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INTRODUCTION






COULD THIS BE YOU?

You never worried about an empty nest. All
the years they were growing up, you fantasized about what you'd do
when they finally did. Turn their rooms into dens, studios, gyms,
home offices. Find a full tank of gas in your car, and the radio
tuned to golden oldies instead of heavy metal. Keep a quart of
Haagen-Dazs in the freezer for more than a day and never discover
an empty jar of peanut butter in the back of the cupboard. Take a
second honeymoon. Quit, start, or change your job. Sell the house.
Buy a condo. Move to Florida. Take a trip on a freighter. Enjoy
life— after all, you're entitled.

Your children are gone now, but you're still
picking up after them; when you took down the posters and pennants
and remodeled his room, you found three plastic retainers he swore
were either lost on the bus, eaten by the dog, or fell out of his
mouth from the top of the Washington Monument during his class
trip.

You still have those raffia table runners
your daughter made the summer Herb wanted to air-condition the
bed¬room but you sent her to Camp Lottadough instead because her
best friend was going; the girls stopped speaking to each other the
first week, but the mercury didn't get below ninety until Labor
Day.

There's still a basketball hoop on the garage
door, and when the kids in the neighborhood come over to use it,
you don't even mind that endless repetitive thud that once drove
you crazy. There are still all those marks on the back of the
dining-room door, starting knee high and ending two inches over
your head, and you can't bring yourself to paint over them. You
have a garage full of sleds, bikes, and racquets and an attic
crammed with cribs, clothes, and blocks that you're saving, please
God, for the grandchildren. A certificate of appreciation for years
of dedicated service as a den mother, and a dozen Star Wars cookie
molds. Home movies, scrapbooks, and memories…lots of memories.

The days and nights of their childhood are
long gone, but the year still starts for you in September and ends
in June, and you still wake up at five of seven wondering if they
took their lunches. When you hear an ambulance siren in the
distance, you do a quick mental inventory— where are the
children?—even though your son is climb¬ing a mountain in Nepal and
your daughter the lawyer is working herself to death at a big firm
three time zones away.

It's just what Herb said when the kids were
here for Thanksgiving: By the time they're old enough to be good
company, By the time they're old enough to be good company, they
leave home.






MAYBE THIS IS JUST A STAGE YOU'RE GOING
THROUGH

It certainly is, and it's called
postparenthood.

Postparenthood starts when the children
leave, and lasts until you do. It's the final evolution of your
role as a mother and theirs as children, regardless of how old they
are or how often you see them.

Dr. Spock never mentioned this stage, and
neither do any of the other books. Once you've weathered their
ado¬lescence, you're on your own. The assumption is that if you've
done your job right, you don't need any advice on creating and
sustaining a lively, mutual, affectionate relationship with your
adult children.

But that's not so. Being a postparent
requires a different set of skills, new rules for new roles. It
requires a delicate balance between letting go and holding on, a
careful cal¬ibration of acknowledgment and inclusion. Because even
if your kids are out of your house, they're still in your heart,
and they always will be.

What all those other books never told you is
that these can be the best years of your life with your children.
That this can be the time when all your sacrifice, hard work, and
love pay off. When you and they can finally be friends. People who
would like each other even if they weren't related. Who would call
each other just to talk, even when it wasn't somebody's birthday or
a major holi¬day. Who would be there for each other in good times
and bad. Who would stay close even if distance separates you,
connected by bonds of love, not guilt or duty. Who would link each
other to the past and the future, which is the real meaning of
family, and the closest we get to immortality.






IS THIS BOOK FOR YOU?

This book is for you if you want to stay in
their lives— and what mother doesn't?

If you raised your kids to be independent,
self-reliant, and think for themselves-and now you lie awake nights
worrying while they’re doing it.

If you're watching them make decisions about
jobs, careers, houses, spouses, children, money, and lifestyle, and
wondering if they're making the right ones.

If you're hurt because they don't ask your
advice, and not sure what to tell them—or how—if they do.

If you've never considered asking for theirs,
which is too bad, because nobody but a grown son will keep a car
salesman from talking you into a sports car, and only an adult
daughter can tell you your skirts are too short.

This book is for you if you want to get the
most out of the payoff years—if you want to keep your grown
children in your life in ways that can nurture and sustain you for
years to come.

There may be serious problems in their
lives—and yours—that stand in the way of a truly equal and mutual
relationship. Many of us, these days, are dealing with more than
just the normal friction that ensues when parents and adult
children change their accustomed roles and relationships. You may
be coping with the fallout from your fam¬ily's very troubled past,
or with present difficulties in your children's lives such as
substance abuse or mental or physical illness. If so, there are
resources available for more specialized help and support, which
are listed at the end of this book. Meanwhile there’s plenty in
these pages for all families who want a happier future
together.






YOU'RE STILL THEIR MOTHER

When my son was a baby, I noted each new
accomplish¬ment with pride and preserved it for posterity in his
baby book, on Super 8 and Kodachrome. And then I rushed to the
phone to share the news with my mother. The first word he ever said
was no, but she wasn't as thrilled as I was. "You were like that,
too," she said. "You always gave me an argument."

