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PRAISE FOR MOTHERLESS DAUGHTERS, THE PHENOMENAL NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER


“In my lifetime, a handful of books will go down as life changers. Hope Edelman’s Motherless Daughters is one of those books. Her bold and visionary work gave needed insight to my own struggles with mother loss. Prior to Motherless Daughters, I was stuck in secret suffering. Motherless Daughters is an important book and it endures as evidence of this truth.”—Jennifer Lauck, New York Times bestselling author of Blackbird, Still Waters, Show me the Way, and Found


“This book has profoundly changed my life and my view of what it meant to lose my mother. Hope’s compassionate dedication to this subject immediately made me feel less alone in my plight and gave me great courage to move forward as a motherless daughter.”—Claire Bidwell Smith, author of The Rules of Inheritance


“After my mother died, I yearned for books that could help me understand and cope with loss. The good ones are few and far between. I found Motherless Daughters and clung to it, kept it by my bed for years. It’s a classic for a reason. Honest, searing, soothing, filled with insight and information, it gives motherless daughters everywhere a place to find solace and connection.”—Robin Romm, author of The Mercy Papers


“Resonates with women who lose their mother at any age.”—Wall Street Journal


“Absorbing . . . insightful . . . a moving and valuable treatment of a neglected subject.”—The New York Times Book Review


“A moving, comprehensive and insightful look at the lifelong ramifications of the loss of a mother.”–San Francisco Chronicle


“Beautifully written.”—USA Today


“Groundbreaking . . . Brutally honest, exhaustively researched . . . exploring the myriad issues that motherless daughters face in their daily lives.”—The Atlanta Journal & Constitution


“A beautiful book, wonderfully written and gently crafted . . . Enlightening.”—The San Diego Union-Tribune


“An important book. One that will help so many people.”—New York Newsday


“A wealth of anecdotal evidence, supplemented with psychological research about bereavement. . . . Succeeds in opening up cathartic dialogues, personalizing a life-changing event and offering guidelines to help women of any age live with their loss.”—Publishers Weekly


“Comforting . . . Painful but reassuring.”—Kirkus Reviews


“Fascinating . . . truly groundbreaking. . . . [Edelman] writes quite convincingly about the grief of children and coping mechanisms of adults who had to cope with too much too soon.”—Deseret News (Salt Lake City)


“Offers hope . . . A cathartic book.”—Toledo Blade


“Insight into why motherless daughters feel the loss throughout life.”—Library Journal


“Edelman’s book is different . . . A complete picture of the resounding effects mother loss has on a woman’s life.”—Asbury Park Press
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It is the image in the mind that links us to our lost treasures; but it is the loss that shapes the image, gathers the flowers, weaves the garland.


—Colette, My Mother’s House    




Dear Hope,


I’m sitting here alone on Mother’s Day. I am twenty-three years old. My mother died almost ten years ago—I was thirteen.


There is an emptiness inside of me—a void that will never be filled. No one in your life will ever love you as your mother does. There is no love as pure, unconditional, and strong as a mother’s love. And I will never be loved that way again.


I feel as though my development as a woman was irreversibly damaged/altered. I’ve always (since then) had male friends. I feel I can only relate to males and I think I’m a very masculine woman—not my outward appearance—but I never learned how to socialize, how to engage in meaningless chitchat, how to talk on the phone for hours. And now, as men do, I “look down” on that type of behavior.


And there are all of the selfish reasons I miss my mother: I will have no one to help me plan my wedding (I don’t even know where to begin; I’ll have to find a book about it), no one to stay with me after my first child is born. The list goes on and on.


There’s nothing I want more in the world than to have children, but I don’t know if it would be fair to her if I had a daughter. There are so many things about being a woman, a daughter, and a mother that I don’t know and can’t see any way for me to learn. Plus, I feel like I’ll probably die when I’m thirty-nine and leave my children to suffer the pain and confusion that I have.


St. Paul, Minnesota    


Dear Ms. Edelman,


Do you ever get over it? Do you ever get on with your life? Yes, you do get on with your life, but it is always a part of your life. And it does affect everything you do. Does it ever get easier to talk about her? No, it does not. But what amazes me now is how other people never talked about my mother to me. Did they think that we forgot her? I could talk about other people I cared for who died years later, but subconsciously I suppressed any thoughts I had of my mother’s death and tried to bury the pain. As you approach the age your mother was at the time of her death, you are acutely aware of your own mortality. Through the happy times and through the difficult times, I am always painfully aware of not having her to share it with; and the awful fact of never knowing her as an adult, only as a child; never able to relate to her intellectually on an equal level.


My brother was married last summer, and for the first time I felt like I had found my family again. I have a picture on my office desk of the four of us. It is bittersweet, but I realize how lucky I am to have them.


Woodside, New York    


Dear Hope,


Twenty years ago my mother died when I was fourteen and even now, after this ocean of time has passed, tears spring to my eyes in a moment when I remember her and the loss. So much of what you wrote rang true for me and I’m glad for that. I’ve felt guilty about the unhealed wound I carry, but the emptiness is real. The sense that I am alone, that death is inevitable, that I feel insecure in my mothering, that I still search for her in so many ways and faces—these tell me the loss is real.


I have reflected on the loss of my mother and tried to distance myself somewhat from the grief by trying to gauge its effect on my life as objectively as possible. This is effective when I am in my conscious self, but like most of us, I spend a good deal of my time in unconscious thought and choice, and there the grieving fourteen-year-old reigns.


Being a mother myself has been the most difficult area in which the loss has affected me. The desire to remain the child in relationships, even parent-child, is a struggle to overcome. How does a mother act, anyway? How do I give a wealth of love when I feel empty in the place where a mother’s love grows? How do I help my daughters feel good about their femininity, sexuality, and womanhood when my mother died before I could learn these things from her? How do I convince my three daughters that I will always be here for them, that I won’t die before they’re ready, or ever, as they would wish? I know it wasn’t true for me . . .


Lakewood, Ohio    


Dear Ms. Edelman,


I lost my mother to cancer when I was twenty-five years old. She was diagnosed in April and died in July. Nothing prepared me for the pain or the depth of the loss. Everything you said about a lifetime of grieving is true. And everything you said about being mentally strong because there is no mother to help you, is also true.


I am thirty-eight years old now and although the pain is no longer present every minute of every day, somewhere in the back of my mind is always a sense of missing her and needing her. Sometimes still, that sense of loss won’t stay in the back of my mind and comes forward with such intense pain that I don’t know if I will be able to bear it.


I truly believe that the death of my mother has made me what I am today. I am a survivor, mentally strong, determined, strong-willed, self-reliant, and independent. I also keep most of my pain, anger, and feelings inside. I refuse to be vulnerable to anyone, especially my husband. The only people who see that more emotional or softer side are my children. That too is because of my mother.


Bulverde, Texas    


Dear Ms. Edelman,


My mother, age forty-nine, died when I was fifteen years of age and that nameless, elusive, and simply terrible feeling of hopelessness has been with me since. Even after twenty-five years of “living with my loss,” there is a general, chronic melancholy that has been inexplicable to me, much less anyone else.


You clearly define what happened to me when my mother died. My father had a nervous breakdown almost immediately after her death, was institutionalized for a year, and never quite recovered. My brother grieved for a while and seemed to go on with living. It tortured me so to think that I couldn’t get over it; couldn’t seem to move on. I used to think there was something terribly wrong with me and this loss was visited upon me by some wretched twist of fate just to make me suffer. Photographs taken subsequent to my mother’s death reflect an unsmiling sixteen-, seventeen-, eighteen-year-old girl.


