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“My ex-husband held me in his power for years after our divorce. Not because he was so powerful, but because I gave up my power in order to keep the relationship going no matter what the cost.”

—Amy

“There were all kinds of covert withholding of information, both financial and personal, about what [my ex-husband] did with our daughters on weekends and about the new people in his life who the girls were spending time with. Continuous and litigious legal issues over finances and visitation were extremely stressful and costly. The emotional battle raged on. We were legally divorced but not emotionally divorced. We were in each other’s lives on a daily basis because of these litigious battles, and the only winners were the lawyers.”

—Sandra

“It drove me crazy with fear, doubt, and insecurity. The financial and emotional toll was high. The fallout on our child was totally unnecessary and added insult to injury.”

—Hallie


Introduction

I hear about struggles like these time after time in my work as a psychotherapist. Fully a third of my patients are coping with post-divorce issues. Conflicts left over following a divorce often don’t get resolved, and they can play out for many years after the marriage ends. If the ex-spouses don’t come to terms with these problems, they can make each other’s lives miserable for a long time to come. Each of the two exes is likely to also encounter the same issues in his or her future relationships— including any subsequent marriages—precisely because the issues have been neglected or ignored. Uncertainties over balance of power, marital roles, finances, sex, parenting, and many other issues may continue to haunt them. The result: a painful legacy of anger, resentment, power struggles, and hurt feelings. Worst of all, these post-divorce struggles will not only affect the ex-spouses; they will continue to harm the children as the kids grow up.

I know about the hardships of coping with a difficult ex-spouse not only from my clinical practice but also from my own personal experience. My first marriage ended in divorce almost two decades ago. I know these problems from the inside. I know what it’s like to go through the ordeal of divorce and then, feeling exhausted and uncertain, to knock heads with an ex-spouse for years afterward. I know what it’s like to struggle financially and psychologically while building a new life. I know what it’s like to have a custody agreement but to argue with an ex-spouse over parenting issues. I know what it’s like to have a divorce settlement but to squabble anyway for years and years. I know what it’s like to end the marriage but then to discover that the conflicts go on and on. In short, I know what you’re going through.

I also know that it’s possible to cope successfully with a difficult ex-spouse. I know it’s possible to take a stand, communicate clear expectations, learn to avoid being manipulated, and avoid falling back into obsolete roles and unproductive patterns of behavior. I know it’s possible to put the past aside and move forward. I know it’s possible to reach insights about the divorce, set down the burden of regret and grief, and find new happiness. I didn’t learn how to take control of the situation all at once—only a little at a time—but I know it can be done.

For me, the process started by taking two major steps. The first step was to accept myself in a way I’d never done before. The other was to find a supportive guide—in my case, a psychotherapist— who helped me move beyond what I knew and explore what I could become.

Over time, I succeeded. With lots of self-love and hard work, I gained insights that enabled me to take more control of my emotions. I learned to set more boundaries and detach emotionally from the battles I’d been fighting with my ex-husband. It was a difficult, uphill struggle because the role I’d played in my marriage was similar to my childhood role in a dysfunctional family. Precisely because these roles were so familiar, I tended to repeat the same scenarios over and over again. However, with good therapy and the support of family and friends, I learned to see my situation more clearly, let go of the past, learn new behaviors, and protect myself from the stressful fallout of the divorce. In a way, I was like Dorothy at the end of her travels in Oz: It turned out that I’d had the power within me that whole time. I could have stopped the craziness and reclaimed my life at any time, if I’d only known that the choice was mine. Once I knew, I made the choice.

So many people face the problem of a difficult ex-spouse that I assumed there must be books available on this topic. Go to any bookstore and you’ll certainly find zillions about divorce. Most of these books focus on one of two issues: first, coping with the divorce process itself; second, coping with custody issues. To my surprise, there’s been nothing published specifically about coping with a difficult ex. I have no idea why. A large percentage of divorced women and men will interact with an ex-spouse over the long term. This isn’t an issue that goes away quickly, if at all, which is all the more reason to create such a book now. This is why I’ve written My Ex Is Driving Me Crazy.