Yes, and I never won. Well, hardly ever. I
might have consensus, facts, and reason on my side, but it didn't
matter. She had the last word ... the last four words actually. She
never stopped saying them, no matter how old I was. Years after I
was an adult—a grandmother in fact—I went to visit her in Florida.
We went out for lunch, and when we ordered our meal, she not only
told the waiter to make sure there was no sesame oil in the salad
dressing, but also repeated the whole story of how I almost died
from teething on a sesame bagel when I was a baby. I squirmed in
embarrassment, but my mother was not to be quieted. "Would you
rather turn blue and choke and go into shock and have to be rushed
to the hospital just because they put sesame oil in the salad
dressing? You're all grown up now, a big shot, but just remember—"
Before she could finish her sentence, four blue-rinsed ladies at
the adjoining table did it for her: "She's still your mother," they
chanted.

With my own children I vowed I'd never stoop
that low. I would convince them of the rightness of my position
with facts, statistics, expert opinion—all the things that never
worked with my mother. But I soon learned that "I'm still your
mother," along with that other great non sequitur "Because I said
so," was as necessary to successful child raising as Dr. Spock. It
was a powerful, almost mythic incantation. It could stop arguments,
quell minor rebellions, and even make them stop whining and
pleading. And if it didn't work, you could always give in, which is
how my son finally got a dog and my daughter had her ears pierced.
(I was the one who had to take the dog out when it rained, and the
next thing I knew she had a nose ring, but don't get me
started)."Because I said so" loses its magic as soon as they
realize you're not going to cut them off at the knees, but "I'm
still your mother" lasts a lifetime—yours, not theirs. Once they're
grown up, they may not want to hear it, but that doesn't mean it's
not still true. You will be their mother as long as you live. And
if you follow the common- sense, time-tested advice in this book,
which covers the topics that often provoke conflict between
generations but can also be the source of great pride,
satisfaction, and delight, they'll want you to be. Because no
matter how independent they are, they need you. And no matter how
independent you are, you need them too.






















Chapter One

It Ain't Over Till It's Over

I sat on a park bench catching the
late-afternoon sun on a crisp fall day two years ago, hearing but
not really listening as three young mothers earnestly discussed
pacifiers, pre-schools, toilet training, and how to tell the mother
of the four-year-old bully that her child really needed
professional help-topics that have, blissfully, faded from my
memory.

I remembered days like this one, more than
two decades ago, days when the sunshine and sandbox were only a
pretext for my real agenda—the company of other women who were
dealing with problems like mine, coping with the same issues, and
sharing the same experiences. We were our own support group, long
before that concept was fashionable; we laughed, we cried, we
compared and commiserated, and then, as our kids grew older, we
drifted apart. Occasionally I'd run into one of them in the
supermarket or the library or at a cocktail party; we'd bring each
other up-to-date on our lives, pull out the snapshots in our
wallets, brag about how well our kids were doing, or lie about it
if they weren't.

I thought that day in the park about the fact
that I hardly ever talked to anyone anymore about my children. Oh,
I still showed the pictures, gave the vital statistics, and bragged
or lied as appropriate. But it was all surface stuff—not the real
feelings I had when she brought home her future husband and I
absolutely knew it was a mistake, or he dropped out of school and
into the Help Wanteds without a degree or credential in anything
except maybe Advanced Ski Bum, and I wondered what would ever
become of him. They were grown (nearly) and gone (mostly), and
although I thought about them often and worried about them
occasionally, I was supposed to be beyond all that. To do
otherwise—to dwell on or even mention my concerns about them, or my
confusion about who I was now that the key role by which I had
identified myself for so many years no longer fit—was, I assumed,
to invite scorn, and even pity. "Poor thing," I could imagine
people saying, "she just can't let go."

Since I have made a career of finding out and
writing about how other women are dealing with whatever life stage
I happen to be experiencing, I started keeping a file marked NLG
(Not Letting Go).That was the beginning of this book—that and the
evening that followed a few weeks later, when I looked up a dozen
of the women I used to know when our children were in the same
preschool or car pool or Little League, and put them together to
talk about what it's like to be what Peggy, who was my best friend
then and still is, calls Zombie Mothers.

We talked long into the night, consumed many
bottles of wine, shared our fears and our pains and our prides and
joys, laughed till we cried and cried till we had to laugh. It was
a high-estrogen event, a cross between a CR group and a twelve-step
meeting. Here are some of the things we said:

"I feel as if I've been struggling with some
of these issues and worries all by myself, and now that I know I'm
not the only one, I feel a lot better."

"The worst thing is when friends whose kids
are doing fine, or who don't have kids at all, tell me not to feel
what I'm feeling. They call me codependent. Well, I remember when
that was a good definition of being a mother!"

"We’re not supposed to worry, we’re not
supposed to feel guilty or responsible, and we're not supposed to
talk about the grandchildren. Now, in all your life you never saw
such beautiful kids....’






THE SILENT MINORITY: ISN'T HE STILL THEIR
FATHER TOO?

You may wonder where our children's fathers
are, at least in the pages of this book. Did all of us bring up our
kids alone, or are we coping with postparenthood by ourselves?

