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“I wouldn’t be so tired if I wasn’t doing this all on my own,” or “Grandma 
never liked me anyway.” All of these statements communicate to your 
child that you don’t actually have the wheel, they aren’t really safe to love 
everyone, and that you aren’t the capable guide they need. 

Further, when you speak out against your children’s other parent or the 
people connected to that parent (new partners, extended family, etc.), 
you unintentionally create an “unconscious loyalty” in your child, driving 
them to overtly seek connection to and acceptance by you. Ultimately, it 
holds your child’s emotions hostage, and will keep them from emotional 
closeness with their other parent–who they also very much need to be 
connected to and accepted by. 

 
 
To resolve this, if you find yourself in a conversation about the other 
parent with (or anywhere near) your child but have nothing positive to 
add to the dialogue, then say nothing at all, change the subject, or find 
a way to reflect back to your child with neutrality whatever observation 
they have just made. If you do catch yourself saying something unkind, 
or if you react in anger about their late return after a weekend away, take 
a moment to recognize that the response is from your child self. Rather 
than beating yourself up or feeling guilt, make up leeway and reinstate 
yourself as the captain. 

As you practice this gentle, self-aware response, and even begin to apply it 
to your child’s other parent, you will gradually become more emotionally 
present, more attuned to the needs of your children, and will encourage 
them to have the freedom to love, and be loved, by both parents. 

 
Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea

As parents, our job is to lead and guide. Divorce doesn’t mean the end 
of this or handing over the responsibility to our children. Yet, when we 
treat our kids as the go-between between us and the other parent, we 
do them a significant disservice. Arranging for pick-ups, drop-offs, and 
deciding who’s responsible to pay for what, are for the parents to discuss 
with each other. Reassigning these responsibilities to your child not only 
clues them in to the fact that everything isn’t okay, it also puts you in the 
precarious position of demoting yourself whilst promoting your child, 
confusing the naturally hierarchy of a healthy parent-child relationship, 
where you are in the lead. 

Separation. Divorce. You didn’t set out for this to happen, 
but here you are. And in addition to coming to terms with 
your own emotions related to this significant change in 
your family structure, you are also left worrying about 
how your kids will handle it. Will it ruin them? It can feel 
overwhelming. 

I know.

I know because I lived this. I am living this. Many would 
assume that as a psychologist specialized in supporting 
children and their parents, I confidently ventured into my 
separation and divorce knowing exactly what to do and 
how to handle it with dignity. But the truth is, there was a 
whole lot of uncertainty, regret, hurt, confusion, and anger. 
While I knew intellectually what was needed to support the 
kids, translating it into real life was very, very hard. 

I was acutely aware that my children’s well-being hung 
in the balance, both in the now and in the narrative they 
would create from this experience that would play a role 
in their life course. No pressure! It left me with a sense of 
urgency to find the strength to step up as a capable guide 
to navigate this new situation. 

Amazingly, as I learned the ropes of my own world of 
healing and growth, I found the energy and confidence 
within myself to be the mom they needed, even if I didn’t 
always have the answers. I pieced together a series of key 
understandings that helped me stay the course through 
the darkest of times, and that continue to guide me today 
in the ups and downs of co-parenting and post-divorce 
familial restructuring. 

BATTEN DOWN THE HATCHES

Separation and divorce are riddled with pitfalls made 
even more perilous by the fact that small eyes are always 
watching, sussing out to make sure everything in their world 
is safe. When children are highly stressed, as in the case of 
marital breakdown or parental conflict, the child has to be 
reassured by at least one present, attuned, and providing 
parent who can gift the child the experience of the parents 
being on the same page–whether or not they actually are. If 
not, you risk having your child only able to view one page at 
a time, relying on one parent at the cost of the absolute loss 
of the other parent. To help prevent this, use these strategies 
to avoid common emotionally-driven pitfalls and help your 
child feel more secure in this familial restructuring:

 
Pip e Down
It can be hard to bite your tongue and resist saying 
something overtly or covertly negative about your child’s 
other parent, especially when you already feel triggered or 
defensive. “Well if dad would pay for something once in a 
while then maybe you could have those new shoes,” or 

©
 C

an
 S

to
ck

 P
h

o
to

 I
n

c.
 /

 [
ir

ab
el

8
]

P
h

o
to

s:
 ©

 C
an

 S
to

ck
 P

h
o

to
 I

n
c.

 /
 [

m
ic

h
ae

lju
n

g
]

Child’s Play: Being triggered, or emotionally activated, specifically 
when dealing with divorce and separation tends to put adults 
into an age-regressed headspace. Instead of responding to the 
often emotionally wrought and hurtful challenges as an adult 
with a more able, adult capacity, responses come from the child 
self, with—you guessed it—a child’s capacity. 

Even the simple acknowledgement of this is freedom. When we 
recognize that just as a child isn’t ready to handle the complexities 
of a grown-up situation, so too, our child self is ill-equipped for 
such mature issues, we can feel better emotionally prepared to 
address the situation with our adult head on. 

