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For my beloved children, and for all the wonderful adults who have helped me raise them. Thank you.
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The value of marriage is not that adults produce children,but that children produce adults.


—PETER DEVRIES 







PART ONE 







REAL ME

WHEN MY DAUGHTER WAS BORN eighteen years ago, my brother Fred and his wife sent her a stuffed brown bear with a white nose and tummy and a manufacturer’s name tag which told us its name was “Snuffles.” Snuffles joined the piles of plush bears, dogs, cats, frogs, and clowns in her room; she was my first child and my parents’ first granddaughter, two facts which seemed to provoke stuffed animal buying orgies on the part of otherwise sensible people. But slowly, as she grew and learned to grab, cuddle, and express preferences, she gravitated toward Snuffles. As soon as she could gesture, she let us know that Snuffles needed to be in her crib at night. She began regularly falling asleep with her tiny hands nestling in the bear’s soft fur. Like all first-time mothers, I had read every baby book from Dr. Spock and Penelope Leach to Margaret Mahler, and I knew that the bear was my daughter’s transitional object. I was proud of everything she did, and settling on such an appealing transitional object seemed further evidence of her exceptional intelligence.

Of course she didn’t call the bear Snuffles. She was ten months old and innocent of the silly names provided by manufacturers for their products. She didn’t even realize it was a bear. She thought it was a male cat and she called it Meow, which she shortened to Me. Me the bear became her most beloved thing, the center of her secure world. “Where’s my Me?” she would ask, in her sweet little voice. “Where’s Me?”

What the baby books forgot to mention was the devastating effect of too much love. By the time my daughter was two years old, Me was worn and tattered from being caressed, his once gleaming fur had been fondled to a dull, tufted fabric, his button eyes were missing, and his smile kissed away. After a citywide hunt, I located another Me—a new Snuffles—and brought him home triumphantly. My daughter was less than pleased. She added the new bear to her menagerie and continued to sleep with the worn-out old one, amending his name to “Real Me” to distinguish him from the impostor.

By the time my daughter turned three, Real Me was a sorry sight. As he became more tattered, he seemed to become more necessary—especially after my daughter gave up the bottle which had lulled her to sleep. She couldn’t even think about bedtime until Real Me was ensconced on her pillow. When we traveled, Real Me was the first thing I packed. As he crumbled, my anxieties soared. What if he was lost? What if he just came apart at the seams one day after a particularly energetic hug? I was convinced that if that happened my daughter would never sleep again. When I slept, I sometimes had nightmares about Real Me. In my dreams he disappeared or disintegrated as I watched helplessly. My psychiatrist asked if I thought my marriage was disintegrating.

One day, shopping in a downtown department store, the escalator took me past the toy department. There, displayed as if he was meant for me to see, was another new Snuffles. This time, I had him wrapped in plain brown paper. That night while my little girl slept, I massacred this new Snuffles with a pair of scissors, reducing him to parts—eyes, nose, ears, and swatches of fur. I crept into her bedroom and stealthily took Real Me from her pillow. With an ear cocked toward the room where she innocently dreamed, I hastily sewed on one new plush leg.

I had a restless night. Had I tampered with the thing my daughter cared about the most, and ruined it forever? Had I failed to respect her feelings for the one object in the household which belonged to her and her alone? Would she notice and be horrified? The next morning I held my breath. She didn’t comment. That night at bedtime, I watched terrified as she stroked the new leg in her sleepy ritual. “Mmmm, soft,” she said. After that, every few weeks, I replaced a tiny part of Real Me with a part from the new Snuffles. I have continued to replace parts of Real Me with dozens of parts from new Snuffleses I have bought over the years. After a few years, my daughter realized what was happening, but by then my replacement rituals had become as much a part of Real Me as the bear himself, and she accepted the fact that he was a patchwork of old and new.

Real Me sits on my computer as I write this, one-eyed and tattered, his tail all but worn off. It’s been a few years since I have replaced a part. As he is fondled less, he wears better. My daughter is with her father this weekend (our marriage was disintegrating). These days Real Me sleeps at the end of her bed in a pile of quilts. She doesn’t notice him much, and when she leaves she doesn’t take him with her. Her security comes from other things now. I still keep him though: he’s a memento of that time long ago when my teenager was a baby, and a proof that although too much love can destroy, it can also repair and mend. 