Not at all. I interviewed close to a hundred
mothers, and in a number of instances their husbands were also
present ... sort of. They were watching Monday-night football in
the den while we were talking in the kitchen. During half- time
they often wandered in and shared their wisdom and concerns. But I
wanted to describe as well as prescribe—to focus on the emotional
as well as the practical aspects of postparenthood, on how it feels
to be at this life stage as well as what to do about it. And since
men of our generation are still not comfortable talking about their
feelings, their wives often did or do it for them. Also, in keeping
with the statistical norms for this generation, over half of the
women I interviewed were or are divorced, which is why it may
sometimes sound like this is a book about single postparents. It
isn't. While you may not hear fathers' voices as clearly or as
often in these pages as you do mothers', it's not because they
couldn't get a word in edgewise or didn't have anything to say.
They could and they did, and some of the most sensible advice
herein is theirs.

A note about who the voices in this and the
following chapters belong to: Because so many people participated,
identifying them individually proved cumbersome. Also a significant
number of those I interviewed were concerned about protecting their
children's privacy. I wanted to honor that confidentiality and also
to include as many different voices as possible, so rather than
create composites, which blur authenticity, I chose instead to set
their remarks off in italics. But it is important to understand who
these people are—to describe the sample, as sociologists say—and
indicate what, besides grown kids, we have in common.






POSTPARENTS—WHO WE ARE

Our offspring range in age from twenty to
thirty-five. We live in cities and suburbs, are mostly college
educated, and predominately middle-class, although that
classification, economically at least, stretches from just getting
by to quite comfortable, thank you. Eighty percent of us are white,
20 percent black, Asian, and Hispanic, and most of us are in our
fifties. All but a handful work outside the home, though many of us
didn't join the labor force until our kids were in school, and
those who don't have paid jobs now are active community volunteers
or are enrolled in academic programs. We are a generation on the
cusp—as Barbara Raskin said in her novel Hot Flashes, we were the
last women to get dressed up to go to the airport. We came to
adult¬hood between the late-fifties and sixties and were just
settling into our grown-up lives by the time the great social
upheavals of the era occurred. The defining ideologies of that
period—especially feminism, the sexual revolution, and the
human-potential movement—changed our lives in ways we could not
have imagined.

We never expected to have to support
ourselves, but we were propelled by need or desire into the job
market. We married in our early twenties, but a number of us were
divorced because we grew in different directions, or we needed our
own space, or he did—it's been so long we can't remember. We had
little or no sexual experience before marriage and assumed we'd
have only one, lifetime sexual partner, but if we divorced, we had
more of those than we care to remember now, and if we didn't, we're
slightly envious of those who did (not enough to leave our
husbands, though). We are the children of parents who lived through
the Great Depression and a world war and who raised us with the
assurance that if we worked hard, got a decent education and a
steady job, and followed the rules, our lives would turn out
okay.

That nebulous concept "happiness" was not in
our parents' vocabulary—security was the goal that was held out to
us. "Whoever said you're supposed to be happy?" is a refrain that
many of us heard over and over again while we were growing up. And
while the values, morals, and attitudes of the society in which we
were raising our children were turned upside down, even the most
traditional and conservative among us began to answer that refrain
with a question of our own: "Who says you're not?"






WHAT WE WANT FOR OUR CHILDREN

The first key finding that emerged from all
of the interviews I conducted delineates a value shift that has
occurred in a generation poised midway between two very different
lifestyles: While financial security, marital stability, and career
achievement were the primary goals our parents had for us, what we
want most for our children is the fulfillment of their personal,
individual potential, which is what we call happiness.

Believing initially that this slightly New
Age concept was a West Coast phenomenon, I expanded my interviewing
to include a more geographically and culturally diverse
population—women who think a channeler is what you use to switch TV
stations, who remember Shirley MacLaine when she only had one life,
who'd never have been caught dead in an encounter group. But
although the words var¬ied—self-esteem, satisfaction, feeling okay
about oneself, being comfortable in one's own skin, being in touch
with one's feelings, being centered—the meaning was clear.

"My mother used to say, I don't care what you
do as long as you're happy.' But what she really meant was, 'Marry
a man with a good job, get a teaching degree so you'll always have
something to fall back on if he gets sick or dies, keep your figure
so he won't leave you, and never buy anything on credit.' But
security is an illusion. In the end the only thing you really have
to fall back on is yourself. And that's what I want for my kids—to
know themselves and be happy with who they are. All the rest is
bullshit. But they are much more realistic than I was. My daughter
said to me, I wish you'd just told me to be a concert pianist or
the first woman president. That would be a lot easier than being
happy.'’

"I don't want my kids to feel driven, the way
I was, herded into a life I have mapped out for them. My parents
wanted to narrow the world for me, to make it safe—I want to widen
it for my children."

"I don't feel I had many choices, because of
the era I grew up in. The older I get, the more I realize it. We
see the emptiness of the promise our parents held out to us, and we
know there's a better way, we just don't know exactly what it is. I
love their freedom to invent lives that please them, to be happy in
their own way, but I also worry about those other things, like
getting their college degrees and being able to support themselves,
all these old messages from my upbringing about the 'right' way to
live. We swallowed, hook, line, and sinker, what our parents told
us, and we still have a lot of it in us, but we also want our kids
to be happy in their own ways—it's our internal struggle that our
kids see and are confused by. It's our job to figure out the
struggle so that we can be authentic about supporting them,
realizing that they're going to make choices that are very
different from ours, but boy, is it hard!"

