Y our Personal Coach
By
Kathleen Brehony, Ph.D.

Dear Kathleen,

My ex-husband is constantly setting up “special” events for our nine-year-old
son, Michad (we have joint custody) but he never lets me know until the last minute.
| get angry and find mysdlf in the postion of having to scramble to rearrange my
schedule or saying “no” to Michae because we've already made plans for that
evening (I have two children with my present husband and we do lots of things as a
family). When | say “no,” Michael getsangry with me. What can | do about this?

-- A frustrated mother

Dear Frustrated,

Thishasto stop. Y our ex-husband — whether conscioudy or unconscioudy —is
attempting to control you and your relationship with Michad. It'stime for a heart-to-
heart conversation.

Studiesinvedtigating joint custody and shared parenting have conggtently shown
that it holds sgnificant benefits for children’s adjusiment to divorce. But — and thisisan
important point — the critica factor in redlizing these important benefitsis alack of
conflict between parents.

When parents cooperate and minimize conflict, kids do better. They're
emotionaly more secure, have fewer problems with ddinquency, and perform better in
school. Less parenta conflict equals hedlthier, happier children. It's as simple as that.

Joint custody requires a passionate commitment on the part of both parents to
what is best for the child — the child' s interests must always comefirs -- and aleve of
maturity that reduces conflict. Communication must be clear and both parents must be
willing to compromise.

Begin by stting atime to talk with your ex-husband. | suggest making this
arrangement when you are NOT angry with him.

Do you believe that heisagood father to Michad? If you fed thisto betrue, tell
himthat. People like to hear that they’re doing agood job.

Let him know that Michadl is fortunate to have a dad who loves him and wants to
do thingswith him. Make it dear that you give your full support to their relaionship.
Make it equdly clear that you are frustrated when he makes plans with Michad at the last
minute.

Describe the position it putsyou in. Y ou have to ether say “no,” or change
everyone esg's plans.

Give him some idea as to how far in advance you need to know about these
gpecid plans. Asfor me, I'd want to know as soon as the plans are made (e.g., if your
ex-husband buys tickets for the circus then he knows the date they’ll be going). At that
time, you too should have this information so you can make your family plans around it.

Assure him that you'll not berigid. After dl, spontaneous opportunities do come
upinlife. If your ex-husband receives two free tickets on the day of a baseball game and
your family was only planning to hang out and weich TV, by dl means, let Michad go
with hisfather and with your blessing.

Thisexampleisredly a“gpecid” Stuation.
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The one who will benefit most from a smooth relationship with your ex-husband
is, of course, Michadl.

The stuation now isone that isripefor “triangulation.” That'safamily sysems
word that describes adynamic that alows kidsto play parents againgt each other. (Think
of the Bermuda Triangle here and you'll get the idea that thisis dangerous territory for
families— sinkslots of ships).

The present dynamic is not healthy for Michagl. He should know that you both
love him, but can work together as parents, and are digned in your rules and
expectations.

| would try these suggestions and see what happens. This may solve the problem
and | hopeit does. But, if your ex-husband doesn’t change anything — continues to put
you in this Stuation — then a deeper level talk might be necessary.

In that conversation, should it be necessary, you can let him know that you see his
behavior as controlling and that he' s going to have to sop. Was he a controlling type of
persondity during your marriage? | would be very surprised if you said that he was not.

| don't think you should change your plansif your ex-husband continues to want
Michad to do something at the last minute (except for the occasiond truly “specid”
gtuation with unexpected free tickets to an event or something like that).

For Michael’ s sake, | hope that the two of you can work thisout. He'll be better
off when you do.

Send your persond coaching questions to kathleen@fullpotentidliving.com cal 473-
4004, or direct questions to the Outer Banks Sentinel, P.O. Box 546, Nags Head, NC
27949

Kathleen Brehony, Ph.D. isa writer, personal coach, motivational speaker, clinical
psychologist and producer/host of “ HeartWaves’ radio program (WNVOD-FM, 99.1 at

12:40 weekdays). www.fullpotentialliving.com and www.heartwavesradio.com.
(©2002 Kathleen Brehony. All Rights Reserved.)
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