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Chapter 20:A Daughter’s Life
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I wrote this book to give you freedom. I want you to have freedom from the grip of your crazy or painful childhood. I found freedom for myself. I have helped others find it. And now I want you to have it.
This book is my journey of identifying, healing, and moving on from the legacy of a crazy family.
It is my story of being raised in a crazy family. Then it is my story of becoming a crazy parent. And finally, it is my story of breaking the cycle.
As a mom I struggled in my relationships with my daughters; as a therapist, I have had the opportunity to see my own story reflected back to me in many of the lives of my clients. A graduate school research project launched me into finding a path out of the generational craziness that was my legacy.
I share with you the healing that I have experienced. I want you to know the healing that is possible for you and your family. I want to help you to stop family craziness for the next generation.
Were you like me? Did you promise that you would be a different kind of parent than your mom and dad? I’ll show you how those promises are actually keeping you stuck in your painful childhood. Are you feeling disappointment and frustration with yourself as well as with your own kids? I’ve been there, too. I’ll help you see how your childhood experiences are feeding your frustrations, how your parents’ childhood impacted the way they parented you and how your childhood impacts the way you parent your children.
You will recognize how the behaviors you used as a kid to keep yourself safe and sane are the same behaviors that are blocking your relationships today. Because your family environment, for whatever reason, was not able to meet your needs, you were left with a void—an injury. That injury needs to be healed.
In this book, we are going to look at our relationships with our children. But as you will see, all of our relationships have been impacted by our crazy childhoods. Most importantly, our childhood has shaped our relationship with ourselves.
You were drawn to the title of this book for a reason. You are reading this preface for a reason. Know that when the student is ready, the teacher appears. You are ready, that is why you picked up my book. Let Not Like My Mother be your teacher.
Blessings,
Irene Tomkinson, MSW
February 18, 2007
Parenting—When Is the Job Done?
Our Christmas letter would have looked like a script for the Jerry Springer show!
I was 51 years old and in my last year of graduate school. As a final research project, my professor suggested to the class that we research a question that personally challenged us. “What are you always asking yourself?” he queried. My silent response was immediate: Parenting— when is the job done? Just as automatic was my answer … never! At the time my daughters were 31 and 32.
I thought I was joking. But the more I examined the question, the more I knew I was serious. I wanted the answer. Ok. I didn’t expect the “job” to be done. But when would it be easy or fun again? Why had parenting become such a frustrating experience for me? It was fun when the girls were young. I did feel successful then. However, after they reached adolescence, all bets were off. What happened? I used to be their hero. Now we had difficulty being in the same car for a trip to the mall.
I was a woman who knew success. I was confident in a variety of areas of my life, both professional and personal. Yet, in my relationships with my daughters, I seldom felt competent. The one thing in life I wanted to do perfectly, I feared I was ultimately blowing. Maybe I hadn’t completely blown it, but I never arrived at any sustained sense of “Yes, Irene—job well done!”
I continually saw any pain or struggle experienced by my daughters, Lynn and Shawn Mary, as evidence of my failure. I felt frustration and guilt. I was convinced that if I had done my job right, they would be happy.
I easily became frustrated and irritated with each of them and they with me. Somewhere between playing with LEGOs and blowing out their thirteen birthday candles, we went from “Mommy, I’m never going to leave you,” to “Mom, I can’t wait to move out and never have to listen to you again.” I often had a hard time hearing them because I was screaming something loving like, “Puhleeze let me help you pack!”
I was sick and tired of the dance we danced. How was this happening? I aggravated them the way my mom aggravated me. They hated my “nagging” the way I hated my mom’s “preaching.” And I was seeing their choices as clearly self-destructive and self-sabotaging. If they used their heads, I would not have to lose my temper. I could sleep at night. Whenever they were faced with a life challenge and I felt they made a poor choice, I would turn the situation into “I didn’t do the mother job right”! I had worked so hard for things to be different from my adolescence. And now they are adults and we are still fighting. How could it be going so wrong, so often, and for so long?
