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Foreword 

Melanie sat in my therapy office, describing how she and her husband were fighting over how her siblings had treated her father when he remarried. Her dad had remarried only eighteen months after her mother died of cancer. She and her siblings were shocked and reacted by threatening to disown Dad if he went through with the wedding. He told them he was perfectly capable of making this decision; he was lonely, and they should mind their own business. He went ahead and got married, and they disowned him. Now five years later, she and all of her siblings continue to refuse contact with their father or his wife; they kept their children from the influence of their grandparent, and Melanie defended her siblings’ actions in the face of her husband’s criticism. While this is an all too common story in therapy, I shouted in my mind, “This need not be the case!”

When Terri Smith first approached me about being involved in writing When Your Parent Remarries Late in Life, I immediately thought of the case I described above. Numerous resources have been written for stepfamilies with young and adolescent children, but until now, there has been no resource to help adult children whose parent is remarrying. In my practice of thirty plus years as a marriage and family therapist, I have encountered numerous family members struggling to adjust to their stepfamily experience. I wish that this book had been written then because it is a resource that would help every stepfamily. I know we wrote it for adult children whose parent’s remarriage is throwing them into a stepfamily, but many of the suggestions would help any stepfamily. This book is a must read for a parent of adult children who is considering remarriage,  for the potential stepparent, and for the adult children who will, willingly or not, be faced with how to adjust to their parent’s remarriage.

Writing the book has been fun, painful at times, but worth it. Terri’s personal experience of having her father remarry and my professional experience of working with stepfamilies make a unique combination. Combine that with the stories of the many families who were interviewed for the book, and the result speaks to the heart of both parent and adult child. The flow of personal stories, the wisdom of clinical experience, and findings from empirical research mix nicely together to create numerous suggestions for dealing with such matters as how to cope with your parent dating, what to do about the wedding, what to call a new stepparent, how to keep loyalties to your deceased or divorced parent from sabotaging your relationship with your new stepparent. With people living longer, many who do not now think they will need this book will discover a need for it at some future time.

An interesting twist in the book is the creative use of Erik Erikson’s eight stages of human development as a lens through which to view the transition of adult children as they adjust to different phases of their parent remarrying. While being an unusual application of Erikson’s stages, it nonetheless helps validate feelings adult children typically have when their parent remarries. It does not stop there, however. Erikson’s framework forms the basis of suggested actions that will help adult children successfully navigate each phase of their new transition in a stepfamily.

Parents who are considering remarrying will avoid several common mistakes if they will read this book. It will help them understand the perspectives of their adult children, communicate more openly, and face some of the challenges head on. Stepparents, likewise, will benefit from reading about anticipations, fears, and experiences of adult children in stepfamilies.

The remarriage of a parent presents new opportunities for growth, nurturing, and love. It does not have to negate any influence a deceased or divorced mother or father has had. It does require change and adjustment while holding out the possibility of adding new loving, supporting relationships. It is our hope that the many suggestions will help you navigate the path more smoothly and with greater passion and peace.

James M. Harper, Ph.D. 
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Introduction 

“Understanding that rewarding relationships require effort is a valuable insight at any age, providing new opportunities for personal growth and enhancement of existing relationships.”

—Dr. Sarah Corrie 

If one of your parents has died, you have undoubtedly encountered the tumult of emotion that follows, from grief to sadness to remorse and everything in between. If your surviving parent has remarried within what seemed to you an uncomfortably short period after the funeral, all of the parties involved have probably experienced more than a few awkward moments, unsettling emotions, and surprising reactions. I felt all of these things, and more, after my mother passed away and my father remarried.

Logically, I knew that even the most joyous of life’s experiences, such as birth, are attended by the shadow of pain and sacrifice. Marriage—the birth of a new family—is certainly a joyous event, but few would argue that a successful marriage demands effort, sacrifice, and, yes, pain. The setbacks and challenges of marriage are counterbalanced by love, companionship, and intimacy. Certainly all of life’s most difficult passages— death of a loved one, divorce, remarriage—are full of opportunities for personal growth. Yet just knowing this doesn’t help when you’re in the throes of grief or anger. It didn’t help me understand the negative emotions I was feeling. I wanted to be happy for my father and his new wife, but I also felt guilty and  sad. I wanted to know why. I needed help, but I didn’t know where to turn.