Why would you stay in touch with an ex-spouse after the divorce? It’s true that for most people, kids are what prompt ongoing contact. If you have children, they will be the reason you continue to interact with someone you probably wish weren’t part of your life. Day-to-day parenting tasks, kids’ illnesses, school issues, behavior problems, holidays and celebrations, money matters, and a host of other aspects of daily life will be the knot that keeps you tied to this other person. But even for exes who don’t have kids, other issues may prompt interactions. Financial commitments and business endeavors are one such reason. Family ties and cultural affiliations (whether based on geographical location, religious group, ethnic group, or something else) are other reasons. In addition, certain psychological issues—most of them problematic—may prompt exes to stay connected. Any or all of these may lead to long-term conflicts between ex-spouses.

I’ve written My Ex Is Driving Me Crazy to share the insights and the tools that took me years of personal and professional experience to acquire. My hope is that if you can put these insights and tools into action, you’ll be better prepared to stop the post-divorce craziness you’re
 facing, and you’ll be better able to reclaim your life. The aftermath of divorce is often difficult, but it doesn’t have to be so confusing, stressful, and painful that you feel unable to move forward or helpless to live fully and joyfully.

My Ex Is Driving Me Crazy offers advice for coping with your difficult ex-spouse while you start rebuilding your life. The advice falls into ten different strategies. Some will be strategies that everyone can put to use; other strategies will be more specific to individual circumstances. Some involve facing the emotional fallout from divorce—denial, guilt, and fear of moving on. Others address practical concerns, such as improving communication with your ex, controlling post-divorce damage, and keeping your kids out of the crossfire when conflicts flare up. Three chapters explore the special issues that women face, the special issues that men face, and some specific circumstances that anyone may face. As you read the book, feel free to select the strategies that most fully apply to your own situation. There are different events and emotional responses to those events that individual people experience, depending on their circumstances, personal backgrounds, and temperaments.

I would never claim that this book is a panacea. As I know from my own personal experience—as well as from my several decades of work as a therapist—the challenges that follow a divorce can last for a long, long time. There is no quick fix. However, I strongly believe that with wisdom, insight, and self-awareness, you will be better prepared to stop the craziness and reclaim your life. You can separate emotionally from your ex and rebuild your life in a healthier way. You can move on and enjoy new, more successful relationships. You can be more emotionally present to your children. You can explore your own capacity for growth and wisdom. You can leave the past behind and be more accepting of the present and more open to the future.

Taking these steps requires clarity of mind and a lot of hard work, but I guarantee that the effort is worthwhile. Little by little, your awareness will become keener, your attitudes will change through deeper understanding of yourself, and your responses to your ex’s behavior will be proactive rather than reactive. Then the aftermath of divorce will become less burdensome and you’ll be able to let go, move on, and live a full and joyful life.







Ariel felt a great sense of relief when she divorced Jeff, her husband of fourteen years, but her relief didn’t last. Although she no longer shared her life with Jeff, she couldn’t seem to disengage from him. The problem wasn’t just that her ex-husband continued to make demands on her while simultaneously treating her in dismissive, often contemptuous ways. What bothered Ariel even more was her own behavior—a kind of involuntary clinging to Jeff. Whenever he called her, she answered the phone. Whenever he e-mailed, she responded to his messages. Whenever he dropped by unannounced, she allowed him into the house. Her responses to her post-divorce situation shocked her deeply because she felt helplessly caught in behavior that worsened even as she struggled to change it: “I’m stuck to Jeff even though I’m trying to pull away, and the harder I try to pull away, the worse I’m stuck.”


STRATEGY 1

Reclaim Your Life

For many people, coping with a difficult ex presents this same quandary: The harder you pull away, the worse you’re stuck. Cutting the knot that ties you to your ex is both what you want and what you find most difficult. In fact, for most people in this situation, disengaging is difficult. Why? That question has complex, highly individual answers that we’ll explore throughout My Ex Is Driving Me Crazy. How to disengage also requires varied, individual responses. This book will provide a wide range of approaches to the challenges you face.

