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        * * *

      

      It’s not that we didn’t try to screw this parenting thing up. By all rights, we should have. We did everything that we possibly could that we weren’t supposed to do. We gave them refined sugar when they were babies, didn’t enforce nap times, spoiled them with expensive and unnecessary gifts. We said yes when we should have said no. We said no when we should have said yes. Our swear jar was always full.

      Oh, yeah. And we were one of those “blended families”—you know the kind, the ones with broken homes, divorces, stepparents and complex custody arrangements. Those people. The ones other parents are leery of, like divorce is a communicable disease or something. Who knows? Maybe it is. My own parents even told me once that I had made my children a statistic by choosing to divorce their father. That I had created an at-risk home environment for them.

      Me? Perpetual overachiever, business owner, attorney, former cheerleader and high school beauty queen? The one who’s never even smoked a cigarette, much less done drugs? My husband? Well, he’s the more likely candidate for an at-risk homemaker. Surfer, bass player, triathlon enthusiast. Oh yeah, and chemical engineer and former officer of a ten-billion-dollar company—but you know how those rock-n-rollers are. We probably teeter somewhere between the Bundys and the Cleavers.

      But there we were, watching yet another of our kids cross yet another stage for yet another diploma, with honors, with accolades, with activities—with college scholarships, no less. Yeah, I know, yadda yadda yap. There we were, cheering as the announcer called Liz’s name. Three of her four siblings rose to clap, too. The fourth one, Thomas, couldn’t make it because he was doing time in the state penitentiary in Florida. (Just kidding. He had to work. At a job. That paid him and provided benefits.)

      We tried our best to screw it up. We had the perfect formula. But we didn’t—not even close. Somehow two losers at their respective Round Ones in love and family unity got it close to perfect on Round Two. By our standards, anyway. Because we didn’t give a good goldarnit about anyone else’s.

      What’s more? We got it right on purpose. We made a plan, and we executed the plan. And it worked. After all that effort to screw things up, after the people in our lives who loved us most wrung their hands and whispered behind our backs (and those who didn’t love us chortled in anticipation of our certain failure), we went out and done good.

      Now, I’m no expert on child rearing (although I’ve had lots of practice), but I am an expert in helping grownups play nice and behave at work. How annoying is that? I know. I’m a scary hybrid of employment attorney and human resources professional, blended together to create a problem-solving HR consultant. And from where I sat, our blended household—or blendered family, as we call it—looked a lot like a dysfunctional workplace in our early days.

      Or a little warren of guinea pigs on which I could conduct my own version of animal testing.

      The HR principles I applied at work were, in theory, principles for humans, humans anywhere. Blendering occurs in workplaces when a leadership team gets a couple of new members, and it happens in a home with kids from different families of origins. HR principles = people principles = blendering principles. Right? That was my theory, anyway.

      Statistics tell me that you, dear reader, are or will be in similar straits: divorced, starting over, trying to make it work. If you’ve already been there and done that, I hope you’ve disappointed all your naysayers, too. You’ll enjoy this book all the more as you relate to the pains and the joys of blended families. But if you’re on the cusp of what feels like an express train descending into hell and wondering how to buy a ticket back, I can help you.

      Really.

      Okay, probably.

      If not probably, then quite possibly.

      At the very least, maybe I can say I warned you, or made you laugh. It’s a crazy and unpredictable ride, but the destination is worth it.
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      Blendering Principle #1: It’s hard to get anywhere if you don’t know where you’re going.

      Most of the members of my generation know all we need to know about blended families from the Brady bunch, right?

      Not.

      Please, folks. That was just a sappy television show, and didn’t Florence Henderson have an affair IRL {In real life.} with one of the TV sons? Sounds a lot like incest to me. We clearly need a new set of role models, yet I'd be vacationing in Fiji right now if I had a nickel for every time someone said to me, "Oh! You're just like the Brady Bunch!"

      The Bradys wove their magic through engaging scripts and clever sets, cute young actors and the star power of Florence Henderson. Eric and I didn’t have those crutches to lean on. Neither will you.

      Real blended families start with two adults who want to pledge their troth, which in English means they want to marry. Or at least cohabitate with commitment. Oh, hell, maybe not even that. But that conundrum brings us to the genesis of our blended family success, and IMHO {In my humble opinion. Seriously, folks, get with the pop culture.}, a critical element.

      Each of our kids had already endured one familial breakup. Were we ready to provide them stability and an example of enduring love? If not, why would we knowingly put them through sure trauma again? Nothing is certain in life, but Eric and I were all in. Not only were we all in, but we both had a consuming desire to demonstrate to our children the type of relationship we dreamed of for them, and neither of us felt like we had done so in our past lives. Scratch that. We absolutely knew we had not done so in our past lives.

      So, we were madly in love and promised forever. Believed forever. Were confident in forever.