That comment sums up the bind that
fifty-somethings find ourselves in—the conflicting goals we have
for our children. But it also highlights the surprising degree of
confidence most of us feel in their ability to figure it out for
themselves.

"Our kids aren't driven the way we were; if
the future isn't laid out so clearly for them, they are going to
be—they are—a lot more thoughtful and know themselves better than
we did. I trust them to make good decisions, decisions that will
really make a difference in the quality of their lives, the
happiness they find, in ways my parents didn't trust me."






WHAT WE WANT FOR OURSELVES

The second key finding is that what we want
for ourselves is something most of us don't feel we had with our
mothers: an honest, intimate, authentic, and egalitarian
relationship with our adult children.

"I would never have told my mother she pissed
me off, even when she did, which was a lot. She criticizes the way
my kids have always talked back and questioned me, which they still
do, even though they're grown now. But we are much more equal than
my parents and I were and as a result much closer. I would say I
had a pretty good relationship with my mother, but I wouldn't call
it a real one—that quality of honesty I have with my kids was never
there. I've told my kids I never want them to see me because they
feel obligated to—only because they love me and want to be with me.
I would never make them feel guilty about being caught up in their
own lives the way my mother does. But then I have a life of my own,
which she didn't have after we left. Lots of times I'm not even
around when my kids want to see me. I think that's my greatest
achievement as a parent— being someone my grown kids enjoy."

“The way my mother felt about wanting me to
have a more comfortable life than she had is the way I feel about
wanting a real relationship with my daughter. I don't think my kids
will have a better life in material terms than I do— in fact they
may not even have one as comfortable as mine. I can't do anything
about that—it's the economy, it's the world, the fact that we were
raised in a time of surplus and our kids have to learn to live with
less. What I can do something about is the quality of how we are
together as human beings. What has changed since my mother's day is
not just the outer world but the inner one—what we expect out of
all our relationships, including the one with our grown kids.






WHY WE ARE WORRIED NOW

The third key finding is this: We are less
certain of our ability to be good role models for our children now
than at any other stage in their development, and this is directly
related to our feeling that we are not yet fully mature
ourselves.

“Rightly or wrongly, I think my parents had
stopped growing by the time they were the age I am now. They were
not as self-conscious as we are, and more frightened of change. Now
we see personal growth as a lifelong process, which means that we
see ourselves as still evolving. I mean, if you're having your own
midlife crisis, reexamining things all the time, how can you be
this wellspring of wisdom and certainty for your kids? "

"The world is so different from when I was
growing up. I don't know diddly squat about their world. I feel bad
about what they’re facing, but I don't have a clue, and I hope they
do. I can say, here's how I did it, but I don't know that it's at
all relevant. Our parents thought their advice was relevant, but I
know better. Whatever expectations I had for my kids are gone now,
because my own life is so different from how I expected it to be.
For one thing I thought that by the time I hit fifty, I'd know all
the answers. And guess what? I don't even know the questions!"

"If my parents ever had a midlife crisis,
they kept it to themselves. Because of our more open relationship
our kids are more aware of our uncertainties than we were of our
parents'. When they ask, 'What am I going to do with my life?' all
I can say is, 'How should I know, when I don't know what I'm going
to do with my own?'”

Today's children are growing up almost a
decade later than we did. So it may be that their delayed maturity
has delayed ours as well. Or perhaps we used to think that when we
got to the half-century mark, who we were would be fixed like a fly
in amber. But the relatively recent emphasis on growth as a
lifelong process—the emergence of adult development as a major
field of research has changed our perception of what maturity is.
Middle age may now start at 55 and last until we get our
senior-citizen discount cards, but how many 110-year-olds do you
know?

How close we are to our goals—for our
children and for ourselves—determines the emotional affect of being
post- parents. And how we feel about them and ourselves at this
stage of our lives and theirs is determined by the following
factors:






• How our children are actually doing with
their lives

• How well we feel we mothered them

• Whether we raised them alone or with a
partner

• What our expectations of them were

• What we think our relationship with them
should be

• What our relationship with them actually
is






CORE IDENTITIES AND SHIFTING ROLES

We fifty-somethings have worked outside the
home during some or all of our children's youth. Most of our
mothers were only mothers, and when we left, it was the end of
their job. When our children left, we still had jobs, other roles,
other aspects of our selves we wanted to explore. So it has come as
a rueful surprise to those of us who thought we couldn't wait for
an empty nest that whatever else we have done with our lives, our
longest role and responsibility has been as mothers. Motherhood is
a fixed, embedded aspect of self that remains as a core identity
for all of us. Despite our multifarious roles, it would be among
the top three descriptors, regardless of who else we are, how old
our kids are, how far away they live, or even how close to or
estranged from them we may be. Women are relational beings, as
Carol Gilligan has pointed out, and we constellate our personal
world accordingly. Says a woman who is, among other things, a
judge, wife, artist, athlete, and writer, "If I couldn't say I did
okay as a mom and I'm doing okay as one now, it would be
unimaginably painful—what I want it to say on my tombstone is, 'She
was a great mother.' "

When we talked that first night about what
still being their mother meant, the general consensus was that at
this stage of our children's lives motherhood is an identity that
is more emotive than affective; in other words we feel that way
more than we act that way. Except in times of crisis we are not
their caretakers anymore, but we still think we should be: "If
they're not happy, I get the feeling I should be doing something
for them, taking over for them."

