Baby Mama Drama

What is “Baby Mama Drama”?  Well, in urban vernacular, when a relationship involving children is over, retaining the privileges a father may have once enjoyed with his children now becomes a struggle.  There are other factors, which will be discussed later within this book.  The relationship game is a little more serious and dangerous now, which prompted me to write this book.  Now the game may consist of both serious false allegations, in which a woman may say that the father of her child(ren) was abusive towards her child(ren), and false orders of protection, in which a woman may seek a protective order claiming that her child(ren)'s father threatened to harm her. Many mothers are well aware of the fact that if they place allegations on a petition in Family Court, a father’s visitation time will be limited.  Further, they understand that no evidence or proof of those allegations is necessary. False orders of protection occur when the mother places the child’s name on the order of protection and there is no evidence of wrongdoing.   Because the number one priority for Family Court is protecting the well being of children, a father involved in a case with false allegations must understand that these allegations have to be investigated.  However, this is a quick way to distance the father from his child.  These tactics, false allegations of abuse and false orders of protection, have usually been successful in affecting the visitation time of countless numbers of fathers.  This game is so successful that if it were a television show it would be the number one show in America.  

We are living in a time in which the American press has again found a way to report only half of the story.  Most of the stories most often reported is, the high number of “Deadbeat Fathers," which is those fathers defined by the government as being financially irresponsible towards their children.  The other half of the story, which is not reported, is the high number of fathers who are paying child support but have not seen their children for a significant amount of time.  Politicians are hopping all over each other trying to create slogans because father involvement is such a hot topic now.  They are developing programs that create jobs for fathers to support their children.  Also, most politicians looking to be elected are constantly inventing ways to punish fathers who are delinquent in paying child support.  It is amazing that these same politicians forget to mention fathers whose visitation rights are violated and who are victims of repeated false allegations, with nothing done about either situation.  In many other cases, secondary family members work hand in hand with the mothers in trying to frustrate the fathers to the point where they will eventually walk away from their children.  All of these tactics are connected with “Baby Mama Drama."  Therefore, to offset this madness, this book offers suggestions on ways to protect fathers from the "drama” and suggestions on how to maneuver through it. 
“Baby Mama Drama” is real and it deserves your attention.  Failure to educate yourself could result in your losing valuable time with your children, being arrested for a crime you did not commit, paying high legal fees to unqualified attorneys, and struggling through bouts of depression.  The beginning portions of my book I will take you through a journey back in time to my first experience in family court eight years ago.  The purpose is to show you that the statement you may have heard, “fathers have no rights” is a myth.  As you read this book, please pay special attention to Chapters Three through Five.  I will highlight important areas to show you how I handled certain situations in court and to prove to you that father’s do have a voice and rights.  I will also highlight key points throughout the book for you to refer to in times of need.

When AIDS became rampant in our society, everyone began safe sex campaigns.  Well, now it is time to launch the “PM,” Protect Myself campaign.  There are no classes conducted by Family Court on how to avoid getting an order of protection.  There are no classes available that will explain to you the dangers of paying child support in cash.  There are no classes offered that tell you how to educate yourself about family law.  This book will explain and guide you to resources, which will assist you in your effort to becoming or remain an involved parent.  

As a father, I have cried many nights over my situation regarding my daughter.  Those tears have not and will not stop me from fighting for the right to be with her or to continue to educate fathers and advocate for better protection of our rights and the rights of our children.  So, be encouraged, and make sure that when the movement begins for father’s rights, you do your part and get involved.  

Please note that I am not an attorney.  I advise you to research the contents of this book or contact an attorney you trust before actually using this information in court as the rules vary according to each state.  The information provided is based on personal experiences in and outside of Family Court.  Many of these experiences were used to defy stereotypes in Family Court.  Please pay close attention to information typed in boldface (like this paragraph) in the early chapters of this book.  You will read how my actions broke down stereotypes in Family Court. 

The first stage of Closing The Curtain on Baby Mama Drama

I have conducted many workshops during the past seven years and participated in many 

radio broadcasts.  During these interactions, fathers shared their feelings regarding the treatment they experienced within the Family Court.  Some of the words I heard were, bias, discrimination and disrespectful.  There were men who even before they utilized the Family Court system would make statements such as, “Why bother… We don’t have a chance “.  Or, “I heard how they treat men in Family Court…I’m not going through that”.  I remember during one workshop, a young man sitting right in front of me as I was speaking continuously raised his hand.  Every time I would call on him, his response was, “Men don’t have a chance in Family Court”.  No matter how many positive stories I shared of men I had assisted who enjoyed success, this gentleman would tear them down with his remarks.  I looked into the audience of men sitting there with obvious pain and confusion looking for answers to their problems as they began to squirm in their seats.  Then, I did something I don’t think I had ever done during a workshop.  I lost my composure!  I looked at this gentleman who was raising his hand yet again to share his negative feelings and said, “If you continue to have that attitude while going to court, you will fail!  The men sitting in the audience gasped.  A speaker, especially when discussing a very emotional issue, he/she has to maintain emotions and composure in order to keep everyone else calm.  I had failed!  However, “Mr. Negative Man” had opened the door for me to share even more knowledge pertaining to one’s attitude. 