I found bookstores and Web sites full of resources for blended families with young or adolescent children, but not for me—a married adult with children of my own. Therapists and other experts stand ready to help children through what can be a difficult and even traumatic time. But what about the children who are no longer children? In an article published in the Journal of Marriage and Family, British psychologist Sarah Corrie wrote, “The characteristics and needs of adult children who are experiencing family reconfiguration have been largely ignored by both the research and clinical research.” When a parent remarries, adult children face complicated adjustments, feelings, and divided loyalties. Adult children may experience anger at their biological parent and feel as though they must compete with the new partner for attention. Having a new stepparent often exaggerates grief over missing the deceased or absent parent. These feelings in turn lead to distress and confusion about what to do or where to turn. Adult stepchildren experience similar dilemmas and feelings as their adolescent counterparts when confronted with a new stepparent.

Yet adult children think that they’re not “supposed to” feel upset or angry or excluded. After all, we’re all adults here, right? I wanted someone to recognize how I felt—betrayed, confused, angry, lonely—with my mother gone and contact with my father diminished. You may be feeling the same way. You may struggle to mourn the loss while coping with your own family’s day-to-day reality. You may feel robbed of the security of an old familiar family life. You may cling to memories, both happy and sad. You may be overwhelmed with regret to think of what you could have or should have done differently. Instinctively, you want to turn for comfort to someone you love and who loves you. If that person is no longer available because  he or she has moved on with a new partner, a new life, and maybe a new family, it can turn your perception of how you fit in completely upside down. What I didn’t realize was how many people shared my plight.

A Stepfamily Boom 

Consider these figures: According to U.S. Census Bureau 2000 statistics, over 85 million Americans are over the age of 45; that group is now over 50. Government aging statistics for 2004 indicate that 44 percent of women and 21 percent of men over age 65 are widowed, divorced, or never married. In America, over 50 percent of first marriages and 60 percent of second marriages end in divorce, and older couples make up the fastest-growing group of divorcing people in the nation. Of those divorced people, three quarters will remarry. Writing for Psychology Today magazine, Hara Estroff Marano said, “…an estimated 500,000 people over the age of 65 remarry each year in the U.S., and many more between 45 and 64.” According to psychologist Deborah Carr, only 2 percent of older widows and 20 percent of older widowers remarry. While this is not a substantial percentage, when you consider that these adults may have several children, a significant number of adults grapple with the realities of remarriage of one or both parents.

According to a 1992 article in American Demographics, approximately one in three Americans was a stepparent, stepchild, stepsibling, or some other member of a stepfamily. Just as astonishingly, according to the author, J. Larson, more than half of Americans have been, are now, or will eventually be in one or more step situations during their lives. It stands to reason that that number has increased in the last decade. That means there are tens of millions of people affected emotionally, spiritually, financially, and in many other ways by the stepfamily boom.

For the lucky ones, there is an instant bond among all parties involved. However, research suggests that the typical stepfamily relationship is a stressful one. Sometimes you don’t accept or approve of your parent’s choice of partner. Other times the new spouse doesn’t like or accept you. Blending families is challenging when children are young; the remarriage of a parent can verge on disastrous when the children are adults. Communications could grow strained or stop completely. The family relationships you thought you could count on shift, and you could end up feeling even more adrift than ever.

Unfortunately, the stereotypical view of stepfamilies isn’t pretty. The harmony of television’s Brady Bunch family seems like the exception. What comes to mind when most people hear the words “stepmother” and “stepsisters” is the word “evil”! Overworked Cinderella was unfairly treated by her stepfamily. Snow White’s stepmother wanted the poor girl killed. Hamlet’s stepfather, also his uncle, murdered his father before marrying his mother, and pretty much everyone died by the end of that story. Be glad you aren’t living in a Shakespearean tragedy—or a fairy tale.