"I'm still your mother—aren't I?" is a
plaintive cry, whether or not we actually utter it, when we feel
our children are distancing themselves from us: "That's what I
think with my older daughter, who's very critical and who I always
feel wants to break up with me."

And it's a sigh of resignation when we wish
they were more independent: "When my thirty-year-old can't balance
her budget and needs to cover the rent, I think, well, I'm still
her mother."

It's the excuse we give ourselves for
transgressing their personal boundaries, taking liberties with them
that we would not take with anyone else, whether it's criticizing
their lifestyles, straightening his tie, or pushing the hair out of
her eyes. "I don't think they've had as much problem individuating
from me as I have individuating from them. My struggle is to not
tell her she's gained weight, or to not clean his apartment when I
visit."

It's why we feel their pain and joy. "I'm
still their mother because I haven't disburdened myself of carrying
their events in me psychically; when she was pregnant, I even had
nightmares about giving birth myself, because I know she's not
cooked enough psychologically to have a child—I assume the burden
of their choices in my heart, even though I'd like not to. I'd like
to be on the other side of that great divide."

It's not our only role or identity, but for
most of us it is the one immutable, unchangeable, lifelong one. "It
doesn't matter how old they are or I am, I'm still their mother,
and I care about them and their welfare just as much and just as
deeply as I once did. Well, maybe not quite as deeply. When they
were little and had to have shots, I used to tell them it hurt me
more than it hurt them. And when they were older—when my daughter
was treated badly by a boyfriend, when my son didn't make the team,
I think I suffered their pain longer and deeper than they did. But
now when they hurt, it's like the memory of pain, not the pain
itself."

Still being their mother, she added, means
her heart is connected to her children in such a way that it will
sing or cry, depending on them. Like most of us she is trying to
figure out the appropriate place for her to be, the right distance.
This is still a developmental stage, for her as well as for them,
but there are no guidelines for her.






HOW THEY'RE DOING

Most of our children are doing okay, though
the path to their maturity has been circuitous and marked by
deviations from the more-or-less straight lines we followed. Those
who went to college took much longer to finish than we did. My own
son used to have a T-shirt from his college that proclaimed "Five
or Six of the Best Years of Your Life," and his was not an atypical
course. Many children had considerable experience with substances
that weren't even in our vocabulary, and although most came out of
that experimentation without long-lasting damage, a few were
seriously harmed by drug and alcohol abuse. Most of our children
have had multiple romantic and sexual partners, and we pride
ourselves on being much more accepting of this than our own parents
might have been—had they known. Some of our sons and daughters are
gay, and all of us have gone through predictable stages of worry,
grief, and, finally, acceptance of their sexual identity. Still, we
would rather know than not know. "I have a brother who's gay who
was in the closet all his life, until my parents died, and I would
never want that shame and secrecy for my son," said the mother of a
young man who came out to his parents when he was nineteen.

Our children are having greater financial and
economic struggles than we did, and yet they are a generation who
feel entitled to material comforts, often all out of proportion to
what we expected at their age. Over 65 percent of those between
eighteen and twenty-five and 30 percent of those between
twenty-five and thirty-four are still living at home or have
returned there; the boomerang phenomenon has come home to many of
us, with not altogether satisfying results: "I was so eager to get
out of my mother's house, I didn't care where or how I lived. But
my son, who has a low-paying job, is used to a higher level of
comfort. Unfor¬tunately the only place he can get it is back
home."

To a woman, everyone I spoke with expressed
surprise and some dismay about the fact that most of our children
seem to be taking so long to grow up, at least by conventional
measurements. The rituals that once marked adulthood—graduation,
the first job, marriage, children— have been delayed, eliminated,
or extended. To many of us this is a mixed blessing. On the one
hand we don't want them to limit their options; on the other there
are so many more options available to them than we think were open
to us: "I don't want him to wake up at forty and say, I never
really did what I wanted,' the way his father did. But he's
twenty-six, and part of me wants to see him settled down."

A woman who married at twenty-two and
divorced ten years later told her daughter that if she got married
before she was thirty, she'd nail her foot to the floor: "But in
this age of AIDS, I don't want a sexually active twenty-
two-year-old, either, and I find myself hoping she'll marry her
boyfriend, even though I'm not sure he's the right man for
her."

Someone else's oldest daughter is twenty-six
and still lives at home: "Not only is she in no hurry to leave, but
her father doesn't want her to either. He was away a great deal
when she was little, and he likes getting to know her now. And I
enjoy her tremendously. But I realize that none of us, including
her, will take her seriously as an adult until she does, until
she's responsible for herself. By letting her stay, are we
contributing to her arrested development?"