Sometimes I secretly wondered if the frustration and disappointment I felt meant I didn’t love my daughters. I didn’t buy that. Sure I wanted to kill them, but hey, I always loved them. I loved their talents and intelligence. I loved their creativity and sense of humor. I loved their hearts, each different, yet each beautiful. I respected their honesty and their wonderful sense of adventure.
I just yearned to be free from judgment and friction. I didn’t want any more conflict. I wanted to be lovingly detached...not be so involved or easily upset. My mothering needed a tad more Mother Theresa and a lot less Lizzy Borden. I also did not want one more argument with my husband about the girls or my interactions with them. There had to be a better way than the way our family was communicating. I wanted the damn manual. Please God, let me stop being jealous of anyone who chose not to have children. The bad news was my desperation. The good news was the willingness and motivation my desperation gave me. I would do whatever I needed to do. I wanted to know what other parents were doing right. What did they know that I didn’t?
So who knew? Who could tell me what sane relationships between parents and grown children should look like and how could I learn to bring some of that health into my family?
For years I hated Christmas letters. The truth is I hated and liked them at the same time. I liked catching up on the lives of friends I might only hear from once a year. What I hated was the contrast I noted between the perfect lives portrayed in those letters and the way my family was trudging along.
I read those photocopied holiday letters as if they were job performance reviews from the successful parents. They were the parents who were doing the job right! I figured the folks who sent those letters were making a public announcement on snowflake-trimmed paper that they were in the “good parents club.” Yearly they listed their offspring’s accomplishments in print. Their kids finished high school with awards and scholarships, graduated college in four years, acquired high paying jobs with good benefits, and, of course, were involved in meaningful volunteer work. (What, no cures for cancer? No one nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize?) From where I sat, those letters arrived like an annual indictment clearly stating—Irene, you didn’t do it right.
Meanwhile, back at our house, my girls had struggled with adolescent rebellion and substance abuse. They dropped in and out and back into college. And like many of their peers, they found it difficult to make ends meet financially.
As a family, poor communication skills and a demanding genetic pool challenged us all. Alcoholism and its many DNA cousins reached back in my family and my ex-husband, Kevin’s family as far as the twinkle in our blarney-filled Irish eyes could see. If I had sent a family Christmas letter, it would have looked like a script for The Jerry Springer Show.
What did these Christmas-letter-parents know that I didn’t? I had all the best intentions. I wanted as much for my kids as anyone else. What were my second husband, David and I doing wrong? How come we were sooo not a Christmas-letter-family? What was missing? Those damn letters were the final push. I was going to find a better way.
I was on a mission. My plan was to use my graduate school research project as an excuse to interview 100 parents with grown children between the ages of 16-85 plus. It all seemed quite simple to me. I would ask each of the 100 parents to share with me what they thought worked well in their relationships with their grown children. Basically, I was collecting how-to recipes for getting along with your grown kids.
I figured by the end of the semester I would not only have finished the class requirement but, as an added bonus, I would have unlocked the secrets of the “good parents.” I likened it to when Lynn and Shawn Mary were little and I went to Dr. Benjamin Spock’s book for answers. I was excited to begin.
I was ready to record the great gems, pass my project with flying colors, and, best of all, have a workable game plan for my own family.
Well, as most things in life go, it wasn’t that simple. I asked, but these parents didn’t know. Over and over again, parents would answer my inquiry with, “Hmmmm, what works well in my relationship with my kids? I could better tell you what doesn’t work.” Few could tell me what worked and those that tried were vague. Many of the people I interviewed felt the same sense of disappointment I felt. In a matter of minutes, parents opened up as if they had been waiting with heavy luggage for a shuttle bus or porter. They were looking for some relief from their burden. They very much needed to unload. I was surprised, and truth be told—validated. They felt much like I did.
People shared painful family arguments that had left tension and wounds between themselves and their children. They shared how they worried about their grown children’s choices and lifestyles. These parents fretted over what they could do to help. Others described tiptoeing around their kids so as not to rock the relationship boat. Parents talked about money issues they had with their kids and how often that led to arguments with their spouses—“You give the kids too much money,” or “When do we say no?” or “Why are you so cheap?” or “We need to help them.” It went on and on.