In Search of a Training Manual 

What I needed, I soon realized, was a “training manual” that would help me understand my new stepparent and work through this new family dynamic. Such was the impetus for my quest. I set out to meet and talk to as many people as I could who were members of mature stepfamilies. Some of their stepfamily relationships were strained, some broke completely, while others developed into cherished friendships. What made the difference? How did they cope? What did they think? How did they react? I hoped their insights would help me understand my own situation. I wanted to find behaviors and mindsets  that could help others going through similar circumstances. What I discovered fills the chapters that follow.

Remarriage can bring a great deal of joy and happiness to the families involved. A willingness to labor and sacrifice for the benefit of the whole family goes a long way toward alleviating problems, but you can’t force people to be generous of spirit. Selfishness, shortsightedness, and divided loyalties are just a few of the causes of stepfamily problems. It’s human nature to circle the wagons and protect one’s personal interests in the face of outsiders or apparent threats. We form opinions based on hearsay, rumor, or secondhand gossip. Some adult children even try to sabotage their parent’s remarriage. Some succeed. Marriage is hard enough without family members actively working to derail it. It’s no wonder more than 60 percent of second marriages end in divorce.

Lest you become too discouraged, know that there are many successful, mature stepfamilies. These individuals make loving relationships a priority and find ways to overcome the unavoidable challenges. They’re rewarded with step-relationships that truly are abiding friendships.

You Have Options 

For those of you in the midst of a parent’s courtship or remarriage, my desire is to share some of the wisdom of those who have succeeded in nourishing healthy step-relationships. As you seek to understand and learn from your own experiences, you will discover value-based behaviors, such as honesty, kindness, and compassion, which can enhance your relationships and enrich your life. You can learn ways to replace the heartache and disappointment with peace and happiness. You, too, can be rewarded—with trust, security, love, and joy. That certainly sounds better than stewing in anger and resentment, doesn’t it? 

None of this will happen overnight, and it won’t necessarily be easy. You’ll have to accept responsibility for your behavior, thoughts, and actions. You’ll need to learn how to distinguish between your emotions, over which you have little control, and your behaviors, which you can control. Perhaps most importantly, know that you have options. The scenarios that follow will help you see different perspectives and realize that you have alternatives beyond the first knee-jerk reaction.

These chapters are designed to help you follow the course of your parent’s courtship, remarriage, and subsequent life, as well as your relationship to your parent and stepparent. Each chapter includes sidebars intended to help you see situations from your parent or stepparent’s perspective, as well as the input of therapists and other experts. Also included in each chapter is a series of action steps that you can try in specific circumstances. Finally, each chapter concludes with some pointers, which I’ve called “The Heart of the Matter,” for all of its ramifications— from core to compassion, essence to affection. I’ve included many examples taken from real life. The people I interviewed generously shared their experiences, both good and bad. My intention is not to judge them but to learn from them, as I hope you will do as well.


CHAPTER 1 
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“Why Is My Father Holding 
that Woman’s Hand?”

“There are two primary choices in life: to accept conditions as they exist, or accept the responsibility for changing them.”

—Denis Waitley 

Unannounced, your widowed dad appears at your door with a female escort. Your dad rarely visits without an invitation, so right away, you know something is different. And who is this woman hanging onto his arm? Or your divorced mom excitedly tells you about a widower she met online. Two weeks later she invites you to join them for dinner at a local restaurant. They enter holding hands like a couple of teenagers. What is up with this? You knew dad was lonely, but he had told you he wouldn’t marry after your mother died. Mom seemed content spending time with your family and volunteering at the hospital. Why are they now dating? Surely, they’re not contemplating marriage, or are they?

One surprise at a time is all you can handle right now. Your main concern is this stranger who just entered your life and his or her intentions. If your mother is dating, chances are she  shares everything with you about her male companions and their dates and keeps you informed as relationships progress. If your father is dating, you may not be aware of it for weeks. Perhaps a sibling, or worse yet, an acquaintance, informed you of your dad’s activities. You’re fortunate if you know your dad is dating. Some fathers surprise their children with a wedding invitation.