Have you ever heard of the old saying,” Your attitude determines your altitude”?  Well, many men fail in Family Court because of their attitudes towards the Family Court system.  Many men have pre-conditioned their minds to fail before they even say a word while in court. They have heard from family members and close friends the manner in which men are treated in Family Court.  However, you should be careful internalizing other people’s bad experiences because you may have only heard part of the story.

Before shifting your attitude you have to re-train your mind and flush all of the negative thoughts and feelings towards the Family Court system out of your system.  Shakespeare wrote, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so”.  You have to change your way of thinking if you are going to enjoy success in Family Court.  The great Harvard psychologist William Allen stated, “The greatest discovery of my generation is that human beings can alter their lives by altering their attitudes of mind”.  If you walk into court with an attitude of "I will be treated just as unfairly as other fathers are treated,” then that will be exactly the way in which you will be treated.  However, if you walk into court with the attitude that, “I will not tolerate being treated like other fathers".  "I will be treated with the respect I deserve as a man" that is the manner in which you will be treated.  If you sit around during the weeks before your court date thinking of all the negative things you have heard about the Family Court system and it’s mistreatment of men, you have lost the battle before even fighting.  Why?  Your mind will pre-determine your outcome.

There is hope, though!  You must begin the mental transition from mentally being a victim to becoming victorious.  Changing your attitude and renewing your mind are connected and if you are going to enjoy any level of success in Family Court and in life in general, you have to do both. Changing your attitude means you are moving with a definitive purpose in mind and that 

purpose is to be treated fairly in Family Court.  The mind renewal process is eliminating all self-doubts and negative thinking prior to appearing in court.   It’s funny, as I am writing this, it reminds me of my court cases over the past six years.  Why did I keep going back even when the outcome wasn’t successful?  I had a definite purpose in mind and that was to be a father to my daughter.  Your definite purpose might be to be with your child or to settle a child support matter.  You arm yourself first by changing your attitude and renewing your mind.  

The mind renewal process comes from hearing positive words.  Many people don’t realize the power of words.  If you constantly state how poor you are, you will call poverty into your life.  Wealth, poverty, sickness and health are in the power of the tongue.  In the weeks leading to your court case, I suggest you think of a positive affirmation.  The words should be filled with power and belief.  A suggestion would be, “I will be treated with respect and I will have a successful outcome in court”.  Say this statement or one you may think of on your own as often as you can.  Even if you don’t have a successful outcome, does that mean you won’t have a fair chance in court?  No, it does not!  In my opinion, the Family Court system is a dysfunctional system and therefore there are things you just are not in control of.  However, you are in control of your attitude and your mind, so change them! 

Here are two tips to help you in the beginning stages:

Autosuggestion- Think of a statement that will give you confidence before appearing in court such as, “I have a voice and I will be heard”.  Repeat continuously as you approach the date of your court case.  The Olympic runner Edwin Moses stated while training for the 1988 Olympics his statement was, “I am the best”.   He went on to win an Olympic Gold Medal.

Visualization- Visualize your desired outcome in your mind.  Force yourself to think of the judge treating you with respect or of having a successful outcome.  The late, great Walter Payton, running back for the Chicago Bears in the 1970 and 80’s, said “he could hear the roars of the crowd in his head“ as he ran up hills training for an upcoming season.  You will see similar suggestions on improving your life later on in this book only because I want you to really understand the importance of not defeating yourself before you even appear in court and make mistakes many men unknowingly make! 

As a female family member or significant other, go over positive statements with him.  Call him before his court case so he can repeat the affirmation to you verbatim.

Petitions

When writing a Petition (which is the paper you are given to fill out by the Clerk in Family Court), be clear as to what you are requesting or reporting.  This document, when completed, is given to the judge.  The night before going to court, write down your requests in a notebook or on index cards.  I suggest that, if you are angry, you hold off writing anything because your focus might be on the mother and your respective disagreements.  When you get to court, you want to show the judge that you are clear on what you want and you are not wasting the court’s time.  You want to show the judge you are serious about your role as a parent.  You will see the judge will begin to work with you.  I don’t just believe this; I know this for a fact.  So, remember, write your requests on index cards the night before your court date and be clear about exactly what you want!

   An example of writing a petition for modification in child support:

I was recently laid off from my job and I am seeking a downward modification.

I was injured on my job and I am seeking a downward modification.

