to create a totally workable extended family. Divorce and remarriage isn’t going to go away soon—let’s not only make the best of our situations, let’s choose to thrive in them.


So join us as we walk through this landscape and see how you can improve your own situation, wherever you may be. No one has to be the bitch. And it’s worth it. You’ll see.



A special note

There are some stepmother/mother teams out there who may not ever get along. Why are we telling you this now? Aren’t we trying to convince everyone to be the best of friends? The chummiest of pals? Actually, no. Honestly, some situations are simply beyond the capabilities of any one single person to change or improve.


So how will you know if this situation applies to you?


First, we’ll help you see, with razor-sharp accuracy, what you’re contributing to the acrimony between you, and we’ll give you some techniques for breaking through it. And all along, we’ll give you suggestions for what to do if you meet with resistance from the other side. Then, if you work hard to improve the relationship, and after sincere, honest efforts fail, you’ll still be in a stronger position after reading this book. You’ll be clearer and more grounded in the face of challenges because you’ll understand yourself, the other woman, and the entire situation much better. That can only be a good thing and will ultimately help you create peace, security, and stability for yourself and your family.












1 Survey the Landscape

(And Get Your Bearings)


GOING ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS

Imagine you’re in your car on your way home. You’re taking a path that’s perfectly routine and unremarkable. Matter of fact, you’re on automatic pilot, not really thinking as you drive, lost in thought.

Suddenly, you feel a disorienting, pulling sensation as the view in front of you seems to fade, then disappear before your eyes. You suddenly find yourself landing hard on the ground of a lovely, green forest. What in the world is going on? Are you stuck in a dream? Is this what a psychotic break is like? Was something slipped into your morning coffee?

The idyllic setting is starkly at odds with how you feel. The sun is slicing through the tall trees, birds are twittering, a squirrel skitters up a trunk in spirals. You hear the sound of moving water.

The air is mild, but you shiver.

Are you on a reality game show? Were you taken from your car and made unconscious and dropped off here, with cameras rolling, waiting for you to wake up? Is anyone going to spring out from behind a tree, yelling, “Gotcha!”?

You dust the dirt from your hands, stand up, and look around. After a few minutes, you decide to make your way toward the water. You come to the edge of the tree line and blink at the bright sun. The water must be over there, where the barest hint of a line bisects the meadow in front of you. Then, farther away, there’s another stand of trees.

You see movement in the forest across the way and the skin on the back of your neck contracts. Someone steps out from the trees and is standing there, staring your way.

What?

No… it can’t be.

It’s her! It’s the other woman! It is!

You dart back into the trees, hoping she hasn’t seen you. Now what are you going to do?

That’s it, you decide. When I find out what channel we’re on, I’m going to kill these people.




“AND TO YOUR LEFT … ”

If you’re reading this book, then you also know what it’s like to unwillingly find yourself in a Strange Land. No one really prepares you for how weird and difficult and unpleasant it is to have an ex-wife or a stepmother stuck in your life. No one seems to understand how disoriented and helpless you sometimes feel, how she seems to insert herself into everything. And no one seems to have a clue for how to make it work either, because on the whole, everyone seems pretty miserable.

If you’re feeling the need to gather your wits about you, perfect, because that’s what this chapter’s all about. As your tour guides, we’ll do that special finger-pointing thing that flight attendants do so well and describe some of the most common problems and feelings that women struggle with in this situation.

We’ll tell you a bit about ourselves, essentially stripping down to our skivvies and dancing around the roasted pig at dusk, all in the service of your edification and entertainment. We’ll take a look at the ex-husband’s role in influencing what happens between the two women. We’ll meet an average ex-wife and stepmom, limping along. And we’ll examine some external forces that come into play.

Feeling lucky?

By the end of the chapter, you’ll have much more of a sense of normalcy about all the lunacy you may be living with. And even though that’s not the same thing as a magic wand that fixes everything, we’ll be walking together toward a place of calm, on the other side of the chaos.

Yes, you may have found yourself in a crisis, one you never could have anticipated when you scanned the horizon of your romantic future. But within every crisis lies an opportunity to grow and change, sometimes in deep, dramatic, and exciting ways.