Many of these volunteer research participants complained that their kids only called when they wanted something. They also struggled with their kids’ lifestyles and the way grandchildren were being raised. They unanimously felt some responsibility for any pain or unhappiness they perceived their adult children were experiencing. And everyone at some time or another felt guilt for the way they had parented. No one described easy, flowing, comfortable relationships with their kids.
What was going on? This couldn’t be the story for everyone. I was sure someone somewhere was having an easy go of it. Someone must be enjoying the ride. Who was writing those Christmas letters?
Then it happened. While reading Steven Covey’s book, Seven Habits of Highly Effective Families, a light went on that illuminated my dilemma. Steven referred to his childhood and how much he had wanted to give his own children the same experience he had growing up. He admired and wanted to emulate his mom and dad. Some of his frustrations were with the state of the world and how it differs from when he was a boy. He felt it was much more challenging, given today’s world, to be an effective parent. He believed that his parents lived in an easier time.
There it was! Bingo! Double whammy! I lived in the same turbulent time as Steven, but I did not have a good model for parenting. So that was how he got the instruction manual! His parents gave it to him. I did not want to parent the way I was parented. I wanted just the opposite of what I experienced as a child. I parented from a determination that my daughters would not have the same family experience I had.
If you are like Steven Covey, pleased with the way you were raised by your parents, you modeled your parenting after your own childhood experience. (And you are probably not reading this book.)
On the other hand, if you did not agree with the way you were parented, if you felt that your parents didn’t meet your needs as a kid, then you either committed to not having children or to parent the opposite of your parents. Your reference point for parenting was your own childhood, your history. Your eyes were on the past. This is not a bad thing if the past gives you a good example. But if your past was filled with the hurt and pain of unmet childhood needs and you were determined to “do it differently,” then therein lies the problem— knowing what you don’t want to do was not a plan and still isn’t.
Can you imagine trying to build a house and the only instructions you have for the contractor is a list of what you don’t want? The list may offer a bit of help but certainly is incomplete at best. And, ladies and gentlemen, that was my parenting agenda in a nutshell. I wanted my kids to have a completely different childhood experience than I had. I did not want their family experience to be like mine. I was well-versed in what I did not want for my kids.
Interviewing parents further showed me I was not alone. The majority of parents I spoke with felt the same way. (Note: Many of the people I used in my research project readily identified themselves as growing up in family environments that they described as crazy or dysfunctional). You grew up in a crazy family if you had a family environment that did not feel safe; a family that, for whatever reason, was not able to give you the physical or emotional support that you needed to thrive and flourish.
I didn’t write this book to convince you that you did or didn’t grow up in a crazy family. But if you identify with the idea of growing up in a crazy family, a family that was not able to meet your needs as a kid, then know it or not, you have an agenda you are looking for your kids to fulfill. The voids left from our unmet childhood needs set impossible unspoken agendas for us as adults. These old wounds continue to hold us hostage and make many decisions for us in all our relationships without our acknowledgement or permission. This phenomenon is particularly true as we parent.
When our kids don’t fulfill our agendas (and they won’t because it is an impossible task, and also it is not their job), then we feel incomplete, frustrated, and inadequate. We know something is wrong. We can’t define it. In the meantime, we make do. We try to live with it. We wiggle and squirm in it. But we don’t know what the it is. Is it us? Is it them? We say things we don’t want to say. We react and spin dramas and crises reminiscent of our own childhoods while the circumstances appear completely different.
We swing from blaming our kids for the craziness, to ourselves, to God, to sugarcoated cereals and the damn television. All the while our relentless self-critic convinces us we aren’t doing the parenting job right. Many of us figured it was just a matter of doing the job differently than our parents. But we can’t do anything from what we don’t want. We can’t order dinner in a restaurant, we can’t buy clothes, we can’t find friends, we can’t build a house, we can’t move forward. What we don’t want is not a plan. It is not a blueprint or a model. It is a setup for staying stuck in our history. It keeps us focused on our past. It keeps us stalled in the childhood we wanted to escape.
Through my research, my workshops, and, of course, by making lots of mistakes with my kids, I have learned the importance of separating “my childhood story” from my parenting. It is in our childhoods where our “crazy” agendas are set. I didn’t know I had an agenda left over from my childhood that I was looking for my kids to fulfill. I sincerely thought I wanted them to be or do anything they could possibly imagine. If that were true, then what agenda did I have for them?