Losing my mother has affected my life drastically. Yes, it molded me into a “tough” woman who could, seemingly, handle anything that was tossed her way. It also destroyed almost entirely my ability to trust. It has returned to haunt me when I sustained further losses of loved ones through death, divorce, rejection.


Thank-you so very much for writing about mother loss.


San Antonio, Texas    
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Introduction


TWENTY YEARS AGO, the first edition of Motherless Daughters was published. It was the final step in a long odyssey for me, the end result of years I’d spent searching for just such a book. I was seventeen when my mother died of breast cancer, no longer a child but not yet a woman. I was old enough to drive, however, and one of the first trips I took after the mourners dispersed was to a local library. I was a reader, and in lieu of a support group or teen grief therapy, neither of which existed in my suburban New York town in 1981, this was my best option for support. I needed information. I wanted to know how you were supposed to feel at seventeen when your mother had just died. I wanted clues for how to think about it. How to talk about it. What to say. I wanted to know if anything, ever, would make me feel happy again.


I didn’t find that book, not that year nor the next year, nor in any of the bookstores or university libraries or computer databases in the next four states I called home. Every book I skimmed about mother-daughter relationships assumed that a mother’s death occurred after a daughter had reached midlife or beyond. I was seventeen, eighteen, then twenty years old. These books weren’t speaking to me. The same was true for the academic texts I found, some of which discussed the short-term effects of early parent loss on children. But none of them talked specifically about daughters who’d lost mothers and how the loss affected them over time. I knew I had a specific set of emotional difficulties, as well as a point of view that departed significantly from most of my friends’, but I couldn’t find anything written about this. The silence that descended on my family after my mother died echoed back at me from the bookstore shelves. I had no idea that thousands of other girls like my sister and me were out there. In my mind, we’d gone through something so strange, so rare and aberrant, that it didn’t even merit mention on the page.


Then, when I was a senior in college, my boyfriend clipped an Anna Quindlen column from the Chicago Tribune for me. “My mother died when I was nineteen,” Quindlen wrote. “For a long time, it was all you needed to know about me, a kind of vest-pocket description of my emotional complexion: ‘Meet you in the lobby in ten minutes—I have long brown hair, am on the short side, have on a red coat, and my mother died when I was nineteen.’” I read it four times during the elevated train ride to my part-time job that afternoon, and carried it in my wallet for years. Only later, much later, would I learn how many other motherless women around the country had saved that same syndicated column, and how many, like me, had felt as if someone had discovered a secret portal into their innermost thoughts.


Losing my mother wasn’t just a fact about me. It was the core of my identity, my very state of being. Before writing the first edition of this book, I had no sense of how many other women felt the same way. The answer, as I soon learned, was a lot. Within two months of its initial publication, Motherless Daughters landed on the New York Times bestseller list. I hadn’t unlisted my phone number, and I would come home at the end of the day to find long, heartfelt stories of mother loss on my answering machine. I was living in New York City at the time, and about once a week the clerk at my local post office would hand me gray mailbags filled with letters that readers had sent to the publisher and were then forwarded to me. “What kind of business are you running, woman?” the clerk once asked me. “I want a piece of that.”


The letters were filled with women’s stories of loss and abandonment and described the coping strategies they’d adopted to survive emotionally. Often the women included words of gratitude, thankful that someone had validated the magnitude of their loss, relieved that they’d finally been given a framework in which to fit their experiences. Hundreds of motherless women would show up at readings and seminars, eager to sit in a room with others who understood. “It’s like we share a secret handshake,” one woman said. Another put it even more succinctly. “I feel like the alien who just found the mother ship,” she told the group.


When a mother dies, a daughter’s mourning never completely ends. Motherless women have always intuitively known this, though in 1994 it wasn’t a widely accepted idea. Twenty years ago, the general public still held fast to the notion that grief had to follow a set, predictable series of stages or it was progressing incorrectly. Mourning was (and sometimes still is) treated as something that has to be overcome, not as a lifelong process of accommodation and acceptance. The idea that mourning might be cyclical, sloppy, and erratic was still considered novel to those who weren’t part of the bereavement community.


When my mother died, our town offered no support services for grieving families. We didn’t yet have a local hospice, just a well-meaning hospital social worker whose officious manner I found so off-putting that I ducked into the nurse’s lounge whenever I saw her coming down the hall. After the funeral, my father attended a Parents Without Partners meeting, our New York suburb’s single nod to the single parent, only to find himself the only widower, and the only man, in a room full of women left partnerless by divorce. He never went back. As for children’s bereavement programs, they were still years away from reaching our county. The Dougy Center for Grieving Children, the grandmother of children’s bereavement programs in the United States, wouldn’t open its doors in Portland, Oregon, for another year, and its influence would take another six or seven years to reach the East Coast. Until then, families were essentially left to muddle along on their own.


By the time Motherless Daughters was released in 1994, this situation had improved a great deal. By then, the Dougy Center had been training facilitators in other states for seven years. A number of weekend camps for children who’d lost loved ones had been launched, and hospice had become an international movement. We had developed a much better sense, as a culture, of what grieving children needed and had developed better means for providing it.


While all this was undeniably helpful for families in the midst of losing mothers, it was somewhat less useful for readers of Motherless Daughters, whose losses had occurred ten, twenty, and in some cases forty years in the past. These women had grown up surrounded by rigid ideas about bereavement. Most had been discouraged from talking about the loss. Many years later, they were still experiencing residual effects of profound loss—not only as a result of the death, but also from their families’ and communities’ responses (or nonresponses) to their needs.


As adults who’d experienced loss as children, they didn’t yet have a niche in the bereavement support field. They’d call local hospices, looking for support groups, only to be told they didn’t qualify because their loss had occurred too long ago. Or they’d join bereavement groups and discover that everyone else was in the acute phase of a recent loss. Other group members couldn’t relate to (and became deeply troubled by) the idea that a daughter could still be mourning a mother a decade or more after she’d died.


Fortunately, quite a lot has changed since then too.


Motherless Daughters and Motherless Mothers groups, dedicated to bringing support and community to girls and women whose mothers have died, now exist in more than two dozen locations around the world, including Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Detroit, San Francisco, London, and Dubai, all run by volunteers. The Internet now connects thousands of motherless women through message boards and group pages worldwide. Online memorials for mothers who have died have become so pervasive that a group of psychologists even researched the phenomenon. Over the past twelve years the children’s bereavement community has expanded exponentially. The Dougy Center website now lists more than five hundred children’s grief centers in the United States and overseas. The National Alliance for Grieving Children educates and provides resources for grieving children, families, and bereavement professionals throughout the United States. In addition, the Family Lives On Foundation, formed in 1997, has helped more than a thousand families continue cherished traditions that children once shared with a mother or father who has died. And Comfort Zone Camp, founded by Lynne Hughes, who lost both parents by the age of thirteen, holds weekend bereavement camps in five states for more than 2,500 children per year and operates a comprehensive website at www.hellogrief.org for bereaved teens and their caregivers and friends.


As Phyllis Silverman, PhD, a bereavement expert and the author of Never Too Young to Know, has written, the “death system” in the United States is changing as the culture becomes ready to hear about dying and mourning, due in large part to coverage of loss events by television and print media. This was apparent in the outpouring of televised national grief after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the newspaper memorials printed for each victim.


The 9/11 attacks, perhaps more than any other event in the past thirty years, thrust grieving and parent loss into the forefront of national consciousness. At least 2,990 children and teenagers lost a parent in New York City and Washington, DC, that day; 340 lost mothers. Six years earlier, more than two hundred children had lost one parent and thirty children lost both in the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building bombing in Oklahoma City.* Due in large part to these two attacks, “traumatic bereavement” has become a distinct field within children’s grief counseling, as the particular needs of children and teens who lose parents to sudden, violent causes have become known.