I believe that despite the complexities I’m describing, there is always a crucial place to start: deciding to reclaim your life. Enough is enough. You’re tired of endless battles, frustrated by unending negotiations, and weary of coping with manipulation and pressure tactics. It’s time to move on. Although it’s true that moving on is a process, not a tidy, time-limited event, it’s also true that you need to cross that line and take a first step to begin the process. “Reclaiming your life” may sound like a general, even vague goal, but it’s crucial—a goal you need to work toward even if you can’t fully define it. I assure you that your understanding of reclaiming your life will clarify as you undertake the process. This chapter will provide some specific approaches to help make this process easier and less stressful.

The Goal of Renewed Independence 

Let’s start with a question. When I say “reclaim your life,” what do I mean? Reclaiming your life means freeing up your energy, time, attention, thoughts, and feelings so that you can return to a state of practical and psychological independence. Reclaiming your life means fully acknowledging your right to happiness and autonomy. It means ceasing to focus on pleasing, appeasing, coaxing, or cajoling your ex in hopes that he or she will behave more reasonably, flexibly, or considerately. In a sensible, unselfish way, reclaiming your life means putting yourself at the center of your own awareness. It means renewing the sense of independence that you probably felt at earlier stages of your life.

You may respond to what I’m advocating with a nod but then say, “Okay, that makes sense, but it’s not so easy.” I understand your skepticism. I’ve struggled with this issue myself in the past. I know it’s difficult! After you’ve spent years or even decades trying to please your spouse during your marriage, and after months or years of dealing with your ex after the divorce, you know the issue is difficult, too. It’s difficult to change your state of mind and to set aside old habits and attitudes. You may have developed a certain way of thinking and behaving—as I did, frankly, for a long time—in which you constantly feel that you’re responsible for everyone except yourself. So, yes, reclaiming your life can feel like an uphill struggle.

Why? I see many answers to this question. One explanation is that many women (and some men) feel comfortable assuming the role of problem-solver/peacemaker/caregiver. They may have played this role in the marriage, and they may continue to play it after the divorce by focusing too much on the ex-spouse. If you follow this pattern, too, the problem-solver/ peacemaker/caregiver role puts you in a position in which you have less power—a role in which your concerns about the other person and what he’s doing, thinking, or feeling seem more urgent than what you think, feel, and need. This role is problematic because it separates you from your own needs. It’s a kind of repression. It puts you in a position where you may lose a clear sense of yourself. You risk becoming invisible— even to yourself. By responding excessively to whatever doubts and insecurities you feel, you risk abandoning yourself in the service of your ex-spouse. You lose a claim to living your own life.

As a counterweight to these fears, doubts, and insecurities, I urge you to put the focus back on yourself: to define what you need, what you feel, what you hope for in the future. Doing so will help you regain your autonomy as an adult. You’ll feel less helpless, overwhelmed, and confused. You’ll begin to feel calmer and more peaceful. Feelings of happiness and contentment will arise more frequently and will be more consistent and durable. You’ll begin to feel greater clarity of mind, greater self-esteem, and greater awareness of what you need and what you can realistically offer others. The focus of your attention will be more internalized instead of externalized. By focusing on your own thoughts, needs, and feelings, you’ll develop a much stronger sense of self, which can reduce the risk of depression. You’ll also have more control over your choices. This sense of control is important in its own right; it will help you make good decisions about yourself and your children and, ultimately, about your own destiny and ability to function on a daily basis. In short, reclaiming your life will help you to experience a happier present and strive for a brighter future.

The Four Cs 

I think you’ll agree that what I’ve described is a cluster of worthwhile goals. At the same time, I understand that most people will wonder how to achieve these goals. It’s true that reclaiming your life won’t happen by force of will, and it won’t happen overnight. However, reclaiming your life is a process that you can, in fact, work toward in a systematic way. My approach to reclaiming your life is what I call the Four Cs:



•
 Determine the root Cause of your behavior

• Clarify limits and boundaries

• Examine how Consistent you’ve been

• Stop the Cycle of craziness.



The Four Cs will help you simultaneously change your thinking and change your behavior. By reframing negative self-talk as positive self-talk (“self-talk” being the internal commentary that runs through your mind) you can modify your emotions and therefore help modify your behavior. This is accomplished by rewarding yourself with a focus on positive outcomes in your life rather than repeating the negative, self-critical, and chaotic situations where you feel battered and confused.