JOURNAL


Grab a pencil or pen and answer the following questions to take a closer look at where you are in your mother/stepmother relationship with the other woman.

Do you currently feel like you’re in alien territory? __________________ ___________________________________________

Do you ever wish you could press the “reverse” button and escape this situation altogether? _________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________

Do you wish you had a better sense of the stepmother/ex-wife big picture? _________________________ ________________________________________________






A LOOK BACK FROM US

We want you to get to know us too. We lived this stuff—and came out the other side (relatively) unscathed. So in every chapter, we’ll jump in briefly and tell you a little story or two.

Jennifer: The very first time I met Carol was in my driveway. It was a beautiful spring day, but despite the searing-blue, cloudless skies and California-like temperature, I believe I had already been sweating bullets for hours in preparation for their visit: their being my ex-husband, David, and his new girlfriend. And not just his new girlfriend, but his new girlfriend fourteen years my junior. (Do not spend time looking closely in the mirror before a visit like this. Just sayin’.) I was also internally rolling my eyes at the fact that David had just bought a motorcycle (long since sold). I bolted outside out of super-strung nerves when I heard them pull up.

Ech. There’s nothing like pure jealousy to make you feel helplessly sick to your stomach. Carol was pretty, in shape, and I’d already seen her art, so I knew she was talented and creative. She swung a muscular leg over the back of the motorcycle, dismounting like a gymnast, and removed her helmet, shaking out beautiful, light brown curls. I hated her already. I felt something melting in the pit of my stomach, which should have been accompanied by the smell of electrical wires about to catch fire. I wanted to turn around and go home but—oh.

I already was.

There was nowhere to run.

The rest of the visit was a blur (one of those out-of-body experiences that’s akin to addressing thousands from notes you can’t read, or bumping into a movie star in a public restroom), but I do know that I now had a target to attach my venom to—a real-live person whose voice I could remember and whom I could now imagine addressing my children. My children!

What followed were about two years of tension. And sometimes “tension” was putting it extremely mildly.

Carol: I remember our first meeting a bit differently. In my memory, we were dropping the kids off about two weeks into David and I dating, and as we pulled up into the driveway, the youngest said, “Hey, wanna meet my mom?”

As I thought, “No freakin’ way!” and said, “Unnh… ” she ran into the house and dragged her mom out by the hand. As reluctant as I was feeling, Jennifer seemed totally together and prepared for this. And friendly.

I have the feeling I stared at my shoes quite a bit.

My first thought about Jennifer was that she was so thin (damn her) and pretty (damn her again) and adult. I was twenty-one at the time and felt incredibly… well , young. But I had also gotten an earful from David in his post-divorce anger about her (in his opinion) shortcomings. It was very hard not to look at her and see only those terrible things.

Another early meeting that stands out in my memory is from our wedding day. We decided to have a very simple ceremony with a justice of the peace, just David and I and the kids. The youngest (then five) decided last minute she didn’t want to wear the dress she had on, and Jennifer had to run over and bring another. I wanted to cry right alongside the five-year-old for having my special day ruined. But I had to be the grown-up.

When I met David, I fell for him hard and am more in love with him every day. Adding two stepkids and an ex-wife into the picture is certainly not what I had in mind when I was younger and pictured myself married with two kids.


Hmmmm …

If you were paying close attention, you might have noticed that we each have different memories about how and when we first met. How can this be? Obviously, someone’s wrong!

Well, Jennifer doesn’t remember meeting Carol in a car. And Carol doesn’t remember ever coming over to Jennifer’s house on David’s motorcycle, so who’s right? We don’t know! But we left our differing versions of reality in to prove a point: There are often miles between the perspectives of stepmoms and moms. But each perspective is perfectly and completely valid, because it is true for THAT person and that person alone.

Let’s take a closer look at what it’s actually like to be a stepmother and mother who unwillingly have to deal with each other. Ironically, mothers and stepmothers have a lot more in common than they realize.