The means by which children are losing mothers has changed in both expected and unexpected ways over the past ten years. Accidents and cancer are still the leading causes of death among eighteen- to fifty-four-year-old women, but the US cancer rate among women has slowly, yet steadily, gone down over the past twenty years.† In the United States the AIDS epidemic, which created 18,500 maternally bereaved children by 1991, never reached projected estimates of 80,000 by the year 2000. In Africa and Asia, however, it has produced millions of AIDS orphans, creating a social crisis of unimaginable proportions. And today mothers are dying as casualties of war for the first time in US history. As of April 2013, more than twenty-five women with children have died while serving in the US Armed Forces in Afghanistan and Iraq, leaving behind more than thirty children, one of whom had made her mother pinkie-swear, before shipping out, that she wouldn’t die.


We know a good deal more about motherless children such as these, and what they’re likely to face as they grow up, than we did twenty years ago. Results from the landmark 1996 Harvard Child Bereavement Study, a two-year study of parentally bereaved children conducted in the Boston area and directed by Phyllis Silverman, PhD, and J. William Worden, PhD, found that


       1.  In general, mother loss is harder on children than father loss, mainly because it results in more daily life changes for a child. In most families, the death of a mother also means the loss of the emotional caretaker, and a child has to adapt to everything this means and implies.


       2.  Two years after losing a parent, children whose mothers have died are more likely to have emotional and behavioral problems, such as anxiety, acting out, lower self-esteem, and lower feelings of competence, than those who lost fathers.


       3.  Children remain more strongly connected emotionally to mothers who have died than to fathers who have died.


       4.  The degree to which a surviving parent copes is the most important indicator of the child’s long-term adaptation. Kids whose surviving parents are unable to function effectively in the parenting role show more anxiety and depression, as well as sleep and health problems, than those whose parents have a strong support network and solid inner resources to rely on.


       5.  The children who were doing best, after two years, were those in families that coped actively with the loss rather than passively, and managed to find something positive even in difficult situations.


And yet the more we know about children’s bereavement, it seems, the more the actual experience of losing a mother remains the same. Not long ago I received an email from a college freshman. Her mother died five years earlier, and throughout high school in her small town she was known as the Girl Whose Mother Died. Now she’s attending college in another state, far from anyone who knows her, and she’s feeling terribly isolated and lonely. Nobody there ever knew her mother, and her new friends don’t understand the profundity of her loss. When someone asks about her parents, she tries to answer without using the words “mother” or “died.” Putting those two words together, she has learned, is a guaranteed conversation stopper. No one wants to talk about a mother dying. No one wants to hear about it. Some even claim not to understand. “I don’t have a mother anymore,” she once mumbled to a classmate. “You don’t have one?” the classmate repeated, incredulous. “You mean, like, your parents are divorced?”


Who can blame a peer for acting on what we all wish were true? Mothers are immortal. Mothers don’t die young. Mothers never leave the children they love. “My dad never even began to grieve my mother’s death,” says thirty-four-year-old Leigh, who was three when her mother died. “He was overwhelmed by it. It didn’t fit in with his picture of how life should be. Mothers should not die and leave five children behind. He told himself that shouldn’t happen, so it wouldn’t. And then it did.” The same false security protected Kristen until her sixteenth year, when her mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer and died the following year. Kristen, now twenty-four, still sounds stunned when she talks about the loss. “If you’d asked me ten years ago if I thought my mother could die, I would have said, ‘Me? Never. My mother? No way,’” she says. “I’d never, ever, never thought about it. I knew no one in my secluded little town whose mother had died. I thought it couldn’t happen to me because my family was so happy. My mother’s death completely rocked my world.”


A father’s death, although equally traumatic, usually doesn’t inspire such indignation or surprise. It violates our assumptions about the world a little less. To some degree, we expect our fathers to die before our mothers. Females may be stereotyped as the weaker sex, but they have greater physical longevity. In every racial group in America for the past hundred years, men have been expected to die younger than women. Today, the average twenty-year-old American male is expected to live to seventy-seven, but a twenty-year-old American female has a good chance of reaching eighty-two. American men are more than 50 percent as likely as women to die between the ages of fifteen and fifty-five.


Yet this hardly means that mothers don’t die young. Quite the opposite. Just in 2011, more than 111,000 American women died between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four. In 2006, more than 676,000 American children under eighteen had lost a mother, about 330,000 of them girls. Nearly 25,000 girls had lost both of their parents. I estimate that in any given year more than 1.1 million girls and women under the age of sixty in the United States will have lost their mothers to death during childhood and adolescence—an extremely conservative number because it doesn’t include daughters who were eighteen to twenty-five when their mothers died, or daughters who lost mothers through abandonment, divorce, alcoholism, incarceration, or long-term mental or physical illness.*


And yet at a very deep level, nobody wants to believe that motherless children exist. It’s a denial that originates from the place in our psyches where mother represents comfort and security no matter what our age, and where the mother-child bond is so primal that we equate its severing with a child’s emotional demise. Because everyone carries into adulthood the child’s fear of being left lost and alone, the motherless child thus symbolizes a darker, less fortunate self. Her plight is everyone’s nightmare, at once impossible to imagine and impossible to ignore. Yet accepting the magnitude of her loss, or the duration of her mourning, would mean acknowledging the same potential for oneself. I remember a phone conversation with my best friend in high school, a few months after my mother died. I was describing some current hardship or another, and relating it directly to the fact that my mother had just died. “Hope,” she said, gently yet firmly, “you’ve got to stop thinking like this. You can’t keep blaming everything bad that happens to you on your mother’s death. How much of your life is it really going to affect, anyway?”


She had a point and I knew it. I was looking for relationships that didn’t always exist, connecting dots that might not warrant legitimate connections, in an effort to explain and excuse untoward behaviors. Sometimes the act felt inauthentic even as I was doing it. Yet at the same time, I knew without doubt that my mother’s death had irrevocably altered who I was and who I would become. When a parent dies young, explains Maxine Harris, PhD, in The Loss That Is Forever, children have a personal encounter with death that influences the way they see the world for the rest of their lives. “Some events are so big and so powerful that they cannot help but change everything they touch,” she writes. How could all my thoughts and feelings, then, not be traced back to the event that had created such a jagged fault line through my history, dividing it into a permanent Before and After?


I was fifteen when my mother was diagnosed with cancer, barely seventeen when she died. Unlike an adult, who experiences parent loss with a relatively intact personality, a girl who loses her mother during childhood or adolescence co-opts the loss into her emerging personality, where it becomes a dominant, defining characteristic of her identity. From learning at an early age that dependent relationships can be impermanent, security ephemeral, and family capable of being redefined, the motherless daughter develops an adult insight while she is still a child, with only juvenile resources to help her cope.


Early loss is a maturing experience, forcing a daughter to age faster than her peers—both cognitively and behaviorally. As Maxine Harris points out, the death of a parent, more than any other event, marks the end of a childhood. It’s therefore no surprise to learn that when Comfort Zone Camp* conducted a national poll of 408 adults who had lost a parent before the age of twenty, 72 percent of them believed their lives would have been “much better” if their mother or father hadn’t died so young.