Let’s consider the Four Cs one by one.

The First C: Determine the Root Cause of Your Behavior 

If you’re like many people who find themselves in the situation I’ve described, you’ve lost control of your own life because you haven’t set or maintained appropriate limits and boundaries during your marriage or after the divorce. You’ve let your spouse call the shots and allowed him or her to manipulate you into doing too many things that you didn’t want to do. So the first step toward reclaiming your life is determining why you’ve behaved in these ways. Why haven’t you been able to set limits and boundaries? What has been the payoff in capitulating to your ex-spouse’s manipulation? These aren’t easy or comfortable questions, but if you can understand the cause of your behavior, you can gain greater freedom to move beyond ingrained behaviors and make freer, more imaginative choices about your life.

A simple way to determine root causes is to analyze what drives your feelings and behaviors. Do these feelings and behaviors come from the past, are they part of the present, or are they a projection of what you expect in the future? You can get a handle on this situation by asking yourself a series of simple questions about the past, the present, and the future.

The Past 

Here is the first question you should ask about your past: “How intense are the feelings and behaviors, and how long do they last?” Intensity and duration of feelings provide a barometer for determining if these feelings and behaviors stem from the past. The more intense the feelings and the longer they last, the greater likelihood that there’s a connection with past issues in your life.

For example, Janine often found that arguments with her ex-husband would leave her feeling depressed and demoralized for many days. “I can hardly function after these fights,” she says. “It’s like all the energy goes out of me. I just want to hide and curl up in a ball.” If emotional reactions of this sort last for a week or longer, what you’re experiencing is probably connected in some way to the past. The nature of your response and the timing will depend on the nature of your temperament and your personal history. In Janine’s case, her post-argument depressions are partly a result of experiences in her family of origin—especially how her often-tyrannical father would “squash” Janine with his domineering attitudes and harsh putdowns during her girlhood and adolescence. Arguments with her ex are frustrating in their own right, but they also touch nerves that have been sore for decades. The primal nature of the father-daughter relationship—which, in Janine’s case, has been conflicted and unhappy—intensify the negative feelings that she feels when conflicting with her ex-husband.

The second question you should ask is: “Do my feelings or behaviors—or my ex-spouse’s feelings or behaviors—remind me of anyone in my past?” In psychotherapy, Janine didn’t have too much trouble making the connection between her father’s behavior and her husband’s. Other people may face a situation that’s more subtle or complex. Lisa, for instance, experienced multiple conflicts with her ex-husband, Mel, who was outwardly civil but often manipulative. She needed years to realize that the emotional impact of Mel’s behavior didn’t “connect” with that of any other men she’d known—not with her father’s, her brothers’, or any of her ex-lovers’. Rather, the connection was with her manipulative older sister’s attitudes toward her, which had affected her strongly during childhood and lingered in her personality ever since.

A clear resemblance to someone in your past isn’t always a tip-off. The key to sorting out this issue is to ask yourself this question: “Do the interactions, roles, and communication styles in the present conflict remind you of your parents’ relationship in any way, or your relationship with a sibling, grandparent, uncle or aunt, or some other important person in your past?”

The Present 

The first question you should ask about the present is: “Given the pressures, stress, and responsibilities I’m now experiencing, am I over-reacting or under-reacting? That is, are the intensities of my reactions appropriate to the pressures, stresses, and responsibilities that I’m experiencing in the here and now?” For instance, Leah often reacts with wild rage when James, her ex-husband, doesn’t return her phone calls quickly, or when he fails to meet her expectations for other kinds of behavior. James is actually pretty responsible about his obligations; his slip-ups are minor, fairly rare, and not (as far as I can tell) an expression of manipulative attitudes toward Leah. But Leah expresses great fury toward her ex whenever he’s even slightly late: “He’s done it again!” she exclaims. “And he’s doing it on purpose! I know it! He’s screwing around with me!” James’s shortcomings are genuine; his mistakes do put Leah in a bind. However, Leah’s expressions of anger often go far beyond what is appropriate, and they complicate the tasks that the exes face in resolving their difficulties. Leah could reclaim her life better if she didn’t over-react.