We are of mixed minds about the prolonged
young adulthood that marks our kids’ generation. Some of us regret
that we weren’t able to provide them with the secure childhood we
wished for them, particularly if we divorced when they were growing
up. But we also believe, as Susan Littwin points out, that they
have their own truly special if not eccentric kind of strength
precisely because of the history that gave them their
vulnerabilities. They deal with uncertainty and ambivalence better
than we do because they have had more practice. They have a greater
capacity to enjoy life because they have had so much more practice.
As a generation they may have more talent for recreation than any
in history, which gives them great resilience and an ability to set
aside for a while problems that might ravage their parents. So even
their escapism has its value. Most of all their sense of
specialness gives them a hidden layer of ego strength. They may
crack or run away when the world does not treat them as they
expect, but they are not done for. That sense of their own worth—no
matter how tattered it may be—enables them to rebound and grow up
... just a little later."






HOW WE'RE DOING

While how we feel has something to do with
what shape our kids are in, our own judgments about our performance
as mothers has much greater influence on our level of self-
satisfaction today. "Maybe if I felt better about how I was when
they were growing up, I'd feel less anxious about losing their love
now," said a woman who spent much of their childhood intensely
involved in the politics of the women's movement.

"I was so busy when he was little creating a
life, a person, I wasn't really his mother, even though I was
there. I have more regrets now that he's grown and gone. I long for
him to live nearer me so I can do for him now what I didn't do
then, and sorry that he doesn't need me to," said a therapist who
finished college, graduate school, and established a practice when
her son was young.

And another woman, who was divorced when her
daughter was three, reported, "I really didn't give her the kind of
mothering I should have, maybe because I was so involved in trying
to find her a father. I feel more into being a mother now, being
the person she can turn to, who'll always be there for her. When
she's in trouble, there's part of me that's in trouble, and now I
can acknowledge it and help without feeling like somehow it's my
fault, or be personally threatened by it."

The phrase doing it right came up again and
again, perhaps because we are a generation of overachievers. "I
keep trying to do it right—that's why I had a baby at forty- four,
when my oldest was twenty. I think, this time I know so much more,
I'm so much more aware, so much more capa¬ble. And now he's ten,
and I am better with him than I was with the others, but I still
have guilt—can you be a mother without having guilt?"

It's hard to feel like we did it right when
our children have serious problems: "I finally think I was a good
enough mother, even though one of my kids had a major problem with
alcohol and the other, at twenty-eight, still hasn't found himself,
whatever that means. Of course it's taken four years of analysis
and fifty thousand dollars for me to get to that point."

What we all agreed on was that we'd done the
best we could, given who we were and, even more important, who they
were. "For all the nature/nurture controversy that, during the
years my kids were growing up, was heavily biased in favor of
nurture being the big determinant, my kids came into this world
with certain givens that I couldn't do anything about, nor could
they. I did better with Tory and Jason, because they were more like
me—but with Andrea it was tough sledding from the beginning. She
challenged me from the day she was born, demanded more of me,
required wisdom or patience or something I just didn't have
then."

More than any other factor—age, race, social
or eco¬nomic class—whether we raised them alone or with their
father influences the level of satisfaction most women feel about
themselves as mothers, both in the past and presently. Surprisingly
it seems to have little correlation with how well our children are
doing. There is a universal feeling among single mothers that they
put undue burdens on their kids by sharing too much of themselves
with them—that they were inappropriately meshed, that they robbed
them of the innocence of childhood, that they were too busy trying
to figure out their own lives to parent them properly. "I always
felt I was a good mother to my daughter—I gave her everything I
could. So when she said to me recently, I feel like lots of times I
was the mother, I felt really guilty, like I failed in the deepest
way, because I didn't give her a father."

Single mothers remain less secure than intact
families about our connection with our children: "I always worry
that she won't love me, and as a divorced mother that makes me feel
very alone." And most of us who were or are single mothers agreed
that we always did and still do connect whatever problems our kids
had then or now to the effect on them of our divorces. But we also
feel a great sense of pride in what we did accomplish, and when we
listen to other women talk about their experiences in trying to
reconcile two different ways of doing and being parents, we feel
relieved that we didn't have to compromise our own parenting
beliefs or principles with someone else's.

We don't feel that our mothers' experiences
offer useful guidelines for the more authentic relationships we
want with our children, or for giving them the support and
uncritical acceptance we think will further their chance to be
happy. And to a certain extent we are right, although, as one woman
put it, "I have not been as demanding of my daughter as my mother
was with me, which may be why we have a better relationship. Yet as
I get older, I begin to wonder if maybe I shouldn't have been so
all-accepting—if that was the right thing for her, even though it
seemed like the right thing for us."

For all that we think of ourselves as
pioneers, perhaps that is only generational hubris and we will get
our comeuppance when our children are seeing theirs off to
adulthood and feeling the same way we do now. But of one thing we
are confident: Neither the quality of authentic intimacy we say we
want with them nor the personal satisfactions and emotional
security we want for them is possible until we have dealt honestly
and openly with whatever unfinished business is left between
us.






