Visitation cases:

The mother of my son and I are having difficulties in communication; however, I would like to continue establishing/maintaining a relationship with my son by requesting visitation time.

The mother has informed me she is planning to re-locate to another state; however, she has not informed me of the location.  I am requesting an injunction prohibiting her from leaving the state until she appears in court and a visitation schedule is arranged.  My desire is to continue maintaining a relationship with my daughter.

The goal is to be as detailed and concise as possible so the judge will know exactly what your requests are or your problem!

As a female family member or significant other, you can help him write on index cards his statement to be placed on the petition and also accompany him to court.
Ten Examples of “Baby Mama Drama”

1) Your child’s mother or members of her family (also referred to as secondary family members) refuse to allow telephone contact between you and your child.  I had a client and I will call him Kevin, who called Fathers With Voices and informed me that the maternal grandmother was always interfering.  I often tell fathers like Kevin to always request telephone contact within their visitation order.  If the other party violates the order, then you can go back to court and file a violation.  Here is another solution:   

   Suggested solution: I have heard many fathers complain about interference, mostly by maternal grandparents.  It would be in your best interest as a father to inform the judge presiding over your case regarding secondary family member interference.  Also, if the secondary family member is with your child on a day-to-day basis, you must reinforce to your child how much you love him/her and state you will be there as a father.  The purpose of doing this is that more than likely those same family members are speaking negatively about you, so you have to offset this talk with positive words of encouragement and certainty to your child consistently.

2) False allegations of sexual or physical abuse are made against you as a father, especially for fathers with daughters.  

   Suggested solution: One thing I will suggest if you have a daughter is to teach her as soon as you can how to bathe on her own. 

3) Mother uses her power by refusing to allow extra time with child such as vacation time.
   Suggested solution: After you have exhausted all resources in terms of communication with the mother, then you should go to court and make all of your requests known to the judge.

4) You begin a new relationship.  In many cases, mothers’ resent the fact that their child will be in the company of another woman.

   Many fathers have contacted me with this problem and they were amazed when I knew what the problem was before they told me.  In many cases whenever a father has moved on to a new relationship, the mother becomes difficult and visitation rights are often affected.  Here is my suggestion if you encounter this problem:

   Suggested solution: Don’t feel guilty, because you have a right to move on with your life.  Try to avoid calling your child from your girlfriend’s house because the mother’s phone might have caller ID and this is where the drama usually occurs.  You have a responsibility to the person you are involved with to shield her from this problem (see chapter-Shielding your mate from the drama) as best as you can.  Also, unless you have a good relationship with the mother, avoid allowing your new mate to do such things as, bringing your child back to the mother’s home after you have spent time with your child or taking your child to the mother’s home when visiting your child.  If you find your level of interaction with your child is now being interrupted by the mother because of your new relationship, I would suggest going to court with a detailed visitation plan. 

5) Mother and child relocate without informing you of the new location.

   Suggested solution: If you did not claim to be the father of your child in the hospital when the hospital social worker came to you and the mother after your child was born, you did not establish paternity.  Therefore, if you did not establish paternity you must file an Order of Affiliation in Family Court.  This document will establish you as the legal father of your child. 

 Second, try to find the whereabouts of your child’s mother. The best suggestion I can give to find your child would be to hire a private investigator. If you find your child and they have not resided in that particular state for six months you should contact an attorney immediately.  If they have resided in that state longer than six months, you will have to file for an Order of Visitation with in that state.

6) You may have a court Order of Visitation for every other weekend and the mother sends the child not properly groomed for example, with hair not combed, or clothes dingy or dirty.
   A father named Larry contacted my program and was furious because he knew he had purchased nice clothing for his daughter.  Yet, whenever he arrived at the mother’s home for visitation, his daughter was dressed inappropriately.  This is a tactic used to punish fathers.  However, this is the way you can counteract this negative behavior:  

   Suggested solution: If you have to pick your child up from the mother’s or maternal grandparents’ home, you should carry lotion, wipes, a brush, comb and a change of clothes.

7) Your child informs you that the mother makes negative comments about you.
    I told a father one time, there was very little he could do to prevent his son from hearing negative things about him when he was not around.  The best way to combat this is first being consistent with your visits and spending quality time with your child.  During your quality time make sure you express verbal statements of love.  In doing so, you will give your child a sense of security.  I did this with my daughter and our bond has withstood all the negative statements she heard about me.

8) The mother attempts to turn your child against you by stating you walked away, when in fact she instructed you to stop visiting your child.

   Suggested solution: Simple, don’t ever give up on your child! 

9) Mother blatantly disobeys a court order of visitation. 

   Suggested solution: File a Violation of Visitation order at family court.

10) Mother does not inform you of such things as the child’s graduation, hospitalization, or car accidents.