THE BIRTH OF A CHILD

I WAS THIRTY-EIGHT when I had my first child, my precious daughter. It was late on a Monday night, the day after Easter in April of 1982. The British were preparing to invade the Falklands, and John Updike and Sylvia Plath had just won the Pulitzer Prize. I had been married less than a year. My father was dying of cancer. None of that mattered at all. The birth of my daughter divided my life into a one-dimensional “before” and a rich, deep, and human “after.”

As the doctor performed a C-section and my husband held my hand, I seemed to drift away from the scene in the operating room. When they were all finished, I would have a baby. I congratulated myself on the arrangements I had made in advance. I had a baby-nurse and a nanny. The nanny had already been cleaning our apartment for months so that I could get to know her. We had picked out a pediatrician, after interviewing three who had been recommended by friends. We had chosen the one with the organized office and the wallpaper patterned with garden trellises. We had gone down to Orchard Street in the car and loaded up with a crib, a changing table, and a bassinet. We had a diaper pail and a complete layette.

A series of baby showers had provided us with stuffed bears, receiving blankets, and half a dozen mobiles. The announcements were ready for the printer. We knew the baby’s name. She would be Liley— my father’s mother’s maiden name. I was of the opinion that I probably wouldn’t like the baby at first, and so I had been sure to protect myself against her intrusion into my life. I was a writer, a woman, a lover, and a friend. I just couldn’t see myself as a mother.

In the moment that I held my baby daughter in my arms, in that operating room at New York Hospital, I changed so fast that I felt dizzy. I instantly loved her and wanted to protect her. Loving her became the focus of my existence, and somehow that love included all other mothers and all other children and the whole human family, a phrase which in the past would have made me snort with derision. To my surprise, after almost forty years, I became vulnerable. With each moment, with each tiny sound or gesture, my baby girl provoked more love and more and more until I was awash in this delicious and unfamiliar feeling.

My senses seemed awakened for the first time—as if all my previous feelings, all the perfumes and delights of my life, had happened to someone in a movie. The feel of my baby’s skin was like a rose petal, like an angel’s wing, there were no words to describe the way it felt to me. The smells of her little body, the soft warmth at the top of her head, and the way her little perfect hands smelled when she brushed my face, made me feel as if I had never had a nose before.

The physical deliciousness of my baby was nothing compared to what I felt inside. I could actually feel my heart expanding and blossoming beneath my skin. All the feelings I had before seemed silly and petty. What had I known of love? It wasn’t even as if the feelings that I had before were some kind of practice for the feelings I had for my daughter—they were of another magnitude, as if I had been living by starlight and had suddenly walked into the sun. My heart thawed in an instant. Feelings I didn’t know existed poured—and it literally felt as if they were pouring out of me—toward my tiny daughter. I thought I was going to melt.

All the things they say about love, the kind of love they write songs about, suddenly seemed insignificant. Nothing that a man or any adult could do—not making a million dollars or bringing home roses or cooking a great meal—could make me feel the way my baby’s tiniest gesture or welcoming smile could make me feel. She was infinitely fascinating. Everyone else was boring. When I held her I could feel my center of gravity shift over until it was as if I was floating, floating with my baby on a cloud beyond anyone else’s reach. My whole life shifted with her smile, and darkened with her crying.

I had spent my life trying to connect and find meaning. I had traveled, I had loved many men, I had read and studied and worshiped. In the moment of my daughter’s birth I found everything I had been searching for in all those ways over all those years. It was as if my soul opened out to embrace her—and in opening out my soul made itself known to me. This rush of feeling became like a scent that pervaded everything I did, and everything I remembered. As my baby grew, my love grew right along with her. That love gave me energy and sharp eyes and the ability to get along without sleep. Most of all it gave me a person to be—a mother.

The birth of a child is also the birth of a parent. As I settled down to raise my daughter, I began to learn the most important lessons of my life. With her, and later with my son, who was born seven years later, I was gently forced to learn about the special kind of intimacy which exists between parents and children. Before Liley was born, I was a child myself. After she was born, I began the long process of becoming an adult—a process which interested me only because I wanted to be a good mother for her. I knew, and this was the first true thing, that only an adult could take care of a child. I was forced to understand the special kind of authority which parents have over their children.

One of the little known facts about pregnancy is that it actually lasts from two to five years. It’s a progression, from the conception of an embryo to the fully developed, walking, talking child. Childbirth is just one point on the continuum. For months and months after Liley’s birth, it felt to me as if my daughter and I were still joined in our bodies as well as in our souls. Any separation was indescribably painful. When I was with her, I was whole—my two parts were reunited. When I was on the other side of town, I was torn in two. Even when I thought she was safe, and I was very anxious about her safety, missing her still felt like a visceral tearing, like an internal amputation.