COMMON FEATURES OF THE STEPMOM/EX-WIFE LANDSCAPE

Not all stepmothers and ex-wives want to kill each other, but unfortunately, those pairs seem to be in the minority. Judging from our own experiences and stories told to us by others, most women in this situation do not get along. Here’s what they’re wrestling with:


	jealousy

	territoriality and competitiveness

	anger and resentment

	insecurity, anxiety, and outright fear

	
grief, sadness, and despair

	helplessness and feeling overwhelmed

	denial and avoidance

	stress




Swallowing battery acid

Jealousy must be one of the worst feelings in the world. You feel smaller, stupider, and uglier in some fundamental way, not to mention… weaker. It’s like a corrosive goop eating away at your insides. As you can see from our stories above, it came up for both of us, right away, and perhaps, if we’re being honest, still rears its head occasionally to this day, in the tiniest of ways.

One thing that makes ex-wife/stepmother situations that much harder: It’s easier to be jealous of someone you don’t know that well. You end up projecting all sorts of things onto her. She’s better than you at this or that. She seems to have or be something that you’ll never be. Perhaps the other woman seems prettier, more successful, more organized, and more creative than you. She actually seems like she has her shit together, whereas you, well—you’re all too aware of the parts of your life in need of emergency triage.

One hugely complicating factor is any jealousy that happens to be left over on the part of the exes. Usually, when a romantic relationship dissolves, one side is still left wishing it could have worked, while the other side is ready to walk away. This can throw a monkey wrench in the best laid plans for creating stepmother/mother harmony and we’ll talk more about that later in this chapter.

Then there are all the various bonds and connections.

You may feel jealous of the relationship that the other woman has with the kids (whether they’re hers or not). You may feel jealous if the stepmom has had kids with your ex. You may feel jealous of the history that your husband has with his ex. You may feel jealous of the new couple’s happiness or standard of living. You may feel jealous of the freedom that the ex-wife now seems to have on the weekends, while you’re watching her kids, or the freedom that the stepmom seems to have in her life when the kids aren’t there.

The list goes on and on and unfortunately, it usually does. Jealousy leads smack-dab into our next emotions: territoriality and competitiveness.




This land is my land

What’s our natural impulse when we feel threatened? We hunker down and devise a plan, or we get all fired up and fight for what we believe is rightfully ours.

When you feel territorial, you’re hyper-aware of where the lines are and whether anyone’s crossing them. Mothers often feel this way about “sharing” their children with a stranger. Stepmothers often feel this way about having their home periodically “invaded” by the step-kids, or having to change their parental rules because of how things are normally done “at home.”

You’re essentially saying here, “That’s mine. And that, and that… and that too.” Both women have their antennae up and tuned: Is the other person staying within her limits, or not? If anyone has the nerve to tangle with you, you feel energized and even more alert.

When you feel competitive, you want the other woman to understand once and for all that you are better than she is, you are the superior human being. You’ll look for opportunities to make her look bad. What you’re doing is strategizing, although that’s probably not how you think of it in your head. There’s the sense that if you slack off, you’ll be overtaken. This all gives you plenty of combustible material for our next emotion.




Life-giving fire

If you’re like most stepmoms and moms who’ve been thrown together, you probably get pissed off very easily at the other person. You may be uncomfortably familiar with the heat of your anger and resentments as they simmer on a daily, low flame, or occasionally rise to a full-on boil.

You may be doing your best to contain your anger, but find yourself accidentally snarling at innocent bystanders, like the kids or your partner. It doesn’t make it any easier that your friends and family seem to stoke your anger either, helping you feel indignant and offended.

You might be loath to admit it, but sometimes you enjoy the power that goes along with feeling angry, not that we know (cough) anything about that. Carol used to continually feel like she had to bear the consequences of Jennifer’s parenting mistakes. And Jennifer used to get continually mad at what she saw as parental micromanagement and interference on Carol’s part.

If your ire consistently overtakes you, you may feel vengeful. You may wish you could see a way out of being so mad because it feels so terrible, but don’t know how. And while anger is traditionally thought to be an emotion of passion and heat, you sometimes find that your anger makes you feel cold and unyielding. You go around in circles, because new things keep happening to feed the flames.