The second question you should ask is: “Am I reacting to the reality of the situation, or am I projecting something in the future or reliving something in the past?” This question connects with questions about the past, as well as questions I’ll raise in a moment. The core issue is whether your reaction to what you’re facing really has to do with the situation in the present—or are you reacting to something else?

For instance, Ella “goes ballistic” (in her own words) when her ex-husband, Richard, is late bringing their daughter home following a weekend visit. “He’s not even that late,” Ella admits—“maybe ten minutes. It never gets any worse than that. But it makes me furious.” Granted, the delay is annoying, but Ella knows that traffic in their city is unpredictable and that a ten-minute delay isn’t really significant. So why does she get so upset? Ella herself states that she’s over-reacting. My sense of the situation is that Ella’s anger has more to do with the ex-spouses’ long history of conflict than it does with Richard’s showing up a few minutes late. Ella’s first step to deciding how to respond requires that she evaluate the situation and figure out how much of her emotion comes out of the present annoyance at having to wait for Richard and how much from either the past or the future.

Next, ask: “As a result of stress in my life, am I allowing my own emotions to take over my intellect?” It’s tough to be a single parent, to deal with financial worries, and to fight court battles. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed, and you may also feel alone and lonely. Fair enough—but part of determining the root case of your behavior is evaluating how much of your reaction is emotional and how much is intellectual. Given fatigue, worries, frustration, and cumulative anger, are you seeing your situation clearly? In other words, are your rational thoughts driving your choices, or are your emotions driving them as a result of externalized or internalized stress? Understanding the balance between emotional and rational content of this sort is the first step in making clear decisions.

Then ask yourself: “Are events, pressures at work, illness in my family, an impending move, or other events in my life wreaking havoc on my emotions and ability to function?” This question is related to the one before. In the aftermath of divorce, many people struggle with multiple challenges. Again, I want to emphasize that it’s understandable that you might feel pressured and stressed, and I acknowledge that identifying the sources of pressure and stress doesn’t automatically solve the problem. For example, Caitlin found herself coping with her difficult ex-husband
 at the same time that she lost her job and simultaneously started caring for her mom following her mother’s surgery for breast cancer. Each of the situations she faced was inherently challenging and stressful. None of these problems could be easily solved. By thinking over the various sources of tension and fatigue in her life, though, Caitlin could at least avoid tangling all of her troubles together into a single, unmanageable web. Separating one situation from another helped her to keep her commitments straight; it also helped her cope to some degree.

Finally, ask: “Are problems or worries about my child’s reactions and stress levels dictating my behavior?” It’s particularly important to understand when your behavior comes from worries about your child. Your choices should center on your child’s best interests. Making the right choices may mean that you should focus on and factor in what your child is feeling—his or her fears, anxieties, needs, and preferences—in the aftermath of your divorce. At the same time, it’s difficult at times to know what your child is experiencing or how you should respond to his or her feelings. Rather than carry this burden alone, I recommend that you seek the advice of a good counselor or child psychologist, as doing so will take some of the weight off your shoulders and simultaneously provide the insights of a trained, objective professional.

The Future 

For the future, ask yourself if you are projecting or obsessing about your fears, doubts, and insecurities—things that you may imagine about the future that could be negatively affecting your behavior and functioning in the present.

Alice is an example of a dependent personality who hadn’t developed a strong sense of self. She doesn’t feel capable of being independent, and, as a result, she hasn’t developed a sense of her future without a partner at her side. For this reason, she has tended to stay involved with her very difficult ex-husband, Lenny. Her involvement has included interacting with Lenny despite his often manipulative behavior. Alice has felt obsessed with Lenny even though she admits that Lenny has been manipulating her; in fact, she obsesses about him during any time she spends away from him. Her obsessive-compulsive state of mind and submissive behavior limit Alice’s ability to plan her future and move forward.