A teenage daughter who loses a mother may have to plan a funeral, take responsibility for younger siblings or the home, and care for an ailing grandparent—all before graduating from high school. When a mother’s death also means the loss of the consistent, supportive family system that once supplied her with a secure home base, she then has to develop her self-confidence and self-esteem through alternate means. Without a mother or mother figure to guide her, a daughter also has to piece together a female self-image on her own. While most girls separate from their mothers during the teen years to create an individual identity and then later try to return to them as autonomous adults, the motherless daughter moves forward alone. Adulthood, marriage, and motherhood are significantly different experiences for the woman who travels through them in a maternal void and bearing the memory of a dramatic loss. “You have to learn how to be a mother for yourself,” says Karen, a twenty-nine-year-old woman whose mother died nine years ago. “You have to become that person who says, ‘Don’t worry, you’re doing fine. You’re doing the best you can.’ Sure, you can call friends who’ll say that to you. And maybe you can call other relatives you’re close to, and they’ll say it too. But hearing it from the person who taped up all your scraped knees, and consoled you through all the Cs you brought home from school, and helped you with your first lemonade stand, that person who watched you take every step and really knows you, or at least the one you perceive as really knowing you—that’s the one you count on. That’s the one you keep looking for.”


How often do we get to revisit and revise the past? Motherhood gives me that opportunity, as the daily minutiae of life with two daughters repeatedly kicks me back in memory to moments when I was the child, and my mother stood in the place I occupy today. I see her so differently now. How resourceful and patient and devoted she was, I have come to realize. Yet also how inexperienced and frustrated. And how very, very young.


This experience is one among many shared by motherless women of all backgrounds. No matter how many years this book remains on the shelf, no matter how many motherless women I meet in my travels, I never stop being surprised by how much we have in common—regardless of the age we were when our mothers died; the exact causes of loss; our families’ racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic makeup; and the age we are now. Mother loss is a great equalizer among women. The core identity issues it creates cut through the superficial variables that might otherwise define us. As motherless women, we share characteristics we don’t usually find in our female friends: a keen sense of isolation; a sharp awareness of our own mortality; the overall feeling of being “stuck” in our emotional development, as if never having matured beyond the age we were when our mothers died; the tendency to look for nurturing in relationships with partners who can’t possibly meet our needs; the strong desire to give our children the kind of mothering we lost or never had; an intense anxiety about losing other loved ones; a gratitude for the “small moments” in each day; and the awareness that early loss has shaped, toughened, and even freed us so that we can make changes and decisions we might not have otherwise made.


Most of the original interviews from the first version of this book are included in this anniversary edition, although I have added some new voices, in addition to the words of experts whose research had not yet been published in 1994. This edition includes ninety-nine motherless women interviewed in person and by email, as well as data from the original Motherless Daughters survey in 1994 (see Appendix 1) and an Internet survey of 1,322 motherless mothers conducted between October 2002 and June 2005. Although these women volunteered to be interviewed and therefore do not represent a random sample, they come from a variety of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. They ranged in age from infancy to their early thirties when their mothers died or left their families. The youngest woman to be interviewed was seventeen and the oldest eighty-two. All names and hometowns have been changed, and only in rare instances, and with explicit permission, does a woman’s profession appear in print.


A good deal in my life has changed since the first edition of this book was published in 1994. If you can find a copy of that first edition, you’ll read the words of a young woman who was single and living in a tiny apartment in New York, just starting her career and wondering whether she’d ever marry and have children. Hers was the voice of research and wonder, not yet the voice of experience and insight. Today I write from the perspective of a middle-aged mother and wife who shares a house in the Santa Monica Mountains outside Los Angeles with a husband and two daughters. I pack school lunches, drive my children to piano lessons and soccer practice, and proofread English papers. In many ways, I have become that which I once lost.


And yet there is a great deal that has not changed at all. There is still a huge hole in my life where a mother—and now a maternal grandmother for my children—should be. I still wish I had a mother to call when something good happens, when something bad happens, or when nothing at all has happened, just to talk about the day. I’m still stubbornly self-reliant, and I still find my highest levels of comfort in an orderly, predictable existence. And though I’m less afraid of dying young, I still live in dread of losing someone else I love. Even more so now, when the stakes are so much higher. Every day, I look at my daughters and pray that I can see them through high school and beyond.


Sometimes I think of calling back that high school friend, the one who asked me how much of my life my mother’s death would affect. And with the certainty of thirty-three years, I would tell her: everything. It affects everything. When a mother dies, a daughter grieves. And then her life moves on. She does, thankfully, feel happiness again. But the missing her, the wanting her, the wishing she were still here—I will not lie to you, although you probably already know. That part never ends.
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* Of the 168 people who died that day, 87 were adult women, although no data exists to show how many of them were mothers.


† This is driven by steep declines in the death rates of certain cancers. The death rate from cancer among African American women has increased.


* Approximately 114,000 girls under eighteen currently live in foster homes, and more than 1 million live with grandparents or other relatives with neither parent present. As of 2007, more than 147,000 children had mothers who were imprisoned, a number that had more than doubled since 1991. Most of these kids were being raised by grandparents.


* This 2009 survey was conducted with the assistance of the national polling firm Matthew Greenwald and Associates and funded by the New York Life Foundation. The survey also found that one in nine adult Americans were under the age of twenty when one of their parents died.




I


Loss


            The loss of the daughter to the mother, the mother to the daughter, is the essential female tragedy.


—Adrienne Rich, Of Woman Born    




Chapter One


The Seasons of Grieving


Mourning Takes Time


MY MOTHER DIED IN THE MIDDLE OF SUMMER, with everything in full bloom. It had been sixteen months since the afternoon she returned from a doctor’s office with the news of a malignancy in her breast, sixteen months of chemotherapy and CAT scans and desperate attempts to hang on to the little rituals that amounted to a normal day. We still took our orange juice and vitamins together in the morning, but then she swallowed the white, oval pills that were supposed to stop the cancer’s spread. After school I would drive her across town for her oncology appointments, and on the way home in the car she promised me she would live. Because I wanted so badly to believe her, I did, even as I watched her lose her hair, then her dignity, and finally her hope. The end came quickly, and we all were unprepared. On July 1 she was sunning herself in the backyard; before dawn on the twelfth, she was gone.


My mother was forty-two when she died, just past what should have been the midpoint of her life. I had just turned seventeen. My sister was fourteen, my brother nine, and our father was left with little idea about how to manage the three of us and his own grief. Before cancer reduced us to four, I’d always thought of us as the most typical suburban family in New York: a father who commuted to a job in Manhattan, a mother who stayed home with the kids, a house in a carefully manicured subdivision, a dog, a cat, two cars, three TVs. Tragedy was supposed to pass over a home such as ours, not burst through its door.


Like most other families that lose a mother, mine coped as best it could; which meant, essentially, that we avoided all discussion of the loss and pretended to pick up exactly where we’d left off. We were not an expressive family to begin with, and we had little idea about how to mourn. We had no friends or relatives who’d been through a similar experience, no blueprint for action, no built-in support. During that first year we continued with the routines of schoolwork, vacations, and bimonthly haircuts as if a central family member were so dispensable that her absence required only a minor reshuffling of household chores. Anger, guilt, sadness, grief—we suppressed all emotions, letting them shoot out like brief bullets only when we couldn’t contain them any more.


When I left home to attend college in the fall of 1982, I headed to the Midwest with a desire to become a journalist and a determination to experience life as my mother had never done. She had graduated from college in 1960 with a music degree and a diamond ring, and her domain had quickly become a split-level suburban ranch home. Mine, I decided, would be the world. In the years following her death, I crisscrossed the country in my car, studied Kafka and de Beauvoir, dated men of varied ethnic backgrounds, and backpacked across Europe alone. But wherever I traveled, I carried within me a sadness I couldn’t leave behind, no matter how forcefully I tried. Someone dies, you cry, and then you move on: this was no mystery to me. Far less clear was how the effects of this loss were likely to appear and reappear throughout the rest of my life.