      Still, this left a lot up to chance.

      Pretend for a second that you married a touchy-feely HR consultant. Imagine that she had a penchant for things like mission, vision, and values statements. Picture her love of goal-setting and accountability. Some of you have mentally drawn up your divorce papers already.

      Eric didn’t. He and I created a relationship operating agreement (ROA) for ourselves as a couple. I may or may not have promised years of sexual favors to secure his participation, but his attitude about the project was good. Now, this isn’t a relationship book. Well, it is, in a way. It is a book about our relationships with our children within a blended family. But it is not a couples’ relationship book, so I’ll spare you the gory details behind the ROA.

      While we entered into our ROA to make our great relationship stronger, we did so knowing it would set the framework for co-parenting. Why? Because our kids were the most important things to each of us, besides one another. And since most second marriages break down over issues of stepparenting, money, or sex. Hell, many first marriages crash and burn on those issues. We had less than ideal co-parenting relationships with our exes, for sure.

      So here’s how our ROA looks:

       

      Our (Exceptionally Wonderful) Marriage

      Mantra: Make it all small stuff.

       

      Our relationship’s purpose is to create a loving, nurturing, safe environment that enables us to

      •	make a positive, joyful difference in each other’s lives,

      •	respect each other’s needs and differences,

      •	encourage each other’s spiritual, emotional, and physical needs and development,

      •	practice caring, open communication,

      •	role-model loving relationships to our children, and

      •	work as partners when we parent and make major decisions.

       Because we recognize that life is not always about the incredible highs, we are committed to these strategies:

      •	Stop, breathe, and be calm.

      •	Allow ourselves to cherish and be cherished.

      •	Be positive. Assume a positive intent and give a positive response. Speak your mind as positively as possible.

      •	Be reasonable. Am I being oversensitive? Am I dragging my own issues in unnecessarily?

      •	Be considerate. Is there anything to gain from what I am about to say? Is this the right time to say it?

      •	Be respectful. Don’t mope, don’t name-call, don’t yell, don’t be sarcastic.

      •	Be open. Explain your intent.

      •	Be present. Don’t walk away, physically or emotionally.

      •	Be aware of time and energy. After 60 minutes, stop talking. Schedule another conversation for 24 hours later if there’s no resolution.

      •	Make it safe to cry "calf rope."

      •	Be it. Do the behaviors you’re seeking in each other within an hour of the first conversation.

      •	Be loving. Don’t go to bed angry or with things unresolved.

      He asks of her:

      •	Trust and have faith that I love you, enough that we don’t have to solve everything the second it happens

      •	Assume a positive intent

      •	Listen, don’t interrupt

      •	Don’t be sarcastic

      She asks of him:

      •	Come back to me faster and don’t drag things out, because I need you

      •	Speak your mind assertively, and don’t be sarcastic

      •	Don’t assume the actions I take are always because of you

      •	Assume a positive intent

       

      We didn’t get this smart on our own. Both of us were trained to draft this type of agreement in our work lives, one of us more than the other. I specialize in working with hyper-competitive, confident-bordering-on-egomaniacal executives who are somewhat lacking in people skills, so I’ve spent years mediating, soothing, recalibrating, and at times walloping high-level business people into line. One of the best tools to get all the warring co-workers from different backgrounds to reach détente is an operating agreement. Even better? An operating agreement grounded in shared values, vision, and mission.

      This worked so well for me with one of my problem executives that we ended up married. In fact, you just read our operating agreement.

       Blendering Principle #2: Your mom was almost right: Do unto others as they would have done unto them.

      So we addressed parenting, but more importantly, we addressed how we would handle ourselves in situations of higher stress and greater conflict. All of our commitments about behavior applied equally to the parenting context. Now, when a parent/stepparent decision point arose, we could act in accordance with pre-agreed principles.

      Or we could try.

      Execution got a little sloppy at times. When it did, we always had the agreement to return to, a touchstone, a refocusing point, a document which reminded us that for all we didn’t agree on, there was oh-so-much-more that we did.

      We filtered our day-to-day co-parenting decisions through this model. Chores, allowances, length of skirts, cell phones—you name it, we used it. Even better, we used it when we designed our family structure and plan. Did I mention I believe in planning? I believe in plans. And I believe in modifying the plan within the context of agreed principles when new circumstances arise. We got the chance for a lot of planning and re-planning, right from the start.

      When Eric and I first married, his eldest son Thomas had graduated from college and had a real job, Eric’s middle daughter Marie was entering college in the South, and his youngest daughter Liz lived with her mother on the East Coast. My Susanne was in elementary school, and my ADHD son Clark was in middle school; they split their time between their father and me. Our original parenting plan called for the two youngest kids to live mostly with us, for Liz to visit frequently, and for us to see Marie and Thomas as often as possible.