   Suggested solution: You can request medical and school information on a Visitation Order.  This request can be stated during the visitation procedure. 

VISITATION CASES

In my final visitation case (2001) before I was awarded extra time with my daughter, I represented myself.  How did I pull this off without an attorney?  Well, I knew the basics of what to request regarding visitation cases. Here are a few suggestions:

1.  Ask to place your name on your child’s emergency forms in school.

2. You can ask/request to pick your child up on Fridays after school and drop her/him off again at school on Monday mornings.  You can also request a day during the off-week if you have every-other-weekend visitation.  Finally, if you live far away from where you must pick your child up, make sure to state that you want an hour’s grace period to pick up and drop off your child.  Sadly, many mothers report it when a father is late for pickup or drop off, and this can be viewed as a violation in Family Court.   

3. If you want, you can ask to be notified about all your child’s school activities and pertinent meetings.

4. If the mother changed your child’s last name on school records to her name, you can request that the name be changed back to your last name—but only if the child has your last name appearing on the birth certificate.  Give a copy of your child’s birth certificate to the attendance office.

5. You can request to be with your child on all major holidays--Thanksgiving, Christmas and Father’s day.  Make sure the Final Order does not say “As parties would agree.”  If you and the mother could agree, you would not be in court.  You want the order to read “Father is to have all Father’s Day holidays with the child.”

6. You can request three weeks’ to one-month’s vacation time during the summer season.

7. You can ask the judge to make sure the mother does not relocate 15 miles outside of the state.  Mothers often relocate after ending a relationship with their child(ren’s) father.

8. You can request joint legal custody if you are not satisfied with sole custody.

9. Write out what you want on index cards so when it is time for you to make your requests you will not forget anything.  Remember, in many cases, you will not have much time to stand before the judge.  

10. ALWAYS, ALWAYS, read your Final Order carefully.  Family Court is notorious for making mistakes on the Final Order.  If it does, immediately go back to court and inform the clerk that a mistake was made on your Final Order.

In 1996, when I was in Family Court for the first time, many things were spoken in regards to holidays, telephone contact, etc.  However, they were not included in the Final Order.  Guess what?  Because I didn’t know I had thirty days to correct the error made by Family Court, I spent the next three years trying to serve the mother to extend my visitation time and gain more rights.   

11. Keep a written log.  For example, if you have a court order stating you are allowed to call your child, and the mother or another maternal relative violates the order, do not respond by arguing and cursing.  Instead, go to court and file a Violation of Visitation Order.  Follow this procedure for any violation, such as the way your child is dressed (take pictures), statements your child may make, or statements or threats made by secondary family members (maternal grandparents, uncles, etc).

12. When you serve court papers, make life easier for yourself and pay a process server to ensure that the papers are served.  The cost can range from $45 to $75.

13.  If you have every other weekend visitation and your child’s mother states she wants you to keep the child until Monday, my advice to you is to have her put the request in writing. Why?  My daughter’s mother made the same request to me, asking my attorney and me to take temporary custody of my daughter.  My attorney stated it would be in my best interest to have something in writing.  Apparently, many mothers make the request to fathers to keep the child an extra day and if the father obliges, the mother would go to the local police station to report that the father kidnapped the child.  Furthermore, according to my former attorney if you are reported to the court for a violation of the order you could lose your visitation rights for up to one year.  

14. If your child’s mother disappears with your child and you have her Social Security number, think about hiring a private investigator to assist you in locating your child.  Before you begin the process of looking for your child I suggest you go to court and file for visitation/joint legal custody if you have not done so already.  Please make sure you have established paternity before this process.  If you are not clear about how to do this process, seek legal consultation before doing so.  

15. You can also tell the judge that the mother relocated with your child without informing you.  Then refer to request # 7. 

Success story

  A father we will call Dennis contacted my program.  He stated he wanted visitation time with his son and the mother did not approve of his request.  Apparently the mother was threatening to leave the state and I advised him he should go to court immediately and inform the court. I sent him requests he should ask for in his visitation case.  He went to court only to find the mother had an attorney and they already had his visitation agreement written.  All he had to do was sign it.  However, the visitation only included every other weekend and holidays as parties would agree, which is a trap.  The “as parties would agree” is a trap because if you and the mother could agree would you be in court?  He wisely refused to sign and contacted me.  To make a long story short, he went back to court with the list you are now looking at and received ninety percent of his requests. He did this without an attorney! FATHERS HAVE RIGHTS AND KNOWLEDGE IS POWER!

As a female family member or significant other, remember that family court is a process that will test a man’s patience and emotional endurance.  Many men quit after several un-productive outcomes in family court.  You must stress to him that there probably will be no more important battle than that of fighting for the right to be with his child.  Let him also know that you are standing by him and support his efforts to be an involved father.