It would take seven years for me to begin to understand an essential truth about grief: the more you avoid mourning, the tighter it sticks to you. The only way to release it is to grit your teeth and feel the pain.


By the time I figured this out I was several years out of college, working for a magazine in Knoxville, Tennessee. The company had its offices in a twelve-story redbrick building, a former hotel where both Hank Williams and Alice Cooper’s boa constrictor were rumored to have spent their final nights. The building was on a main thoroughfare downtown, next to a high-tech, mostly vacant, mostly glass skyscraper built by the notorious Jake Butcher, who was then doing time in jail. I tell you all this because position will be important. In front of the Butcher Building was a traffic light and a crosswalk, which I used when I crossed Gay Street every day.


A perverse sort of history had settled on this block, which may or may not have had something to do with what I experienced there the autumn after I turned twenty-four. It hadn’t been an easy year. In May I’d abruptly ended an engagement to a man I’d deeply loved, and my world turned painfully inside out. I tried to fix it by jumping into bed with another man, who was wise enough to walk out on me by summer’s end. Two weeks later I got caught in the middle of a bar brawl that landed me in the emergency room with a split lip and a bump the size of a golf ball on the crest of my head. Things, you might say, were getting out of control. I was living alone on two acres in a small white house I could barely afford to maintain, and that season, escape was on my mind. I was considering graduate school in Iowa, the Peace Corps, and a vegetarian commune in central Oregon, in no particular order of preference. Worried I would scare away my friends with this litany of woe, I spent most of my time alone on my land with a noncommittal kitten I often turned to for advice. In the evenings when I felt lonely I walked across the street to pick wildflowers and play with my neighbors’ goats and sheep. I’m sure that part sounds idyllic, but the truth is, I was scared. There was no one to take care of me but me, and I didn’t feel up to the job.


By mid-October, I was oversleeping and getting to work late every morning, taking two-hour lunches, and crossing Gay Street several times a day. On this particular afternoon I was returning from the post office, and as I reached the middle of the crosswalk I looked up. A cloud passed just then, and I saw the midday sun bounce sharply off one of the glass panels of the Butcher Building. Or should I say I felt it? Like a size-twelve work boot kicked into my gut I felt it, and I clutched my stomach, unable to breathe. The light turned green and cars started honking; a few drove around me; someone leaned out of a truck window and shouted, “Hey, you! Are you okay?”


I was not okay. I was definitely not okay. All I could think as I stood there holding myself was, “I want my mother. I want my mother. I want my mother, now.”


From what depths did I dredge that up? I hadn’t allowed myself to miss my mother once in the seven years since she’d died. Instead, I’d spent that time convincing myself I conveniently didn’t need the one thing I didn’t have, and that my freedom and independence were an unfortunate but much-cherished outcome of my early loss. With the kind of cocky certainty usually reserved for either the very young or the very naive, I’d decided by twenty-four that I’d already sailed through the five stages of grief so neatly outlined in the pamphlet the hospital social worker pressed into my palm as my mother lay dying in a room down the hall.


Denial, anger, bargaining, disorganization, acceptance. It had sounded simple enough to me then, a straightforward five-step ascent to normal life again. The night before my mother died I’d broken down and prayed, asking God to accept a clean trade. Although I’d never seriously thought about dying before, that night I asked to be taken as I slept, in exchange for letting my mother live. I knew the family needed her more. I’d missed out on all the intermediary steps, all the times when I might have prayed Please God, make my mother well, or I promise I’ll never talk back to her again because I’d never known she was dying, and now, in these final hours, I believed that only an act of great selflessness could still save her. Sunrise reminded me that such miracles are rare, but I later found small comfort in knowing that the attempt placed me firmly in the bargaining stage, already at midpoint along the emotional ruler of mourning.


Seven years later, I’d reached the point where I no longer cried each time I talked about my mother, and when someone said “I’m sorry” after learning about her death, I could finally respond with a deferential smile and a nonadversarial nod. Time had worked its healing magic, as everyone had promised it would. And I’d proven I didn’t need a mother to survive. So I thought I’d done it properly; I thought I’d somehow won. Until that moment in the middle of the crosswalk, which left me wondering how it had all gone so horribly wrong.


Here’s what I’ve learned about grief since then: it’s not linear. It’s not predictable. It’s anything but smooth and self-contained. Someone did us all a grave injustice by implying that mourning has a distinct beginning, middle, and end. That’s the stuff of short fiction. It’s not real life.


Grief goes in cycles, like the seasons, like the moon. No one is better created to understand this than a woman, whose bodily existence is marked by a monthly rhythm for more than half her life. For centuries, writers, aware of grief’s organic cadence, have used seasonal metaphors to describe a process that leads us from the deepest sorrow toward the peak of renewal, and back again.


Mourning works like any series of cycles. One ends and a new one begins, slightly different from its predecessor, but with the same fundamental course. A daughter who loses a mother does pass through stages of denial, anger, confusion, and reorientation, but these responses repeat and circle back on themselves as each new developmental task reawakens her need for the parent. Say a girl of thirteen loses her mother to a heart attack. In the midst of the initial shock and numbness, she grieves to the best of her ability at that time. But five years later, at her high school graduation, she may find herself painfully missing her mother and grieving all over again. Years after this episode she may be back in the mourner’s role again, when she plans her wedding, or gives birth to her first child, or gets diagnosed with a serious illness, or reaches the age at which her mother died. At each milestone a daughter comes up against new challenges that make her long for a mother’s support, but when she reaches out for her, the mother isn’t there. The daughter’s old feelings of loss and abandonment return, and the cycle begins again.


Seven years, as it turns out, wasn’t such a terribly long delay. I’ve since received letters and emails from women who say their grief was put on hold for twenty years, thirty years, or more. “Some individuals become conscious of the effects of the loss on them only midway through adulthood,” explains the Israeli psychologist Tamar Granot, the author of Without You. “At times, this belated awareness is sparked by a change in their lives, especially in the wake of a crisis during adulthood.” Uncertainty about a career choice, difficulties in maintaining a relationship, or problems with one’s own children, she says, can suddenly make a woman aware of the connection between her present-day behavior and the trauma she experienced as a child.


We’re an impatient culture, accustomed to gratifying most of our needs quickly. But mourning requires a certain resignation to the forces of time. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s five stages of grief, so popular as a bereavement model in the 1980s and 1990s, were originally developed for terminally ill patients receiving news of their grim diagnoses, not for the family members they would leave behind. (One grief counseling website now suggests renaming them “the five stages of receiving catastrophic news” and ditching them as a bereavement model because they’ve done mourners more harm than good.) I prefer J. William Worden’s four tasks of mourning: accepting the loss (task I), dealing with the reality of the loss (task II), adjusting to the new environment (task III), and emotionally relocating the lost loved one (task IV). But truly, I’ve found there are really only two stages of grief that matter to most mourners: the one in which you feel really, really bad, followed by the one in which you feel better. The transition from one to the other is bound to be slow, sloppy, and emotional, and neither has hard-and-fast rules.


Expecting grief to run a quick, predictable course leads us to overpathologize the process, making us think of grief as something that, with proper treatment, can and should be “fixed.” As a result, we begin to view normal responses as indicators of serious distress. The woman who cries every Christmas when she thinks of her mother—is she really a woman who can’t let go of the past, or just a woman who continues to miss her mother’s warmth and cheer at holiday time? And who can count the number of friends and coworkers who expected our mourning to be contained within the confines of those magical six-month or one-year bookends? How many of us came to expect that of ourselves? The messages that so frequently leaked through other people’s words as the summer of my mother’s death melted into autumn and the snow began to fall became exactly the ones I used to criticize myself: It’s been six months already. Get on with your life. Get over it.