      We envisioned all of our children, and someday their children, in our home as frequently as we could get them there. We bought a house in a great school district in Houston, with a veritable dormitory of four bedrooms upstairs and our master bedroom on the far side of the downstairs—because we love our kids even more from a distance. And how could we resist this house? It has a lush back yard with a three-level pond full of fat goldfish and koi that reminds us of the home we left behind on St. Croix in the U.S. Virgin Islands.

      Just as this is not a book about couples’ relationships, it is also not a book about divorce or custody battles. I could dish on those, but I won’t, because even though I’ve changed the names of all parties in this little tome to protect the innocent[footnote]Criteria that requires Eric and me to use our real names.[/footnote], some things should and will remain private. They were painful. Isn’t that the case in all divorces? You don’t divorce because the relationship exceeded your expectations. You don’t divvy up with a light heart the time you will spend with children you cherish. Most of you don’t, anyway, and we sure didn’t.

      So, for whatever reason, within four months of “I do,” Liz had taken up primary residence with us in Texas, and a year later Marie transferred to a university two hours away. I had never pictured myself taking a role of such primacy with two teenage stepdaughters. Teenage girls get a bad rap for good reason. It’s not the easiest time in their lives, or the easiest time for the people that love them, even with great girls like Liz and Marie. Yet this new arrangement fit the model we envisioned. We just needed to flex. A lot.

      I held onto my husband’s hand for dear life and sucked in one deep, cleansing breath after another. We could do this. I could do this. We would have no regrets or remorse, we would give our kids the best we could, and be damn happy doing it. Yeah!

      And so, very carefully and very cautiously, we began to blender.
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      Blendering Principle #3: Culture is everything.

      Family culture evolves slowly, but it eventually becomes so ingrained that even though most of the time we take it for granted, we will go to battle over it in a heartbeat.

      And at our house, sometimes we do. It is who we are. We’re a feisty group, in a good way. Call it self-confidence. So, what happens when who we are—the family structure we’ve always had—changes? What survives, what dies, and what is reborn? Our kids had a lot of good stuff they wanted to hang on to: summer vacations in Maine for his kids, Christmas in New Mexico for mine, Thanksgiving dinner menus, birthday breakfasts of half-baked chocolate chip pancakes for his girls, rabid devotion to Texas A&M football in my house.

      Eric and I faced a restructuring challenge when his then-thirteen-year-old daughter Liz moved in with us, Clark (11) and Susanne (9). We had navigated the “stepsiblings living in separate houses” issue before, and while that was not without its perils, the boats had sailed on relatively smooth waters. Our main issue until the blender event was hurt feelings over time each parent spent with non-birth kids.

      And then we blendered. With that plan I mentioned earlier. And a schedule. Preceded by research. (My poor husband, I know.) But what we wanted to co-create was too important to leave to chance.

      We had just moved to Houston from the Caribbean, so we found ourselves with three friendless kids newly thrown together in the house for a long summer of empty days with only me—I work from home—to shepherd them. Oh yeah, and we were broke. Zero cash, flat-out broke. We weren’t going to be able to throw expensive days at Schlitterbahn Water Park at this problem.

      Our plan involved holding themed family events on the cheap each night of the week. Monday, ping-pong. Tuesday, board games. Wednesday, movies. Thursday, kids cook. Friday, swim night. Saturday, family night out (on a strict budget).

      We had a rotation for which kid got to choose the details; which movie, which board game, the menu, what our night out would be. We kept up this schedule all summer and some vestiges remain, years later.

      It was powerfully effective. Why?

      Because everything we did, we did as a family. And we made memories. We did not sit around and whine about what to do; we were active. We established a pattern that the kids looked forward to repeating. We honored each other’s choices, even when we hated them. Although we weren’t above bartering with Clark to try to get out of another game of Risk on game night.

      Now, this blender summer was not without tears. It wasn’t without tense moments, angry Facebook statuses (woopsie), and one-on-one conversations between parent and child. We expected that. It was okay. We had kids with big emotions that we were trying to move from fear and hurt into love and faith. Each of the kids worked with a counselor at various points in the process, to mixed but generally positive results. We found a great church where Liz made friends and joined the choir.

      And we gently evolved those one-on-one parent-child conversations into parent-parent-child as the weeks went on. We partnered, as we had agreed. It was uncomfortable at times. But we were becoming real. Like a family. So we kept up with the plan.

      We did other bonding silliness. At the end of the summer, we paid for dinner for five at P.F. Chang’s with the parental contributions to the $1 swear jar. I told my kids they should thank me for finding a stepfather whose colorful language paid off so well. We paid for one month’s water bill with the kids’ deposits into the $1 turn-off-the-lights jar. We doled out chores on a rotating schedule because nobody wanted to clean up dog poop three weeks in a row during the Houston summer. We enacted a strict oldest-to-youngest rule to avoid constant battles and fears of favoritism, like who got to ride shotgun. Poor Susanne never got to sit in the front seat. She’s still claiming abuse.