Evaluate Your Answers 

Once you’ve tried to answer these questions about the past, the present, and the future, a central and more general question remains: How can you change your behavior, allow yourself more freedom to move beyond ingrained behaviors, and learn to live your own life? Here’s how I recommend that you answer. You can’t really begin to make healthy choices while you’re still a slave to past unhealthy patterns of relating. Once the unconscious or root causes of your behavior become conscious, then you can begin to heal—to be free from denial and from behaviors that stem from not really knowing yourself and your inner motivations as you repeat unhealthy behaviors. Once you uncover those root causes, you’ll be less at risk of repetitive, unchosen behaviors (what psychologists call repetition compulsion).

The Second C: Clarify Limits and Boundaries 

I’ll be blunt: You need to clarify limits and boundaries to minimize interactions with your ex. If you don’t, your ex is much more likely to assume that “anything goes.” He or she can basically do anything and know that you’ll put up with it. This situation is not a recipe for happiness—or even sanity! Instead, you should ask yourself what you need from life to keep from feeling like a nervous wreck. Determine what matters to you, then set limits and boundaries to shape your ex’s behavior.

Mai-Lin faced this situation with her ex, Matthew, who called her on the phone several times per day. Matthew never threatened or harassed Mai-Lin, but his calls were inappropriately frequent and often disruptive to her activities. She felt that Matthew was still far too present in her life despite her having divorced him two years before. In situations like this, I recommend that you follow these approaches:



First, consider what your new role is. You’re not your ex’s spouse any more. Stop thinking like a spouse, acting like a spouse, and feeling the obligations of a spouse. View your new role as more like that of an acquaintance, not as someone with a more substantial connection to this person.

Based on this clarified perception of your role, consider what your obligations are. If your relationship with your ex is basically that of an acquaintance, what are you truly obliged to do? Your obligations may amount to far less than you imagine— and perhaps nothing at all.

Now clarify what you can do, what you will do, and what you won’t do. What’s your bottom line? What can you do in your best interests? What choices can you make that are based on reality, not on fantasies about the past or hopes for the future?

Work toward disengaging from your feelings about this situation. Instead of responding emotionally, let your intellect assess the situation to create a more realistic, more dispassionate, and more objective assessment of the situation.

Map out the limits and boundaries based on what truly makes sense. Base your limits and boundaries on practical choices, not on a now-obsolete set of leftover feelings. Take action based on what’s right for you and your kids. Don’t ask your ex’s opinion. In fact, you don’t even need to explain that you’re setting limits.



I’m aware that working through this process may take time and practice—and that’s okay. You won’t necessarily get it right the first time or every time. Setting boundaries and limits that really work will be a process of trial and error, so give yourself lots of room to experiment, make mistakes, and refine the process over time. Don’t blame yourself when things don’t work out exactly as you’d hoped. Setting limits and boundaries is an experience that may mean taking two steps forward, then one back. Be patient as you learn this complex skill.

At the same time, be vigilant! Deferring to your ex’s expectations is all too easy. For some people, it’s a habit, a compulsion, or even an addiction. There’s a great potential for regression on this issue, and it’s not uncommon to experience a lot of slips. That’s okay, too—it’s all part of your adjustment into a new role and a new perception of yourself. It won’t happen overnight. The goal is progress, not perfection.

Don’t Give Out Too Much Information 

A related issue has to do with how much you explain about yourself, your activities, or other aspects of your life. Because you once shared a lot of information with your spouse, it’s easy to continue feeling that you have to tell your ex what you’re doing, where you’re going, who you’re with, and so forth. Your ex may also manipulate you on purpose, demanding explanations, playing guilt games, or getting the goods from you by other means. You should resist these ploys! You have a right to your own life now—and to privacy about your activities, plans, and companions. I strongly urge you to give out only the information that’s absolutely necessary. Don’t let your ex pry, snoop, tease, sweet-talk, pressure, or trick you into telling more than you want to tell. My specific recommendations are these:



Limit the length and scope of conversations. Don’t let a fairly straightforward discussion lead to a big heart-to-heart or confession.

Stick to the subject at hand. If you’re discussing your child’s visitation schedule, don’t engage in discussions about finances, legal issues, or anything else.