I tried. I really tried. But it’s impossible to undo fifteen or twenty years of learned behavior with a mother in only a few months. If it takes nine months to bring a life into this world, what makes us think we can let go of someone in less?


Ready or Not, Here It Comes


Psychologists debated for decades whether or not children and adolescents have the capacity to mourn the death of a loved one. Unlike adults, who invest emotion in several different people they can depend on—spouses, lovers, children, close friends, and themselves—kids typically direct it all toward one or both parents. When a daughter says, “My mother’s death when I was twelve completely pulled the rug out from under me,” she’s not exaggerating.


Most bereavement specialists now agree that fully adapting to the loss of a parent requires elements most young children don’t have: a mature understanding of death, the language and encouragement to talk about their feelings, the awareness that intense pain doesn’t last forever, and the ability to shift their emotional dependence from the lost parent back to the self before attaching to someone else. These capacities develop and accumulate as a child grows, like a train that picks up a new passenger at each stop, and she may have very few riders at the time a parent dies.


This doesn’t mean children can’t mourn at all; they just do it differently than adults. Their process is more protracted, extending over the course of their development as their cognitive and emotional abilities mature. A five-year-old who believes death is an extended form of sleep may, in her eleventh year, finally understand that death means her mother is never coming back. She’ll then have to work through the sadness and anger that arise with this new realization, even though she’s six years past the actual loss.


The best example of this process I’ve come across is a story from twenty-year-old Jennifer, who was four when her mother committed suicide. As a young child, Jennifer knew only the most basic facts about the death. Still, she couldn’t fully understand their implication until she became cognitively able and emotionally ready to process the truth.


“My mother died in the garage, from carbon monoxide poisoning,” she explains. “For a long time, I thought the gas cap had fallen off the car and that she had died from that. It was totally ridiculous, but it was the story I had in my head. Years later, when I was in junior high, I finally realized she had done it on purpose. I was telling the story to someone and right in the middle of it I thought, ‘That’s pretty stupid. Why would the gas cap just fall off like that?’” Nearly ten years after her mother’s death, Jennifer began a new cycle of grieving, for news she says she is still trying to accept.


Adults usually start their griefwork immediately after a loss, but children tend to mourn in bits and pieces. They do it in the midst of the rest of life, dipping in and out of grief, with intense bouts of anger and sadness punctuating long periods of apparent disregard. “They know how much pain they can tolerate at any given moment, and when they reach their limit, they simply shut it off and do something else,” explain Mary Ann and James Emswiler, the authors of Guiding Your Child Through Grief.


Adults often mistake this process with blocked mourning, believing that a child either doesn’t understand what happened or is denying the loss, when in fact she knows quite well that her mother is gone. Instead of grieving openly, a child often speaks through play. A girl who lost a mother in the World Trade Center attacks on September 11, 2001, for example, may have returned from the funeral and headed straight for her toy chest, appearing oblivious to the day’s events, but her play might have been telling. If she created a tall stack of blocks and knocked them down, over and over again, she probably would have been acting out her experience of parent loss.


Therapists at the Barr-Harris Children’s Grief Center in Chicago have long observed that a child’s grief response is directly influenced by the surviving parent’s behavior. “The loss is tougher for kids when the recovery of the surviving parent is slower, when that parent is exceptionally depressed, goes on as if nothing has happened, or is so exhausted that things get disorganized,” says Nan Birnbaum, MSSC, who was a Barr-Harris staff member throughout the 1990s. “We noticed that kids tend to start dealing with the loss six to nine months after the actual death, when the surviving parent is beginning to cope better. They need the safety and psychological security to be able to feel that intense distress. Surviving parents have to be picking up the pieces of their lives and running things relatively comfortably before kids can let down their hair and feel safe enough to grieve. Sometimes the surviving parent takes a year before he’s doing better, and then the child won’t begin grieving and having intense reactions until a year and a half after the loss.” It’s difficult for children to move beyond a surviving parent’s place of progress in the mourning process. If a parent gets stuck in a particular stage, chances are the child will, too.


Researchers have found that children who lose a parent need two conditions to thrive: a stable surviving caregiver to meet their emotional and physical needs, and open and honest communication about the death and its impact on the family. Physical care alone isn’t enough. The child who can express her sadness and feels secure in her environment is the one most likely to integrate the loss and avoid serious ongoing distress. But the child who faces continuing difficulties—a father who can’t stop grieving, a stepmother who rejects her, an unstable home life—can end up a long way from the point where she once began.


Adolescents—with their attachments to peer groups and their capacity for abstract thought, which allows the leap from “My mother is gone” to “My life will never be the same”—come closer to modeling an adult mourning process, but their experience is still limited by developmental constraints. Some therapists have viewed adolescence itself as a form of mourning, for the lost childhood and the foregone image of the omnipotent, protective parents, and believe that until we complete this type of mourning process in our late teens or early twenties, we can’t adequately grieve for a loved one later on. Adolescence, inconsistent and insecure as it is, may be our built-in preparation for learning to let go.


Women who lost mothers during adolescence frequently speak of their inability to cry at the time of loss, or even for months or years afterward. This often serves as a personal black mark in their pasts, a point of self-recrimination when they look back as adults and discuss their mother’s death. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I cry? What was my problem? they wonder.


Sandy, thirty-four, whose mother died of cancer twenty years ago, still remembers the confusion she felt at the time. “Never cried at the funeral,” she says. “Didn’t want to let anyone know that I had feelings at fourteen. I mean, I remember sitting in the way back of the funeral parlor with my friends, hanging out, because I didn’t know how to handle it. You know, I didn’t want to stand up and act like it bothered me. I didn’t know how to act. But we had a lot of timberland, and I’d go down there and sit on a log and be alone. I cried a lot then, but not at the funeral.”


In response to a major loss, both older children and adolescents cry less freely than adults do. Teens, in particular, often feel threatened by the potential depth of their emotions. While a young child may cry impulsively, without thought of whether the outburst will end, a teenager who feels she may “lose it” in front of others sees mourning as a threat.


If the loss occurs at a time when a girl is struggling to assert her independence from the family, she may associate crying and other emotional outbursts with a regression to a dependent, childish state. Because she equates crying with being “babyish” she avoids all public display. The abandonment she feels after her mother dies is exacerbated by the alienation that comes with normal adolescence, and she’s then left feeling doubly isolated with a grief she’s afraid to express.


I’d like to say my family was a safe forum for expression, that we talked about my mother’s death and her life, and that each of the children found someone who provided much-needed emotional support. But none of those things were true. My father couldn’t juggle the demands of his own grieving with the sudden responsibility for three children he barely knew, and he was not a man accustomed to asking for help. I don’t think he discussed my mother’s death with anyone at the time. He certainly didn’t talk about it with us. The briefest mention of my mother’s name would cause his eyes to fill, forcing him to retreat to his room while my sister, brother, and I sat staring silently at our full dinner plates. Seeing our only parent so close to total collapse was terrifying, and we were determined to prevent it however we could. He was the only parent we had left; we couldn’t risk losing him, too. As we learned to dance around the words that destabilized him, silence descended on us all like dense fog. Within two months after my mother’s death we had stopped talking about her at all.


Silence and suppression transformed me into an emotional mannequin, frozen and ersatz, with proportions so perfect they were never more than an ideal. The night my mother died, I entered a survival zone of counterfeit emotion: no tears, no grief, little response at all except a carefully monitored smile and an intense desire to maintain the status quo. If I couldn’t control the external chaos, I could at least try to balance it with my internal reserve. And how could I give in to the intense emotion I sensed was underneath it all? My father told relatives at the funeral and in the house afterward that I was “the rock” of the family. “We’d all fall apart if it weren’t for Hope,” he said, and they nodded in agreement.