Why are they dating? In their research on “The Nature and Functions of Dating in Later Life,” sociologists Richard and Kris Bulcroft report that in later life women generally date to find financial and status security, whereas men date to have someone to do things with and to hedge against loneliness. You can breathe a sigh of relief for the meantime. Though your parents are in the minority of their age group seeking companionship; nevertheless, they are dating. And you know that dating could lead to courtship and romance and eventually marriage, which is even a smaller minority. Your parent is looking for companionship and you have some influence over the outcome. Parents recognize some adult children resist a new marriage. Consider carefully your intentions as your parent re-enters the dating scene.

Dating indicates your parent’s desire to move on in life. You may not be ready for your mom or dad to move on. You could deny your parent is dating, which only delays accepting the reality of it. You could ignore the dating and hope your parent loses interest, which usually doesn’t happen. You could complain and protest, which may cause more harm than good and rarely changes a parent’s mind. Or you could accept your parent’s dating and reach out to new companions. Speaking from experience, the latter is the better choice.

Use the dating period to prepare for a possible marriage. As a son or daughter you are along for the ride, whether you like it or not. In some cases your opinion is irrelevant to parents, especially if they are already serious. You may not approve  of their choice. However, whom they marry is, in fact, their choice. Parents are old enough to experience the consequences of their decisions whether good or bad. What can you do?

Accept the fact that your parent is dating. Just as you cannot change the fact the sun rises and sets each day, you cannot change your parent’s behavior. Becoming acquainted with your mom or dad’s companion is a wise choice—one may be your future stepparent. If you notice potential problems or red flags, acknowledge the warnings and discuss them with your parent. This is not meant to be blind acceptance. Keep in frequent contact. Acknowledge feelings of protectiveness. Watch out for that first public kiss or expression of affection. Romantic overtures may be uncomfortable for you, but they are a natural part of courtship.

Realizing Your Parent Is Dating 

Once married, most people have no desire to return to the dating period of life. Dating is a guessing game. Does this person like me or is she just being nice to me? How long should I wait before calling? Yet, some parents who are once again single after the death of a spouse or a divorce find themselves desiring companionship in the later years of life. In her research on dating and remarriage of older widows and widowers, Dr. Deborah Carr found that “men are significantly more likely than women to want to remarry, to be interested in dating, and to be currently dating” six months after loss. At eighteen months after loss of a spouse, only 15 percent of adults reported interest in remarrying. Knowing that mom or dad is in the minority is of little comfort or value to you. Nor does it answer the myriad of questions circling in your mind such as: How can Dad date three months after Mom died? Why is Mom acting so silly suddenly? If my mom marries,  what happens to our relationship? What will Dad do about money issues?

However, Dr. Carr’s research does answer the question of what parents are seeking through dating: “Late-life romantic relationships may be sought as a source of emotional support and companionship rather than for instrumental support or economic stability. . . . The bereaved may be most interested in meaningful and supportive companionship.” That is consistent with comments of adult children and couples I interviewed for my research. Dads expressed an overwhelming sense of loneliness and feelings of discomfort in social settings, even with family. Adult children noticed their mother’s growing desire to date and remarry after eighteen months to two years after widowhood. Moms are more comfortable than dads in family activities, but they still return to an empty house that reminds them they are alone. Loneliness leads them to seek companionship. Dating offers that companionship and is preferable to being alone.

Dealing with Your Reactions 

The dating period allows you time to mentally adjust to the reality of mom or dad having another partner and possibly remarrying. You, like some other children, may want to deny that your parent is dating or you may become angry that mom or dad is seeing someone. That is natural. It is strange thinking of mom or dad dating let alone remarried, but it becomes easier over time.

Denying your parent is dating only prolongs accepting reality. You may close your eyes to Dad’s excuses to leave a family party early. Perhaps if you don’t meet Mom’s companion or hear about her dates, you won’t have to deal with the possibility of marriage. Denying the fact your parent is dating may be a continuation of the grieving process. Eventually you have to  accept reality with all of its ramifications, including marriage and modifications in relationships.