      Another tradition we kicked off that first summer was picking up tacky souvenirs when we traveled. Not just any old tacky souvenirs, but odd, gaudy and large objects that received a place of honor in our living room display. We made our first purchase the day before our wedding; we bought a jeweled wire gecko—a hideously beautiful creature. On a weekend trip to Brenham, Texas, in July of that first summer, the kids added Lenny, a wood and tin armadillo. This tradition thrives still. Our family treasures include a steel cowboy, a log grizzly bear, a ceramic dancing hula cat, and many more gauche objets d’art.

      By August, we decided our fledgling relationships were ready to leave the nest; we attempted a two-week migration from Houston to Maine and back with the five of us in the Suburban. The destination was key. As the latest comer into the blended household, we wanted Liz to have the opportunity to introduce her new siblings to a special Hutchins place. Some of her best memories were from her grandparents’ cabin on Lake Mooselookmeguntic.

      So Maine it would be.
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      Every family has its special place. Mine growing up was my grandparents’ farm in Stephenville, Texas. We used to fly there in my grandfather’s Cessna, with my brother and me sitting with rope “seatbelts” in the seatless space where seats should go. We landed on the dirt strip Grandpa Joe built himself. I loved slopping the pigs, making homemade hand-churned ice cream, picking figs from the tree in the backyard, and gathering the chicken eggs. But that was my past. My husband, Thomas, Marie, and Liz had quite a different experience.

      For them, it all dated back to around 1970, when a remarkable family came upon a remarkable lake called Mooselookmeguntic in northwest Maine. Legend has it that the lake was named for an Indian who rattled that string of syllables while describing his near-death experience involving a moose and a misfiring gun. The Hutchinses were driving their camper inland from the coast of Maine with no particular destination when they came upon the beautiful area of Mooselook, near Oquossoc (which is near Rangeley, which is near nothing in particular). They saw signs advertising lakefront lots for sale—only $700—and before you knew it, the Cruzans from St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands, had themselves a steep, rocky, heavily forested piece of usually-frozen heaven.

      For the next few summers, Eric’s parents brought their three young boys up to Maine, where they camped across the street from the new house they were building together. Larry was a builder, and sometimes work would take him back to St. Croix, and Beth would be left alone with her boisterous sons for weeks on end. Mom and sons roughed it alone with a station wagon and a canvas tent. They fended off mosquitoes the size of their heads. Moose and bear visited their campsite. And they had to endure the cold, cold rain.

      On one such solo parenting expedition, Beth kept a list of all her sons’ transgressions. She wrote that one was “blowing his nose without the aid of a handkerchief.” She vividly recounted geckos from the islands getting loose on the airplane on the way to Maine; those that made it didn’t last long, and the sight of lizard skeletons, so familiar in the islands, became a part of the Maine landscape as well. Beth said she once looked up from making pancakes to see a lizard dangling lifeless from the loft above her head on its leash-cum-accidental-noose.

      When the time came to erect their A-frame, Larry enlisted the help of his wife and sons, tying ropes around people and trees as they set up the supports (without killing any small children). There were many mishaps, but none critical, the worst of which was when Larry referred to Beth as his wench; he says he meant it in building terms. Anyway, a house was built, and then came the gravy years.

      What could be a better life than winters in St. Croix and summers in Maine? Miniature golf courses built through the forest . . . fishing and water skiing . . . picnicking on Blueberry Island . . . clandestine body surfing at Upper Dam . . . walking home in the dark from dinners with lifelong friends. An overly sure of himself neighbor nearly hydroplaning into their dock . . . and later waterskiing a little too far onto the beach and catapulting himself over his audience and their bonfire . . . accidentally towing a boat trailer several miles underwater behind their boat (very, very slowly) . . . saving up all summer to spend their hoarded dollars at the local auction, only to discover they’d bought left- instead of right-handed golf clubs . . . lifting weights made of logs, like the Flintstones.  Awesomesauce, totally.

      The years passed and the sons grew up. They visited less frequently. The grownup boys’ jobs did not permit them the flexibility their father once had to bring their families to their boyhood summer paradise.

      Still, the cabin became the favorite place of the next generation, and the grandchildren, including Thomas, Marie, and Liz, enjoyed the same type of adventures as their dad. Years passed. Boathouses, docks, and decks were added. Boats came, boats died, boats went.

      This was a place of tradition, of family love; a very special place to the Hutchins. And then came the summer of 2007, when Liz and Eric shared the Mooselook cabin with Clark, Susanne, and me. The time came for us to make new memories in our own way, together.
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