Which just makes you anxious….




Please. Just. Stop.

You may feel buffeted by an ever-present anxiety and fear when it comes to the ex-wife or stepmother in your life, like ocean cliffs being pummeled by incessant waves. This comes from clashes over power, exposure, and control.

You may secretly worry that the other woman has something “over you.” With the increased contact between the two family units, you often end up being privy to private details about each other, through tidbits that the kids bring back home or adult conversations. In the back of your mind, you know this goes both ways, which can make you feel naked and exposed. What does she know about me that I wish she didn’t? What vulnerabilities of mine have been revealed? How can I cover myself back up and protect myself?

You may both feel that something that is rightfully yours, and yours only, has been taken away by the other woman. For stepmoms, it’s often the sanctity of a new marriage and the chance to start off “fresh.” For moms, it’s usually someone else usurping a role that’s always been hers as the mother figure. Both parties feel put out and put upon.

Jennifer hated knowing that Carol was learning all her dirty laundry from David, Carol’s new husband (and Jennifer’s ex). Carol couldn’t stand having her carefully laid plans trumped by a last-minute change in plans from Jennifer.

Like it or not, women are typically the hands-on caregivers in our culture. Even if you’re not the “motherly” type, as a stepmother you will likely be expected to fulfill the maternal role for your stepchildren. And the mother now has to share part of her parenting role with another woman. She is used to sharing her parenting with the father, but with another woman, no! Both sides have to share power with each other. Neither side asked for permission for that power. Neither side granted it. And yet there the arrangement lies.

These inescapable realities can simply grind both women down. If this strain continues too long unabated, both women may find themselves flagging.




Loss is part of nature

Both parties have something to grieve, and those feelings can run deep, deep, deep.

For the ex-wife, there’s the sadness that comes from getting a divorce, no matter who initiated it. The marriage could not be saved, though one or both sides may have really tried. The “nest” could not be saved for the children. The parents could not be kept together. Now the kids will forever be going from house to house, splitting their worlds in two, never to be one, complete family again. No matter what was broken inside the marriage, most mothers still do not want for their children to have to live within the confines of a broken family.

For the stepmother, there is the sadness at starting out her marriage to a man she loved enough to marry without the luxury of a clean slate, just the two of them. She fell in love with him, aware that he was a package deal, but she probably, truly, had no idea what she was getting into. She has to share him with his children. She also has to try to form relationships with those same children, and this may or may not go well. There’s the stereotype of the evil stepmother out there, setting people against her before she’s even started. And she has to deal with his ex-wife and maybe even her husband or partner, too.

Both women have regrets about where they’ve ended up.

Carol still thinks that being a stepmom is one of the hardest things she’s ever done. And Jennifer still regrets that divorce is a reality for her children.

Stepmoms and moms may have the sense that they just can’t make things any better with the other. One may have tried at different times and been rebuffed. She may be tired of trying, or feels bruised and damaged.

The other woman may feel she’s under siege and has to deal with someone who’s, frankly, impossible.

For both women, there is the inescapable reality: The other woman is here to stay. And this fact only reinforces their continual feeling of despair.




Who pilfered my toolbox?

Having an ex-wife or stepmother in your life is like being stuck with a coworker you can’t stand, on an important project where your ass is on the line. It’s overwhelming, deflating, and maddening all at the same time! You can’t talk to each other, you can’t plan, and you don’t collaborate. You’re both already aware that the other person can’t stand you.

Despite all these impediments, you still have to work together. So when things go wrong, as they inevitably do, they often do so spectacularly, like a plane going down in flames. All of which can lead to an anticipatory fatigue, a sense of predestined failure. Your sense of personal power feels inadequate and useless.

Even now that we get along (and have written a book together!), we still bump up against personality and style differences: totally opposing approaches to life and parenting. It’s an ongoing dance….

If you know that despite your best efforts, interactions with the other person are usually going to go wrong, it makes you want to avoid them altogether.





La-la-la-la, I can’t hear you!