Chapter Two






Finishing Up Your Business with Your Kids

"Are we having a Princess attack?" asked my
son. It was dawn on the Dark Continent, and as I struggled out of
my sleeping bag, slapping at mosquitoes, I felt every muscle
protest yesterday's long, jouncing journey in the Land Rover and
last night's restless sleep with only a few inches of foam rubber
separating my body from the Serengeti’s unforgiving contours.
Adventure travel, they call it, but as I sipped the hot coffee he
handed me, I reflected that this was the real adventure—not Africa
but us, he and I. We had arrived, finally, at a destination only
dimly glimpsed during all the difficult years that preceded this
one. At twenty he was an Almost Adult, and I a Postparent—and this
was the place marked Payoff Years on the map that every mother
carries in her heart.

It was not always thus. We nearly lost each
other during that awful time of surging hormones and daily defiance
one of the countless experts I consulted back then called nature's
own psychosis. At fourteen he went to live with his father. Letting
go was complicated by guilt, hurt, and anger, but of course it was
only practice for the harder task, the one that awaits every parent
someday—letting go for good. Before that day occurred, I wanted to
repair our ravaged relationship, make friends and amends. Post-
parenting, I hoped, was the time that could happen, the window of
opportunity when kids are grown but not gone, out of our homes but
not out of our hearts or lives. Postparenting is about creating new
relationships with nearly grown children—seeing them off, hoping
they make it, and being there with a safety net. Most of all it's
about making a family strong even as external forces— distance,
autonomy, and different priorities—tug on the ties that bind.

It is a challenge to have a vibrant
relationship with adult children, Harvard educator and psychiatrist
Robert Kegan, author of The Evolving Self, a neo-Piagetian approach
to personality psychology, told me—a challenge, but not impossible,
even if getting from there to here was difficult and left scars on
everyone. In the effort not to repeat the mistakes our parents
made, said Dr. Kegan, we often do the opposite with our own
offspring. My mother never acknowledged me as separate from her; I
never had a self she didn't have a lien on. I carried into
adulthood her compromised message: "Go if you must, but if you do,
I'll die." Long after I was grown, I felt that I was only
pretending to be an adult. I fought continuously to maintain my
distance from her, went to the opposite end of the continent in
fact and remained there, reconnecting only when I was hurt, broke,
or in trouble.

With my son, I vowed, I'd never do that. And
when he became a surly, alienated teenager, I did the distancing
before he could. I couldn't accept the person he seemed bent on
becoming, couldn't tolerate his choices about goals, values,
friends. It wasn't the hair or the clothes or the music, it was the
either/or-ness of adolescence that defeated me. The apathy or
anger, the cruelty or kindness, the brilliance or stupidity, the
love or hate. I was ex¬hausted from wondering who would (or
wouldn't) appear at the breakfast table. Establishing real,
physical boundaries between us was necessary for his own good, I
told myself, but actually it was for mine as well; if I could not
separate from him emotionally, I would never feel whole when being
a mother was no longer a full-time job, and he would make demands
on me for the rest of our lives. As a postparent, says Dr. Kegan,
one must learn to touch without grasping—a difficult but valuable
skill, one that teaches that when you are gone, they will be able
to go on. And that realization can free you both to live and love
on your own terms of endearment.

The end of adolescence is a dynamic moment in
emotional growth—ours as well as theirs. While they're leaving
home, we're letting go. Our development as post- parents is roughly
equivalent to theirs as adults. It's a process that begins when
they're around eighteen and lasts until a new equilibrium is
established. Because it's a process rather than a single event, it
can be influenced with appropriate intervention. What Dr. Kegan
calls faulty loving in the family of origin is the key to
reconstructing a healthier relationship with a nearly grown child.
Faulty loving is the failure either to acknowledge or to include.
The first starts early, when we have difficulty accepting kids as
separate from ourselves, acknowledging their selfhood and
individuality. The second often surfaces during adolescence, when
we respond to the choices they have made by separating ourselves
from them. The non-acknowledging parent wonders why a child can't
seem to grow up, unaware that she won't let him; the non-including
parent wonders what happened to her sweet, tractable daughter, or
who that careless, unkempt, angry boy sulking in his room could be
and distances herself emotionally from this sudden stranger.

So effective postparenting requires a
clear-eyed analysis of the relationship we've had with our kids and
a determination to reverse course, to do the opposite. If we've
never been able to see them as separate beings, advises Dr. Kegan,
this is the time to do so. To listen, not judge. To hear who
they've become and hope we can live with it. To establish our
boundaries and accept theirs. Inclusion is trickier, especially if
death, divorce, or remar¬riage has altered the family unit they
grew up in. What's called for are words and actions that remind
them that we value them, that we cherish our shared history and
recognize the mutual need for connection and intimacy even as we
live our separate lives. Just as acknowledging is about
establishing boundaries, including may be about letting some
down.

In Africa with my son I had a chance to test
Dr. Kegan's ideas about postparenting. On this trip, I hoped, we
might both have a chance to experience ourselves differently—not as
parent and child but as near equals, part of a group that didn't
know our troubled history together, only that we, like they, had a
taste for exotic travel, new people and places, and a longtime
fascination with Africa. I had the money and he had the time, and
we both had trepidations. Mine had to do with whether I could cope
with the demands five weeks of rugged travel would make on my
middle-aged body. His were about being the youngest person in our
group of eight, and feeling infantilized by my presence. We didn't
talk about our other fears until much later—on the plane home, when
he said, "I know this sounds weird, Mom, but I'll remember this
trip even when you're dead."