To acknowledge the agenda I had for my kids, I needed to meet my own story. I had to collect my own history. I could not just cut back the dead overgrowth. I had to dig up the roots and turn the soil. Until we own our history, until we recognize how our childhood experience landed on us, we cannot know ourselves. We can’t know what we did with our experiences; we cannot be present to effectively participate in any of our relationships, especially our relationships with our children.
I had enough frustration and pain to make me willing to learn whatever I needed to learn, in order that I might understand what I was doing wrong. Eventually, the “Idea Angels” got through my thick defenses. When the student is ready, the teacher appears. I became the student, and teachers in many forms did indeed appear. My research had boiled down to a case study and I was the patient.
I did answer the question, “Parenting—when is the job done?” But more than when, I answered the question—how. This book is the answer. With the help and trust of many wonderful and courageous workshop participants, clients, family, friends, twelve-step recovery programs, and the grace of the healing energy of the Universe, I found a path for healing. I found a path for confidence. I am no longer up to my ankles in the mud of insecurity. I am standing on dry, solid ground in my relationships with each of my grown daughters and their spouses. David (who adopted Lynn and Shawn Mary when they were 6 and 7) and I are no longer arguing about my interactions with the girls. Along the way, the process graced me with the bonus and blessing of a permanent healing of my own childhood wounds.
I didn’t find the cure for aging or the quick way to miracle weight loss. What I found was a way out of my history and into the present. The journey took me from my head—through my fear—to my heart. As Anne Lamott in her book Plan B says, “It is not a journey of descent but a journey of ascent.” On the way, I cleared a lot of dead brush and weeds, making a clearing that has opened up room for me.
My parenting future has been opened wide to the light of today. I am now able to take up space in my own life as never before. I have found peace. I will always be my daughters’ mother. What has changed is that I am a mother I like being, no longer a mother in yesterday, but rather a mother in today. Not the mother I needed, I am the mother they need. Along the way, I found me.
Authors’ Note
I have put a question at the end of each chapter for you to contemplate. Good therapists, like good consultants, don’t have the right answers—they have the right questions. You have your own answers. You only need to be willing to sit with the questions.
Questions that are the most uncomfortable for us to sit with are usually questions that are forcing us to step out of our comfort zone. Human beings dislike change. We will go towards what is familiar before we will go towards joy.
A question for reflection …
How much pain do you need before you will change?
If you are inclined, write about it.
A recommendation:
Write on unlined paper because, without limitations, much more will be revealed to you.
How A Family Gets To Be Crazy?
People run away from their painful feelings.
So here is how my story began. I’ll give you the short version because it is the only version I know. Should I start by saying once upon a time?
My father, James Joseph Smith, was sent to Sing Sing prison in Ossining, New York at the age of 16 for some petty teenage crime. In 1922, kids were not separated from the adult inmate population. While serving his time, he was raped. He murdered the man who raped him, and for that offense, fifteen more years were added to his sentence.
Mary Diaz, my mom, was born in New Bedford, Massachusetts in 1919. When Mom was eight years old, her mother died of tuberculosis. Shortly after the death of my grandmother, Mom was sexually abused by a day laborer who worked in my grandfather’s bakery. My grandfather, filled with the pain of losing his wife and my mother’s abuse, turned his feelings into a blistering hate for America. He then packed up his business, his home, my mother, and her baby sister and moved his life back to Portugal, his homeland. The year was 1930.
My grandfather was a man who spoke with his fists and punctuated his communication with the belt from his pants. My grandfather was also a man who lived by the rules of his Portuguese father. He owned his land, his home, his hired help, and his children. They would do as he said or pay the consequences. He saw no practical use for women to be educated. Motivated by rage-filled determination, Mom held on tight to her goal of returning to her birthplace. Fourteen years after leaving America, she made her way back to what she calls, “My United States.”
In 1944, at age 25, disowned by her father, Mom arrived in New York City by boat from Lisbon. World War II was coming to an end. My father, fresh from prison and mother, just off the boat from Lisbon, met while working in the garment industry of Manhattan. They helped to manufacture teddy bears.