If you could never see the other woman again, you’d do it. If you could make it so that you never had to talk to her, hear her name in public, perhaps erase her from the face of the earth, you’d be the first one signing up.

As it is, you let someone else answer the phone if she’s calling. You don’t go outside when she picks up or drops off the kids. You do your best to pretend she doesn’t exist.

Both of us used to use David as an intermediary so that we wouldn’t have to interact with each other. It made life complicated, like we didn’t speak the same language.

You may regularly have the sense that whatever’s happening should not be happening. You may feel a strong sense of resistance and denial at the events unfolding in your life. You may feel victimized. You may be at a loss as to how any of this could possibly be your fault.




My stomach is eating itself

Put all these emotions together and you get stress.

It throws your life out of whack. It strains marriages, relationships with friends and family, and your body. It might be affecting your ability to relax, to focus, to concentrate, to enjoy yourself. We know we sure don’t miss that feeling of a never-ending stream of problems with each other, making us irritable, tense, and depressed. And how nice not to have all those knots in our stomach anymore….

So how does all of this play out in real life? Let’s see this stuff in action!






MAXINE AND STEPHANIE DUKE IT OUT, FROM AFAR

Picture two women. Perhaps close in age, perhaps not. They both have similar duties, dealing with the maddening minutiae of running a household, tending to children or stepchildren, while working at a job. Their race, income, and educational level do not matter. Their lives share many similarities, but try telling them that!

Meet Maxine the ex-wife and Stephanie the stepmom. They take turns parenting two children, a ten-year-old boy named Michael and an eight-year-old girl named Courtney.

Maxine and Jeff are divorced, and clearly, Stephanie and Jeff are married. The children live with their mother, but go to their father’s on Wednesdays and every other weekend.

What can we learn about the typical life of a mother and stepmother from a ten-minute snapshot of their lives?


Meet Stephanie the stepmom

Stephanie is at work. She’s right in the middle of getting her notes together for a big project her boss has asked her to tackle (and she’d better not screw it up, either, this could lead to bigger and better things) when the phone rings.

It’s Jeff. Could she pick up the kids today after school? His meeting has been moved up and now there’s absolutely no way he can leave early to go pick up the kids from school. Michael’s got another stomachache and Courtney is freaking out about getting home early to work on her science fair project.

Stephanie inwardly fumes. It’s due in two days, why wasn’t Maxine helping her work on this thing before? She imagines herself having to help a sullen and uncooperative Courtney later on this evening.

Stephanie is aware of her open cubicle. “Uh, actually no, honey. I can’t. I’ve got to finish this stuff up.”

Jeff’s voice tightens with worry. He can’t reach Maxine and his meeting is just about to start. The kids are waiting outside school and the buses have already left. He’s in a bind.

“If there’s any way,” Jeff leaves the sentence unfinished, but Stephanie still feels the pressure. “Or… would you mind terribly trying to reach Maxine again to let her know what’s happened?”

Stephanie sighs. The last thing she wants to do is have a conversation with her. She goes to the break room for some privacy, takes a deep breath, and calls Maxine.

Nope, she can’t do it either. And Maxine seems almost happy about this, eager to throw it back in Stephanie’s lap. She’s unwilling to budge even an inch and they’re her children!

Fine, Stephanie’s hand has been forced. Again. Now she’ll have to ask her boss if she can leave for yet another family emergency.

But that’s all right, because somehow, some way, she’ll find a way to make Maxine pay for this. The next time she needs them to be flexible or cooperative about some change in the schedule, no such luck. Maybe then she’ll have the opportunity to think twice about what a flake she is.




Meet Maxine the mom/ex-wife

Maxine has to drive up north yet again for work, the third time this week. Her car is going through gasoline like it was air. Luckily, the kids are going to Jeff’s tonight and she can just focus on her errand, then getting home.

She has the sudden urge to check her cell phone. Sure enough, Jeff has called. Great, he needs her to pick up the kids again, he can’t. Not only that, Courtney’s crying and Michael threw up again. (What IS going on with that kid lately? What is she feeding him?) Stephanie can’t leave work and he’s already late for a meeting.