Navigating
 Rough

Waters
Captaining the SS Divorce

by dr. vanessa lapointe, rpsych
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Trim Your Sails

Most parents want the maximum possible access to the kids in a 
divorce. 50/50 is perceived to be the perfect custody arrangement, 
the best way to maintain a just and harmonious dissolution so no 
one feels like they’ve gotten the short end of the stick. While this 
scenario may work for some kids, it certainly doesn’t work for all, 
nor does it always work all the time. Imagine your child is in the 
midst of one of the greatest periods of transition possible, is barely 
coping, and now must travel back and forth between two homes. 
Does this best serve your child? 

For some kids, it may mean reworking the current situation, if only 
temporarily. If the dialogue between the parents is cemented to 
this idea of “equal above all else,” it’s time to be deeply honest with 
yourself and ask, “Why? Who does this really serve?” Your child has an 
intense need to be connected to and accepted by both you and their 
other parent, but it isn’t necessarily achieved through equal access. 
Consider what the best fit for your child is, in that moment, or year, 
or stage, even if it means less time with you for now. As painful as 
that might be, there are ways to stay close while physically apart with 
room for flexibility on an as-needs basis. Imagine the connection and 
acceptance reinforced for your child when they realize that you saw, 
heard, and felt for them deeply enough that you voluntarily set aside 
your self-serving needs to meet theirs. Do that. 

RUN A TIGHT SHIP, GIVE A WIDE BERTH

Divorce in and of itself does not ruin kids. Rather, it is the conflict 
and ensuing, layered losses that chip away at them. But there is 
hope: remove the conflict and loss and find a way to navigate 
post-separation waters that instead envelop your children in an 
enduring womb of connection, acceptance, and relationship. You 
can both captain your own ships.

 
Hoist the Other Ship’s Sails

You don’t need to have your child’s other parent for dinner or go on a 
big, happy blended family vacation, but creating an emotional place 
for the other parent to exist in your home and in your life will help 
reassure your child that everything will be all right. Simple positive 
comments like how they have their other parent’s smile and how it 
would always light up a room, or encouraging burgeoning talents 
with tales of their other parent’s abilities in the same medium, or 
even telling stories about the other parent that are full of memories 
and connection, invites the child to exist in all of these experiences 
of emotional alignment. Two years post-separation, my youngest 
son told me that one of the things that helps him the most when he 
feels sad is knowing that I love his dad. I have maintained a space 
for their father in my home. And my heart.

 
All Aboard!

Similarly, you can emotionally align with the various people 
connected to your child’s other parent, including new partners 
and extended family members. You can celebrate their happiness 
and accomplishments, and create an experience of inclusivity  

 
for all, if only emotionally. When my boys’ father re-partnered, it 
was my second Mother’s Day as a single mom. His new partner 
had been very kind to my children and with gratitude I found an 
opportunity in that Mother’s Day: I wrote her a card welcoming 
her to my village of women, and together with my kids I presented 
her with this card and some flowers. The absolute joy—quiet yet 
undeniable—in my boys as they observed this was the greatest gift 
I could have received on that Mother’s Day, and beyond.

 
Name Your Co-Captains

According to author Don Miguel Ruiz, author of The Four 

Agreements, to “be impeccable with your word” means choosing 
what you say in order to avoid bringing negativity into your life. You 
might have noticed I haven’t used the language “ex-husband/ex-
wife/ex-partner” as by definition those terms carry with them the 
connotation of separation and loss. When you consciously choose 
language that is instead imbued with connection, you give your 
children the experience of relationships that endure. Ruiz goes on 
to further compare words to magic and you get to choose whether 
you’ll spread black magic or white magic. For these reasons, in 
my home the term “step-children” is replaced by “bonus children,” 
“step-grandma” by “bonus-grandma,” my now-partner is my boys’ 
“bonus male parent,” and so on. Be creative!

 
Search for the Treasure

The struggle of navigating separation and divorce as a parent isn’t 
happening to you, it’s happening for you, if you let it. Mine the gold 
in it. Don’t let it pass you by and miss a spectacular opportunity 
to go deep inside and excavate those parts of yourself that have 
yet to grow, heal, and actualize. Don’t wait for the next big crisis in 
life. Do your work to bring to consciousness your own underlying 
triggers and programs that might drive you to act in ways that do 
not serve you or your children. This is your ticket to freedom and 
to becoming all that you were intended to be. That is the gold.

 
On the Right Tack

No matter your hurt or anger, find ways to communicate with your 
child’s other parent that have your child seeing you as capably in the 
lead. If not in person, then try the phone. If the phone is too much, 
then use email or text but work toward face-to-face communication 
because the co-parenting relationship can be so much better tended-
to with those added layers of context in the interaction.

Just because you are divorced doesn’t mean you are no longer a 
family. Families are forever, and yours has just taken on a different 
form. The family may grow and add new crew. There is rest for 
children in that knowledge of continuing connection that is 
supported and celebrated by both parents. I told my boys from the 
beginning, and remind them of it even now, that I will choose to 
love every hand on our decks with every fiber of my being until 
the end of time: from their dad’s new partner and her children, to 
my bonus children. 

Family is family, no matter the cut of their jib. •