Avoid the trap of playing social worker, psychologist, or career counselor to your ex. If he or she is having problems, suggest that your ex seek professional assistance, but don’t take on that role yourself.

Similarly, don’t get snookered into playing parent to your ex-spouse. He or she may need a shoulder to cry on or someone to use as a sounding board, but there’s no reason for that person to be you (and there’s plenty of reason for it not to be).

Avoid discussions in which you want emotional support or acknowledgment. Likewise, avoid those where your ex wants support or acknowledgment. This is no longer a realistic role for you!



Here’s the new reality: You’re divorced.
 That means you and your ex have disengaged from each other. You are now free to have your own thoughts, feelings, or philosophies without consulting, compromising, or comparing notes with each other. You don’t have to defend, discuss, or clarify your actions, values, or beliefs. Start to define yourself as separate from your ex.

What about interactions that involve kids? Don’t they make detailed discussions inevitable?

The answer depends on the nature of the situation. If there’s a serious issue worrying you about the kids, you may want to speak with a therapist to clarify the situation and brainstorm solutions. With older children, you can ask them to work out an issue with the other parent rather than getting them involved in a three-way interaction—which I’ll refer to in the future as “triangulating”—thus minimizing your own involvement. Allow them to have a relationship with their other parent in a way that is separate from you. Your child will thrive and grow in response to healthy, non-conflicted relationships with both you and your ex. Don’t jumble the issues that you and your ex face with the issues that your child faces! Without realizing it, you may tend to use your child as an excuse for having contact with your ex—or you may use your child as a vehicle for connecting with your ex—because you haven’t fully separated from your ex yet. Doing so will complicate your child’s emotional development.

As for abusive or unproductive conversations—those need to be stopped immediately. If you allow your ex to harass or abuse you verbally, ask yourself these questions: “What am I getting out of this? Why am I being masochistic? Why am I allowing myself to be talked to or treated like this? Where is my self-worth, my self-love, my self-esteem?” Then set limits that rule out any and all abuse.

Specific Boundaries and Limits 

Here’s a list of specific boundaries and limits that I urge you to consider. Selecting and implementing those that apply to your personal situation will help you take an important step toward reclaiming your life.



“I won’t drive the kids to and from my ex’s house for his scheduled visits. He will need to pick them up and drop them off.” What this statement advocates is, in fact, what’s legally expected of the visiting parent in most cases. However, women often want to accommodate their ex, especially if they’re already feeling guilt, and the urge to accommodate can lead to excessive deference or compromise.

“I won’t keep switching the weekends around for my ex’s convenience.” Once you start making concessions of this sort, a manipulative or controlling ex will almost certainly take further advantage of you. The situation isn’t the same as dealing with a normal, healthy, flexible ex-spouse. If your ex is driving you crazy, running circles around you, and manipulating you, you’re giving up far too much. Try not to switch weekends just for his or her convenience. Make other arrangements for yourself if you need coverage. Otherwise you risk getting into a situation where you don’t even know which weekend is whose anymore. That’s a setup for the other person taking advantage of you.

“I won’t give up my time with the kids unless it’s absolutely necessary and something that is important.” By “necessary and important,” I mean something that your child has requested from you directly, such as having your ex attend a specific social or school event, or such as your child specifically asking you to switch weekends or not have a visit. Once your child is approximately fourteen (depending on the state you live in, and depending on the terms of your own custody agreement), he or she may not have to visit with the non-custodial parent if he or she doesn’t want to. Alternatively, the visitation schedule can be modified. I’d certainly encourage the visits, but let your child work it out with the other parent.

“I’ll protect my privacy, safety, and sanity by means of the technology I have available.” Use your answering machine to screen calls. Don’t pick up your phone or cell phone when your ex is calling you inappropriately or obsessively. Use Caller ID. Ignore abusive or harassing e-mail.

“If the situation is getting out of control, I’ll save any abusive e-mail or phone messages in case I need to take legal action and set limits on my ex in the future.” Saving messages may not seem important at first, but it’ll be more and more crucial if your ex hassles you in the future. If you need to petition the courts to obtain a restraining order, you’ll need to document your claims.
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