I call it date rape. Mom says, “Your father forced himself on me.” Whatever the circumstances, I came nine months later. They married in August in a civil ceremony at the city hall of Yonkers, New York. I was born in November. Mom was so filled with shame that she later had her picture taken in a white wedding gown by a professional photographer. I always wondered why there was only that one professional picture of her wedding and no pictures of the cake or guests or my father. She said the other pictures were destroyed in a basement flood. I was in my early thirties when she shared the truth.
Their union produced one more child—my younger sister, Dorothy. My father numbed his feelings, his pain, with compulsive gambling, and Mom looked for relief in another relationship. By the time I was three years old, my parents separated. Mom moved Dotty and me to Glen Burnie, Maryland and into her next marriage. We never saw our father again.
Throughout her life, Mom chased her childhood dream of having a picture perfect family. She imagined a faithful, loving husband by her side, a pretty house with a picket fence, and family always present. She could not tolerate being alone. She often said, “My fear of loneliness is like a disease.” Mom’s loneliness was a hole; a void left by the death of my grandmother. Mom’s fear of emotional pain kept her from ever completing the grieving process. She didn’t allow herself to feel (and thus identify and finish) the emotional pain she suffered as a child when her mother died.
Without embracing her childhood emotional pain, Mom had no information to allow her to unlock the wounded little girl trapped inside of her own heart. Without acknowledgment of her painful feelings, Mom was not able to give herself the compassion she deserved. Consequently, her grief was never finished. Mom just dragged it around for her entire life. Instead of owning and releasing her painful feelings, she buried the pain alive in a back drawer of her subconscious.
The intense longing for the connection and family she never had as a child, blinded her to reality. She chased her dream through six husbands: Manuel, James, Tony, Jack, Stewart, and John; through five states, and through numerous addresses until she ran smack into the middle of Alzheimer’s disease, where she still resides today.
This quote from Karen Casey’s book, Each Day A New Beginning, puts it all in a sentence—“The only pain we can avoid is the pain we get into trying to avoid pain.”
My name, Irene, was my maternal grandmother’s name. If Mom couldn’t have her mother, at least she could have me. Mother never recognized what responsibility she handed me when she had me christened as Irene. She thought she was honoring her mother.
Mom was not able to see what burden she placed on me because she was too wrapped up in surviving. From childhood, she had insulated herself in an effort to survive the pain of her mom’s death. She built her defense systems, as we all do, to ward off her original emotional pain. She had no understanding of the price she and others paid for the numbing. She was much too afraid to do any digging and to find out.
Unfortunately, our culture views numbing difficult feelings as a sign of strength. We believe surviving means our pain must be shut out. Our mental health medical system is based on containing and numbing feelings. We have an entire pharmaceutical industry built on keeping us away from pain—physical, as well as emotional. To disconnect from our hurtful feelings, we must disconnect from our bodies. We have to live in our heads. Whatever we use, be it fantasy or drugs, food or gambling, work or relationship addiction; when we are living from our heads and out of our bodies, we are separated from our knowing, from our intuition, and from our wisdom.
We fear that if we allow ourselves to feel our pain, “to go there”—we will die. It will “kill us.” We are convinced that we will become some kind of emotional roadkill. Sadly, the opposite is true. Buried feelings are what kill, and buried emotional pain passes on from generation to generation.
Author’s Note
How do you feel about the use of the word “pain” in this context? Before I realized how much my childhood had impacted me emotionally, I thought anyone that talked about their emotional pain had an attitude problem. I could only understand pain as physical. I was very blocked.
A question to contemplate …
What childhood feelings or pain did your parents run from?
Identities Out Of Childhood Experience
Shame doesn’t say we did something wrong … shame says we are something wrong.
-John Bradshaw
Throughout my life, I have been told I was a born teacher. Teaching comes easy to me. I have the ability to explain complicated concepts in a way that others can readily understand. I learned this skill young and out of necessity. In 1952, seven years old and a third grader, I had the most formal education in my family. If mom was in-between husbands, I was elevated to partner and confidant.