Their praise, of course, only made me want to maintain my perfectly chiseled marble facade. I never did break down during those early years. My mother had always been the parent who gave the children a safe place to cry, my father more an advocate of the stiff-upper-lip school of emotional expression. I needed someone to tell me it was all right to feel anger and despair, but I received only kudos for my synthetically mature, responsible behavior. Perhaps this sounds juvenile for a girl of seventeen, this need for permission to express emotion. I might think so too, if it hadn’t happened to me.


Families like mine aren’t rare; many households view even the most harmless expressions of grief as reminders of the loss, and shy away from acknowledging the family’s pain. Daughters left with fathers are at a particular disadvantage in a culture that still encourages women to express emotion and men to suppress it. Fathers may feel grief just as intensely as other family members, but those who were socialized to repress their feelings, take control, and solve problems often have little outlet or tolerance for emotional display. Twenty-eight-year-old Leslie, who was seventeen when her mother died, recalls, “My father’s message, and it was clearly stated to me, was, ‘Don’t you start crying, because we’ll all fall apart.’ That was his true belief. Grieving and mourning and crying were such a hazard in my house. We just weren’t allowed to do that. I wish I could have said to my father back then, ‘It’s not true, Dad,’ and cried and cried and cried. And then looked up and said, ‘See? Nothing happened. Lightning didn’t strike.’ He would have cried too, but so what? What was so threatening about that? I’ve cried a lot in therapy, and I’ve gotten angry at my therapist. And nothing bad has happened. I think there was this message in my home that my emotions held that much negative force. I then believed I was that all-powerful, which of course simply wasn’t true.”


Grief doesn’t vanish when we try to lock it up in a sealed drawer, yet that’s the way many of us are encouraged to cope: don’t talk about the pain, and it’ll go away. Anyone who’s tried that approach knows what a superficial exercise it can be. “Ultimately, the thing that makes you crazy isn’t that your mother died,” says twenty-nine-year-old Rachel, who was fourteen at the time, “but that you can’t talk about it, and you can’t let yourself think about it.” The sounds of silence, left to echo without response, become more haunting than the actual words. To keep our mouths soldered shut only means the grief will find a way to seep out elsewhere, through our eyes and our ears, through our very pores.


To Feel or Not to Feel


An unfortunate fact we can’t escape—although we all would if we could—is that mourning hurts. “Little things like looking at your hand and seeing hers triggers it with such intensity that you just want to run away,” explains Donna, twenty-six, whose mother committed suicide three years ago. “But you don’t know where you can run to, because there isn’t anywhere to go. You try calling your dad to explain it to him and he says, ‘We’ll get you a plane ticket and you can come out here.’ But what good is that going to do? You’re still battling it in your own head.”


Claire Bidwell Smith, author of The Rules of Inheritance, a memoir about coping with the death of her mother during her first years at college and then the death of her father ten years later, recalls existing in a state of numbness for three years after her mother died. At age twenty she had dropped out of college and was waiting tables in New York City when grief caught up with her more powerfully than she could have thought possible. As she writes,


My grief fills rooms. It takes up space and it sucks out the air. It leaves no room for anyone else.


Grief and I are left alone a lot. We smoke cigarettes and we cry. We stare out the window at the Chrysler Building twinkling in the distance, and we trudge through the cavernous rooms of the apartment like miners aimlessly searching for a way out . . .


Grief is possessive and doesn’t let me go anywhere without it.


I drag my grief out to restaurants and bars, where we sit together sullenly in the corner, watching everyone carry on around us. I take grief shopping with me, and we troll up and down the aisles of the supermarket, both of us too empty to buy much. Grief takes showers with me, our tears mingling with the soapy water, and grief sleeps next to me, its warm embrace like a sedative keeping me under for long, unnecessary hours.


Grief is a force and I am swept up in it.


To actively grieve involves risk. We have to relinquish self-control and let our emotions run their course. Maintaining control gives us the illusion of normalcy, but at what cost? And for how long? Rita, forty-three, who was sixteen when her mother died of cancer, says that deliberately avoiding her grief has given her a veneer of strength but hasn’t destroyed the emotions at her core.


My fear is that if I were to let myself feel the immense pain I know is there, I would just fall apart. I wouldn’t be able to function. Intellectually, I know that’s not true, but I’m not going to try it. I’ve been in all kinds of therapy, tons of therapy, and I always go with the intent of mourning my mother’s death properly. I know I have all this pain I need to get to and through, but I could never do it. I could never make myself that vulnerable to a stranger.


I hate to say that not being real and not feeling a deep, deep emotion is my strength. I mean, it sounds sort of strange. But on some level, it’s made me a survivor. I’m very good at what I do. I went from being a secretary like my mother to having a graduate degree. I’m a good worker and I deal with hundreds and hundreds of people in my job, all different kinds. I feel like I’m able to do that because I have to be very strong. I have to keep it together because the other side of it is this little girl who lost her mother, and could just fall apart from that pain.


Rita says she wants to face her sorrow, but that’s only half of a mourner’s journey. The other half is feeling ready to embrace the pain. Before that seven-year watershed in Tennessee, was I ready to admit that my mother’s death had a profound effect on me, or that I needed to go back and reevaluate its impact? Not a chance. I wasn’t about to dive into that, not even in a shark cage. I had to wait until the equivalent of a psychic explosion occurred, until the pain of not mourning my mother had gotten worse than grief could ever be.


Evelyn Williams, CSW, a therapist who led bereavement groups for college-age students at Duke University for thirteen years, believes we know, internally, when the moment to mourn arrives. She saw students who had lost parents during childhood or adolescence find their way into her groups in college, prepared to discuss their losses for the first time. Once they had physically separated from their families and achieved the psychological and emotional stability they needed to mourn without fear of abandonment or collapse, they could face their grief head-on. Our psyches seem to protect us until we’re able to confront the pain, and then the internal alarm clock rings, telling us it’s time to wake up and go to work.


Experiencing that intense emotion is what helps us, ultimately, accept that our mothers are gone. Insulating ourselves may feel better in the short run, but it’s not a successful long-term coping skill. “The ability to cognitively understand and comprehend the loss of a mother only comes with numerous times of bumping up against reality—she’s not here, she’s not here, she’s not here—as we go through life and miss her and want to see her or hold her and she’s not with us,” explains Therese Rando, PhD, a bereavement specialist in Warwick, Rhode Island, who was seventeen when her father died and eighteen when she lost her mother. “Those are the times that make you feel pain, and the person who avoids that hurt is never really going to get it. The pain, in essence, teaches you.”


Some daughters, like Rita, consciously choose to avoid this pain. Others cling to it to keep the loss—and their mothers—alive. “The hurt can be a connection to the loved one for a long time,” Dr. Rando says. “It may be the only thing you have that keeps you connected to the person who died. Sometimes pushing the pain away is a way of holding on, and sometimes holding it close is. I held on to my parents by staying immersed in my grief. It was the hardest thing for me to give up, but I had to do it and find other ways to stay connected.”


When we allow ourselves to mourn, we make way for a virtual onslaught of emotions: fear, resentment, abandonment, guilt. And anger. Rage, rather than grief, is the most common reaction to the death of a parent during childhood or adolescence. This creates a dilemma for the motherless daughter, who’s been taught from an early age that “good girls” don’t show strong negative emotions, at least not for public scrutiny. Popular culture has spent decades depicting angry women as violent and crazed, hardly the tragic hero an infuriated man is allowed to be. Rambo gunned his way through the jungle to thunderous applause, but Thelma and Louise’s pistol-packing road trip shocked the nation. As women with few adequate models for releasing rage, we too often give in to the impulse to pretend it isn’t there.