Though emotional reactions to your parent’s social activities are normal, they may catch you off guard. For example, Laura’s dad was widowed about a year when he began dating. “I’m an only child and had a close relationship with my parents. When my dad told me that he was dating, I was pissed. I couldn’t believe he would date someone a year after my mom died. My reaction surprised me. I didn’t think I would react like I did until it happened. Ten years have passed since my mother died, and my father hasn’t remarried.” Laura was concerned her verbal chastening of her dad may have adversely affected his social interactions.

Before reacting to initial emotions, consider the consequences. Negative behavior or unkind words often result in regret. Desiring your parent’s happiness and best interest helps you focus on rationally discussing their dating and possible marriage. Spending time with your parent and asking questions may open your eyes to their loneliness and desire to move on. You may even enjoy the enthusiasm that has returned to Mom or Dad’s life because of their repartnering.

The dating period allows you, the child, to adapt to another significant person in Mom or Dad’s life. You hear the excitement in mom’s voice as she tells you about her date to a play. You notice that Dad is more relaxed while visiting with his female companion. Comments about loneliness are no longer mentioned. They become less dependent upon you for social interaction.

Melanie was a single mom living at home when her widowed mother began dating. Melanie enjoyed watching her mother socialize and return home from activities for seniors with several marriage proposals. “I thought the proposals and my mom’s beaux were funny. Oh, here’s another one at the door. I enjoyed the dating phase for my mom and watching her  go through the process. Then she and Dan met and married.” Melanie loved her dad but had little interaction with him. When her mother dated Dan, who has a warm and welcoming personality, Melanie immediately felt accepted and easily reciprocated by inviting Dan into her life.

Initial Impressions Affect Acceptance 

Not everyone has an easy transition with his or her parent dating. Sometimes, the problem could be an issue with the partner. Diane’s mom began dating Jim, the husband of a deceased friend. “Jim and his wife never had a good relationship. My mom’s friend complained about Jim to my mom. They separated before she was diagnosed with cancer and decided to remain married,” Diane said. Jim had been married twice, so Diane had cause to be concerned when Jim started phoning her mom. “At first my mom was standoffish because of all the bad things she had heard of Jim.” Diane’s mom eventually accepted Jim’s invitations for dates and they later married.

If you are aware of a potential stepparent’s faults or problems, as Diane was, naturally you worry about your parent marrying the person. And your impression affects your interaction with and acceptance of him or her. You wait and watch for signs of this person’s love and concern for your parent. Acceptance is withheld until clear evidence supports sincere commitment.

Contrary to Diane’s experience, Scott had no preconceived notions of his new stepmother, Mary, which facilitated his acceptance of her. Mary described their initial encounter: “The first time I met Scott he said, ‘Welcome to the family.’ He threw his arms around me and called me mom from then on. Then Scott asked if he was going to have a sibling. That is Scott, and that really made me feel wonderful.” Even though Mary was a few years beyond childbearing age, the comment eased any feelings of being uncomfortable. What a wonderful  feeling to be accepted for who you are! Mary experienced that the first time she met Nick’s children. It was unifying and she immediately felt accepted.

Dating partners come in a variety of personalities. The challenge is finding the right personalities that mesh together. As your parent explores potential companions while searching for another spouse, you may be adjusting to the thought of Mom or Dad with another partner. If you are having a hard time accepting your parent dating, acknowledge your feelings and label them, such as anger, jealousy, betrayal, etc. Separate the feelings from your desire for your parent’s welfare. Wait until you are calm to discuss your concerns rationally with your parent. Recognize reassurances of your parent’s love for you—for instance, mom’s eagerness to share her activities with you—and your importance in Mom or Dad’s life.