During those times, it was my job to explain things to her. For example, she needed me to clarify what the teachers wanted and why. I would translate what people meant by their humor and wisecracks. She used me as a sounding board for her worries and financial insecurity. She shared and layered me with her loneliness and anger. I collected the bittersweet responsibility tangled in her words, “I don’t know what I would do without my Irene.” I used the collection to build an identity. I was learning a role that I played in all of my relationships for most of my life.
When mom had a husband (my current stepfather, John, excluded), everything changed. The man was elevated to the head of the household. I was demoted. I was expected to get back in line, squeeze myself into her “perfect family picture” and be a dutiful daughter and stepdaughter. She’d be particularly happy if I called the new man “Daddy.” She struggled to keep us all fed and continually worked to explain why we girls should understand the foul moods of our stepfathers.
John, my mother’s sixth husband, has been an earth angel for me. My mom and John were married when I was already out of the house and had children of my own. John was the only man mom married who didn’t have a temper. In this marriage, mom became the abuser. She became paranoid and attacked with harsh criticisms. Mom physically punished John’s children inappropriately. Like her with her father, John’s children could not wait to move away as soon as they were old enough. John and mom are still married today, 39 years later.
Public schools and the Roman Catholic Church were our bedrocks. Everywhere we moved, Mom would immediately register us in the nearest school and find the closest church. Frequently, we heard the story of how she fought to get back to America from Portugal so that her children could be born where education and the church were free for all, including girls. Mom made sure that we had what she longed for as a child—a public school education and the Catholic Church— the church of her mother, Irene Diaz. Mom may have had only a small amount of education, but to her credit, she figured out how to get us what she had always wanted. This was the same church that her father hated and forbade my mother to attend. Mom often questioned if a priest might have abused her father when he was a boy. She felt that his rage against the church was mysteriously loaded.
I never met my grandfather. He didn’t want anything to do with my mother or her children because she went against his will and moved back to America. He never changed his mind. Mom was secure that she had given us a better childhood than she had because she didn’t die and leave us motherless, and because she made sure we attended school. She believed she had given us what we needed, and in many ways she did. We were well-versed in the public education of the 50s and 60s—a time when kids and teachers were safe in the buildings, when the only illegal drugs were Luden’s cough drops, and suspension meant you had been caught chewing gum. It was safe and all quite insulated from today’s harsh realities.
My childhood Catholicism taught me to honor the Holy Family. I learned to love Jesus and his father, Joseph, and especially his virgin mother, Mary. The church saw to it that I learned what God did and did not expect from me.
I learned early that we were a second class Catholic family. When other parishioners rose and walked up to the altar with their heads bowed and hands clasped in prayer, my mom dutifully stayed in her pew, keeping her head bowed, knowing she was not welcome to receive the sacrament of Holy Communion—after all, she was a divorcée, and the divorced were not allowed to receive Communion. Thank goodness no one knew how many times. Nevertheless, we were tainted. Mom had committed an unpardonable mortal sin, and we were the sinner’s kids.
With the emphasis on education and attendance at Mass, my sisters and I grew up to be women with advanced degrees, both in academics and shame. To paraphrase John Bradshaw from Healing the Shame That Binds You, shame doesn’t say we did something wrong. Shame says we are something wrong.
A question for reflection …
What shame did you carry out of your childhood? How does it express itself in your life today?
Stepfather and Feelings
Anger is always on top of fear, sadness, hurt or all three.
Dotty and I were 6 and 7 when Jack showed up in our lives. He brought Easter baskets for us. Tony, Mom’s third husband to whom she was married at the time, was in the Merchant Marines and out to sea on a six month tour of duty. I was nervous that Tony might find out Mom had a man visiting our house on Easter Sunday morning. I had good reason to be anxious. Before Jack was ever in the picture, I was awakened in the middle of the night by Mom’s screams of, “Stop hitting me, you bastard.” I remember scrambling down the hallway of our tiny track ranch house just in time to watch Tony, in a fit of rage, push my mother through our living room window. I didn’t know what Mom had done to make Tony push her through the window, but I knew Mom would be in even bigger trouble if Tony found out Jack was at our house. Mom kept making choices that made it difficult for me to keep her safe.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/62253 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!