Which is really an unfortunate consequence because anger can be our ally, at least for a while. As a first-response emotion, it can protect us from feeling intense sadness until we’ve passed through an initial adjustment stage. But clinging to anger too long keeps us from addressing the emotions underneath, and those—resentment, desertion, confusion, guilt, love—are the ones on which true mourning relies.


For seven full years after my mother died, I carried my anger around like a righteous and heavy cross, all too willing to let it define me as a noble sufferer but secretly unsure of how to relinquish its weight. I couldn’t exactly dump it in the middle of a Psych 101 lecture and nonchalantly walk home, weightless and free. I’m sure my college roommates still remember the periodic temper tantrums I threw. During the years I lived with them, I immersed myself in activity—a full class load, the college newspaper, a sorority, volunteer work, a part-time job—anything to keep me from having to spend time alone. But in the brief interludes between those commitments, I occasionally came home, slammed my bedroom door, and hurled my possessions across the room, screaming nonsensical sentences until my throat turned raw. Clothing ripped from hangers, books slammed to the floor, stuffed animals hurled against walls. The physical release was liberating, but the mania of it was frightening to us all. Yet it was the only way I could think of to free the rage that kept welling up inside.


This was a diffuse anger, largely nonspecific, and one I didn’t understand. Anger, I’d always thought, had to be object directed, and though I focused some of mine toward my father, I didn’t know where to direct the rest. Without a discrete target, it shot out at wholly unpredictable moments: on the telephone with the electric company, over dinner with my boyfriend, at the history paper I couldn’t concentrate on long enough to write. I glared at the mothers and daughters I saw trying on clothes together in department store dressing rooms. I wanted to destroy every Hallmark Mother’s Day card display I saw. Rationality was not an issue. For a long time I hated the month of October because the leaves insisted on turning color and falling to the ground even when my mother, who’d loved the fire of autumn, wasn’t there to see it anymore.


“You know this feeling,” says Debby, thirty-one, whose mother died of cancer eight years ago. “You’re driving in the car and you feel like your whole world has fallen apart. And people in the car beside you are laughing and carrying on. Their life is normal, and you think, ‘Goddamn it. What gives you the right to laugh?’ Because nothing has happened to them. You don’t understand how everything else can go on normally when your life will never be normal again. Ever.”


This is a reactionary rage, often fueled by a sense of deprivation and a belief the world owes something to the daughter who lost her mother too young. But underneath it is usually a deep anger toward the mother herself. Even though she loved us, even though we’re not supposed to be angry with someone who’s dead, we resent her for leaving us behind. The mother who abandoned her child or took her own life leaves a daughter with the most direct access route to anger—she left me—but even the mother who falls ill and dies can be an object of blame.


“In the early sixties when my friends were getting married and having babies, I was cleaning bedpans,” recalls fifty-two-year-old Rochelle, who was twenty-four when her mother died of cancer. “I was angry at my mother because she didn’t have a life, and I was angry at her because I didn’t have a life.” Explains Cynthia, fifty-two, who lost her mother at nine, “In my twenties and thirties and forties, I would think back in anger at how my mother left us. It was totally irrational. She didn’t voluntarily contract pneumonia and choose to die. Nevertheless, there was this gray cloud in the background of my thoughts, a cool kind of anger at what she’d done to me, personally, that ruined my life.”


Like Cynthia, I know my mother didn’t want to leave me. I know that she, with a desire so great it could have consumed her, wanted to see her children grow. But the fact is that she went away and left us all to cope with the wreckage she left behind. Even now, her absence remains a terrible hole. No home to return to for a holiday celebration. No one to tell me what I was like as a child, or to reassure or comfort me as a mother. No maternal grandmother for my children. The anger and sadness I once felt when seeing a mother and daughter shopping or lunching together has been replaced by the venom I feel when I pass three generations of women walking on the street, the grandmother and the mother pushing the daughter’s stroller together, laughing at a joke I didn’t hear, out for just another afternoon in their shared lives.


I can still get angry about this, so angry sometimes that I could stamp my feet and scream. I’ve substituted yoga for domestic destruction, overcome my dressing room fits, and attacked empty chairs that represent my mother in several gestalt-inspired episodes, but a residue of rancor persists. Am I still just trying to hold on to my mother? Or has this sense of outrage become a permanent part of me?


Like most other emotions, anger carries extra baggage, and mine tends to travel with a significant amount of guilt. From an early age I received the subtle cues that told me never to speak out against the dead. The sanctification process following a mother’s death surpasses the rigor of any church, elevating all subsequent mention of her to the most laudatory and idealized heights. As Virginia Woolf, who was thirteen when her mother died, wrote, “Youth and death shed a halo through which it is difficult to see a real face.”


Because we loved them, because we wanted them to be flawless when they lived, we honor our mothers by granting them posthumous perfection, and we soothe ourselves by creating the mothers we wish we’d had. Karen, twenty-nine, whose mother died nine years ago, had a childhood so torn apart by her mother’s alcoholism that she ran away from home at fourteen. Nevertheless, she has exalted her mother to nearly mythic proportions in her mind. “I know that despite her alcoholism, she’s smarter and more perfect now in my head than she was when she was alive,” Karen admits. “As far as I’m concerned, there was never a wrinkle in anything I ever wore from the time I was born until I left home. I know I’ve done this as a type of memorial, a way of remembering her in a way she would want to be remembered. She very much wanted to be perfect. Giving her that gives her the respect she always wanted.”


Like anger, idealization is a normal and useful early response to loss. Focusing on a mother’s positive traits reaffirms her importance, and processing the happy side of a relationship is a gentle way to activate mourning. But every human relationship is affected by ambivalence, every mother an amalgam of the good and the bad. To mourn a mother fully, we have to look back and acknowledge the flip sides of perfection and love. Without this, we remember our mothers as only half of what they were, and we end up trying to mourn someone who simply didn’t exist.


“Mommy was a saint,” my sister once said, to a chorus of audible nods. But I thought, a saint? She was charitable and compassionate, and she routinely took care of others first—all that, I maintain, is true. But she was often nervous and unhappy, and she made a few decisions that didn’t serve me well. I don’t like to remember those parts, don’t necessarily want to recall the things she did that even today, from an adult perspective, seem unreasonable or unfair. I want to look over my shoulder and see my mother only as the woman who shared cigarettes and PTA gossip at our kitchen table with her neighborhood friends; who carefully and methodically combed the knots out of my long, tangled hair before school when I was six; who curled up on my bed and listened patiently to an off-key version of the haftarah I would sing at my bat mitzvah at thirteen; who clutched a box of tampons and shouted directions at a closed bathroom door to help my best friend in the ninth grade.


But that’s not all of who she was. She was also the mother who encouraged her children to hide information from their father so he wouldn’t get upset and when he slammed the garage door and drove off one night, sat in the kitchen and cried, “What am I going to do? I’m nothing without him”; who was so frustrated with her own constant, unsuccessful dieting that she said nothing about my rapid and deliberate weight loss in 1978 until I had dropped to 102 pounds on a five-foot, seven-inch frame; who screamed at me all the way home from my second failed driver’s license road test, shouting, “If you think I’m going to continue taking time out of my day to drive you around, you can just forget it”; and who turned a sixteen-year-old daughter into a bedroom confidante, telling me all the reasons why she should leave my father as well as all the reasons why she couldn’t and, in the end, turning me against him as well.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
20T Anniversagy Eprtion

Motherless
Daughters

The Legacy of Loss

Hope Edelman






OEBPS/images/linef.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780738217741.jpg
Hope Edelman