Life would be boring if everyone had the same personality traits. Mom’s new companion may be the total opposite of her previous spouse. That is often the case. You may wonder what your parent sees in this person. Diane delineated the differences between her dad and stepfather: “Jim has a Ph.D., while my dad had a couple of years of college. Dad liked country music; Jim likes the opera and going to the ballet. My dad grew a vegetable garden and had cows, pigs, chickens, and horses; this guy grows dahlias. They are totally different in every way. It has been interesting to see how the differences in his personality have brought those things out in my mom, part of her personality we hadn’t seen.” As you accept your parent’s dating, you, too, may notice how personalities blend, bringing forth latent interests.

Adjusting to the Idea of Mom or Dad Dating 

Once you’ve accepted the fact that Mom or Dad is dating, the next step is getting used to the idea. Hearing about their dates,  seeing them together, and interacting with them may be awkward in the beginning, but as you continue to communicate and socialize, you become more comfortable with the idea of Mom or Dad having a new companion. Some parents, especially moms, keep their children informed of their activities. Others may tell you little or nothing of what they are doing. Open communication fosters trust and security. Little or no communication often results in hurt feelings and damaged relationships. Awareness of these differences may encourage you to interact with your parents and their dating companions during the courtship. Talking with your parents about their romances communicates your love for them and your interest in their lives. Likewise, your parents’ sharing indicates your continued value to them. Withholding information from you may give the impression they are hiding something from you or make you feel like you are insignificant to them. Everyone desires to be loved and to feel a sense of belonging, especially when it comes to family. You may need to set the example by maintaining contact with Mom or Dad and even asking probing questions when necessary to know what is happening in his or her life.

The Importance of Communication 

Parents should keep you informed of significant happenings and survey your reactions of potential partners. If or when they decided to marry, family support fosters marital success. In her book Family Ties and Aging, Ingrid Arnet Connidis explains, “Once married, older remarried couples tend to enjoy positive support from their children, who are happy because their parent is happy. This is fortunate because marital success is enhanced by positive feedback from family and friends.” Interaction, observation, and communication are tools parents can use to measure your support or recognize your apprehension. Be honest and forthright during this period. You may feel  that you need additional time to adjust to your parent dating, let alone the thought of marriage. Express your feelings, then remember that it is your parent’s life and decision.

Desiring to stay close to their children, many single parents talk with their children regularly, sharing details of their lives. Talking to you during the courtship protects against surprise announcements. Women are more likely than men to talk with their children and communicate their fears, anxieties, and excitement about men they are dating and the possibility of another marriage. They want to share their feelings with someone they trust. You are the natural one for your mother to confide in since a new marriage will affect your relationship.

Steve’s widowed mother, Shirley, called him frequently to let him know what was going on in her new relationship. She invited Steve and his wife along with his sister and her husband to dinner to meet Nolan, the man Shirley eventually married. They became acquainted and enjoyed being together. Steve saw and felt Nolan’s commitment to his mother, and Nolan saw Steve’s concern for her. Shirley’s efforts to keep Steve informed helped him adjust to her dating and promoted acceptance of Nolan.

Some women may talk too much, as in Sandy’s experience with her mother: “My mom told us pretty much everything. It was kind of funny. She’s my mother. Some of the things I’d prefer not knowing, but she’s very open.”

Some men, particularly those in the golden-age generation, tend to be less communicative than women are about personal issues. They tend to keep their feelings and activities private. Dads answer your questions but are less apt than moms to volunteer information. Some men feel that it is their business what they do in their spare time. Regarding his dating, Trudie’s dad told her, “It was something I wanted to do and enjoyed doing. I just didn’t advertise it.” Nick said, “My children knew I was taking a particular woman out. They could tell. I never  mentioned her. I didn’t think it was any of their business what I was doing. What I did was my business.” Some dads don’t realize when they marry, it affects the whole family. Throughout life men make decisions independently or in conjunction with their wife for the support or well-being of their family. Children are beneficiaries of their parents’ decisions. Dad may not consider that as an adult, you might have an opinion or interest in his decisions. Some dads set themselves up for problems when they surprise their children with a wedding announcement and expect them to attend the ceremony and be jubilant. You may feel slighted because Dad has failed to inform you. Dads can learn much from their female counterparts regarding the importance of their interactions with their children and the consequences of little or no communication. Keeping you abreast of a developing relationship encourages you to be more receptive to their companion and marriage.