Well, why the hell didn’t they figure this all out earlier? Maxine scowls as the highway traffic comes to a halt. And Stephanie is right there, less than a mile from the school. She can’t go, my ass. She works at home one day a week and she can never seem to go pick them up then, either. How convenient.

Maxine’s temper climbs even higher as she fumbles through her cell phone to dredge up Stephanie’s number. She can’t ever remember that stupid thing, it has no pattern to it.

Just then her phone rings. It’s Stephanie’s name on caller ID. Her innards contract.

“Jeff can’t pick up the kids and I can’t leave work.” Stephanie’s voice is flat and cold.

“Well, I certainly can’t go. I’m stuck in traffic. It’s not my day anyway.”

There is a long pause. Did they get disconnected?

“Hello?” It’s always impossible talking to this woman. “I said I can’t make it either. I’m still on my way up—”

“I will go and get them then.” Stephanie says this so dramatically, like she’s the emperor making an official pronouncement.

Maxine straightens up in her seat. She’s relieved, but still annoyed.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” (For crying out loud, someone’s got to be the adult here.)

But she is talking to the air.

Stephanie has already hung up. Without even saying goodbye! The nerve! And she was going to thank her for picking up her own children? Why should she thank her? It was Jeff’s responsibility anyway.




JOURNAL

Can you relate to any of the feelings or challenges that Stephanie and Maxine are struggling with? List three tangly emotions or situations you can identify with.

Gnarly feeling/challenge No. 1
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Gnarly feeling/challenge No. 2


[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


Gnarly feeling/challenge No. 3
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Circle the one that you’re having the hardest time with. You’ll have the opportunity to take a closer look at these feelings at the end of the chapter. We’ll come back to Stephanie and Maxine later on in the book.

Right now, we’ll switch our lens to a member of the male species for a little change in focus.






WHAT ABOUT THE MAN?

There may be two men in the picture if the ex-wife has a partner or is remarried, but for now, we’re simply going to focus on the ex-husband and his potential impact on the relationship between the two women.

How he feels about things in this situation makes an enormous difference. He can be a positive influence or divisive. He may seem pitted against his ex-wife, or overly sympathetic toward her. He may be adding to conflict by gossiping about his ex with his wife, which is understandable but unhelpful. He may still be holding onto old hurts and resentments from his broken marriage.


Privacy

He may fear having the two women get along, because of how he imagines this might impact him. He may fear having all his secrets exposed.

In our situation, one of David’s biggest fears was the possibility of us getting together and bitching about him. Sadly, his deepest fears were actually realized. Bonding over David’s quirks has been at the top of our list of funny subjects for several years now. But—we make sure to only bitch about him in the most affectionate of ways—and he now knows that we never cross a certain line. He also knows that we both take care to preserve the sanctity of his marriage to Carol.




His own marriage

He may worry about the ex “tainting” his current marriage and screwing that all up. If things are already somewhat working in his relationship, he may fear that those successes are now going to be lost, too. One divorce was enough!

He may not want the ex-wife to insert herself into their lives any more than she already has, because her existence is already uncomfortable for them. She breaks the sense of their closed circle. She’s an influence that has to be responded to because of the children, like it or not. It feels weird not having his romantic relationship be more private, like most people get to have when they first fall in love.




Jealousy

We mentioned jealousy earlier in this chapter, and it deserves another look here. If one person from the previous marriage is still attached to the other person, this is potentially going to cause some real complications. We’ve all experienced the pain of lopsided relationships where you have a grueling time letting your partner go. If this kind of dynamic plays itself out here, it can make it very difficult to proceed with a more cooperative relationship between the two women. The new wife will be rightfully wary of either inviting the ex-wife in to her life (if the ex-wife is still carrying a torch) or making sure to keep her away (if she senses that it’s her husband who’s still torn).

Carol said she had to get to know Jennifer better and see up close, for her own self, whether Jennifer seemed to be still in love with David. When Carol could see that she wasn’t harboring any fantasies of getting back together with him, and when she felt assured that the same thing was true for David, then she felt safer becoming friends with Jennifer.
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