Of course that was what it was all about,
although I didn't realize it at the time. Letting go and holding
on, both at the same time—is it possible? Postparenting means
giving up control—or the illusion that we ever had it. It means
giving up responsibility, too—oh, blessed relief. And most of all
guilt—that has to be the first thing to go. We do the best we can
as parents, and most of our mistakes result from loving too much
rather than too little. Halfway around the world I realized that it
isn't over till it's over— and if we're lucky, it may not even be
over then.






IF WE HAD IT TO DO OVER AGAIN, WE
WOULDN'T

To those of you who picked up this book
remembering and regretting all the mistakes you made while raising
your children and hoped to find in it a magic formula to replace
the imperfect, overburdened, unprepared, and unaware parent you
think you were with the wise, loving, temperate, conscious, perfect
one you'd be if only you had a second chance, I have some good news
and some bad news.

First the bad news. You won't have a second
chance unless your stretch marks are as faint as your memory and
you're ready to mix formula in the middle of the night again. And
now the good news. Even if you weren't June Cleaver or Maria Von
Trapp back then, you can still qualify for the finals.

Of course maybe you were a supermother who
never said an insensitive thing to your child, never stepped on his
or her feelings, boundaries, dreams, or desires, never guilt-
checked or power-tripped. Perhaps you were so secure and content in
your life, your marriage, and your relationship with your own
parents that you not only managed to avoid repeating the mistakes
they made but didn't make any others either. You may never have had
difficulties balancing your needs with theirs or effortlessly
juggling your roles as wife, mother, and human being. You might
even have stayed true to your values and exemplified them
consistently for your children while the turbulent sixties and
seventies were turning values upside down for the entire
culture.

If so, you probably don't need to read this
chapter now. Save it till he or she goes into therapy, or needs
someone to blame for the fact that life didn't turn out to be
problem-free.

But for the rest of us, the time to finish up
our business with our children is right now.

Why bother? Why put ourselves through
unnecessary pain? After all, the past can't be changed, so why
dredge it up? "Why should I risk the relationship I have with her
now, distant and dissatisfying as it sometimes is, for something
that could get a lot worse before it gets better? Or maybe even not
get any better at all?"






SOONER, NOT LATER

For one thing, life is unpredictable. Any one
of us could get hit by a Mack truck tomorrow and miss the chance.
For another, if we keep putting it off, it'll never happen, because
our kids will get on with their lives without us. They'll come to
terms with the past in whatever way allows them to live most
comfortably in the present. That may mean anything from cutting off
communication entirely to continuing to see and relate to us in
ways that don't have anything to do with the person we are now, and
may not even bear much resemblance to who we were then.

It doesn't matter. Dr. Kegan describes the
"zone of mediation where meaning is made—the region between an
event and the reaction to it" as the place where an event is
privately composed, made personal sense of; the place and the way a
person holds himself together. In that zone our children have made
their own meaning of their experience, and we can't change it. All
we can do is listen to it, acknowledge it, and, most important,
accept it as being true for them.

"I think her inability to get her life
started has some¬ thing to do with how she felt growing up, and
that she blames me for it, but I can never get her to articulate
what it is. I mean, what's the indictment? What did I do?" asks a
woman who suspects, as do those of us who see our children still
floundering in many ways, that unfinished business in the past may
be keeping her grown child from living successfully in the present.
If they are stumbling in their efforts to function fully as adults,
is there anything we can do, short of outright rescue, to help? Or
would we just be undercutting their independence, postponing the
moment when they will have to live their own lives, solve their own
problems?

Roger Gould, a pioneer in the field of adult
development, points out that the illusion that life pays off
automatically is supported by a combination of seductive social
myths and the desire to live in a pain-free state. In order for our
children to challenge this assumption successfully, we must resist
the tendency to rescue them. Only when the assumption is finally
rejected are they free to modify or reject the initial choices made
in their late teens and early twenties, to revise their childhood
expectations that our way of living, doing, and being is the only
way. But between the challenge and the rejection is a period of
time when their independence is still too shaky to admit or even
acknowledge to themselves their need for our love and validation,
which is stronger in early adulthood than at any time since very
early childhood. So they may be focusing on earlier times when they
needed us in different ways and, for one reason or another, we
failed them. Their need may be submerged under layers of blame and
anger—and so may our guilt.






MOTHER'S GUILT IS NEVER DONE

"Until a couple of years ago, she was very
clingy, not dependent financially, but wanting me to make her
deci¬sions for her. Then she just cut me out of her life entirely.
She married someone she'd only known for a month and moved to
Hawaii with him. It didn't work out, and she came back, but she was
back for two months before she even called me. And when she did,
she was very angry. She finally agreed to go into counseling, and
her therapist suggested I come in for a session. It was the worst
hour of my life. I just sat there while she dumped all her
resent¬ments on me, and I cried for a week after that. I went twice
more, and then I said, 'Enough, I'm not paying a hundred dollars an
hour for you to blame everything on me.' And then the therapist
said, 'Oh, good—finally. Now we can get started.' And after that,
it was easier. I even said to her, 'You're my daughter. I'm still
your mother. It's not like I'm a boyfriend you can break up with.
We're stuck with each other, and we're just going to have to work
it out.' "
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