Mike’s dad was quiet about what he was doing: “My mother died in October. In December one of my sisters told me that my dad was dating and had been for a month. That’s how I found out. Dad told me in April of his engagement after some friends of mine told me he was getting married. So my dad really didn’t let me know what he was doing.” Naturally, Mike would have preferred hearing such news from his father rather than from a third party.

British psychologist Sarah Corrie observed feelings of rejection and loss of self-esteem among her adult stepchild clientele. These feelings may result when you learn of a parent’s dating or pending marriage from an outsider rather than from your mom or dad. No wonder some children treat their parent’s partner like an outsider. Love of family dictates that parents share with you at least a little bit about their developing romances.

Dr. John Gray describes this phenomenon in his book Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus: “When a Martian gets upset he never talks about what is bothering him. Instead he  becomes very quiet and goes to his private cave to think about his problem, mulling it over to find a solution. When he has found a solution, he feels much better and comes out of his cave.”

Loneliness is a problem confronting widowed men. Rather than discuss it, many men look for solutions—companionship. Once they have a new companion, the loneliness vanishes, the problem is solved, they come out of their cave, and they announce their wedding, sometimes to your surprise and chagrin.

On the other hand, women like to know what is happening and to share their feelings and experiences. Understanding these differences is especially helpful in father/daughter relationships. As a daughter you may sense that something is happening and question your dad until you obtain sufficient information to satisfy your interest and concern for him.

The following two examples portray this love and concern. Kristen recalled this interaction with her father: “We were at a family gathering and dad said, ‘Well, gotta go.’ family gathering and dad said, ‘Well, ‘Hey, dad, what are you doing?’

‘Hey, dad, what are you ‘Well, I have plans.’

‘What kind of plans do you have?’

‘Well, I’m going to a movie.’

‘Who are you going with?’

‘My brothers were going, Shh. Shh.’ They were horrified that I would do that. I thought why not? I don’t care if he’s going to the movies with somebody. I wanted him to know that I care about him enough to know what he’s doing and whom he’s doing it with. It ended up being a friend that he played cards with.” Kristen was fine with her dad dating; she wasn’t upset or offended. She understands her father’s personality and was willing to ask questions until she received sufficient information.

However, Trudie said she felt shut out by her father following a similar conversation. Trudie also wanted to let her  dad know she loved him and wanted to be kept informed. She telephoned her father weekly after her mother’s death. Soon thereafter Trudie said her father cut their conversations short. Trudie shared this interaction with her dad, “Well, I better go. I have things to do.”

“What do you have to do, dad?”

“I have some visits to make.”

“Who do you have to visit, dad?”

“Who do you “Oh, people.”

“Who, dad?”

“Helen Johnson.”

Not understanding the general nature of men, Trudie felt like her father was trying to hide his developing romance and exclude her from his life; and consequently, she felt a growing distance between them. Trudie would have been fine with her dad dating had he been open about it. Once Trudie’s dad had a solution to his loneliness, he came out of his cave, announced his wedding in two weeks, and expected everyone to rejoice with him. Trudie said her dad was completely unaware her feelings were hurt. As Trudie experienced, any perception of deceit (real or imagined) causes offense and destroys trust. Even if you feel that your parents are not honest with you, be honest with them.

Richard is an only child and lives in a different state than his dad, George. Richard’s father was widowed a couple of years before he began dating a widowed acquaintance. George kept his relationship quiet until just before the wedding. Richard was surprised by a phone call from his dad: “About two weeks before the wedding date, dad called and told me he was getting married. The date had been set much earlier but my dad had been reluctant to say anything about it. I think he was afraid of what my reaction would be.” Richard was happy for his father, but he was unprepared for the wedding announcement since he was unaware his father had been seeing anyone. Getting  used to the idea of your mom or dad with another partner is difficult when you are not informed your parent is dating.
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