Love raised a lot of questions. The other side of love isn’t hate, I don’t think. It’s being paralyzed. It’s a flash of helpless anger which grabs you up for one murderous minute and then drops you, panting, back into ordinary life. When I could comfort my daughter by nursing her or singing to her or staying up with her all night, gently moving her mobiles and cooing to her, I was in ecstacy. I felt as if every cell in my body was rejoicing. When she cried out in pain, long shrieky cries, and nothing I could do made any difference, I wanted to flee; I wanted to die.

She was a sleeper, my little girl, but late in the afternoon her whole world seemed to tilt toward misery. She would murmur unhappily as some imbalance in her body took hold, and then give way to crying. All my comforting, my rocking and singing and playing loud music and splashing in the kitchen sink, had no effect. She didn’t want to eat. She didn’t want to play. She pushed away the bottle and hurled the pacifier on the floor.

Being born is a painful thing. Babies’ neurological and digestive systems aren’t entirely developed. As a result, babies cry a lot. When my baby cried, every nerve in my body sang with anxiety. I was happy to stay up all night, to sing and dance for hours, to walk the streets of New York with the baby clutched next to me in the front pack. When I couldn’t calm her, though, my nerves vibrated and jittered panic; I felt as if I was going to jump out of my skin. Her crying elicited a level of distress and agitation in me that I have rarely known before or since.

No one who hasn’t heard their own baby cry ceaselessly can know what this is like. I would have done anything to quiet her. I learned to hand her to the baby-sitter or my husband and leave the room, take ten deep breaths and then come back. Thank God for the baby-sitter. Thank God for the patience that comes with age. I knew that my baby hadn’t chosen to be born. I knew that her existence was my responsibility, and that somehow, some way—and on many days this seemed impossible—I would have to learn to take care of her.

WHAT MADE made my predicament worse was that I had come to believe one of the great American myths—the myth of the natural mother. I grew up thinking that parenting in general and mothering in particular was something a woman could just do without preparation, like having a period or enjoying sex, or bearing a child in the first place. I thought that a good woman would naturally know how to diaper a baby, hold a baby, bathe a baby, comfort a baby, and breast-feed a baby. The truth is that taking care of a baby is not easy, and that doing it well is a learned skill just like any other. In the few days I spent in the hospital there were lessons in bathing the baby and holding the baby, but none of us paid much attention. We all thought that a “good mother” didn’t need lessons. We all had the mistaken impression that if we loved our babies we would somehow know how to take care of them.

I had imagined childbirth as a rosy experience conducted to the score of a soprano singing “Amazing Grace,” and I had imagined that my baby would be put to my breast and suck hungrily. I was proud that I didn’t have any hang-ups about my body. I knew it well; I liked it fine. I assumed this would make breast-feeding a cinch. My precious infant daughter, however, did not seem to have gotten the message. She nuzzled and hummed, but when my breast happened into her mouth and she happened to suck for a second or two she seemed to lose interest.

As hours and then days went by and my daughter failed to latch on to my breast, my anxiety soared. She needed to eat. She needed milk desperately. Yet somehow the system—a system which I imagined was already in place—wasn’t working. I tried pumping milk from my breasts and feeding it to her in a bottle. That worked, but of course it diminished the likelihood of her sucking at my breasts. I felt like a complete failure. I had no idea how to take care of my baby—the one being in the world I had ever really wanted to care for. I couldn’t even feed her correctly.

The doctors shrugged and suggested that formula would make our lives easier. My husband wasn’t too concerned either. Formula allowed him to take more part in her care, he pointed out. By the time I called the La Leche League, it was way too late. Within a week, because of Liley’s jaundice, the doctor had decreed that I shouldn’t breast-feed anyway.

I LIKE TO SAY that it’s lucky I didn’t start having children when I was in my twenties. I know now that, if there had been time, I would have had ten. Having children is like eating chocolate—the more you have the more you want. After the first pleasure-stunned months of life with Liley, even after the difficulties of loving so passionately had emerged, I wanted another child. I didn’t know how I could have gotten through life in general, and the death of my father in particular, without my brothers. I love my brothers and they often save my life in dozens of ways. The real reason that I wanted another child, though, was selfish. Having a child was so delicious, so amazing, such a complete awakening of my sleeping soul, that I wanted more. For six years, though, I resigned myself to being the mother of a single girl, and I was content.

Then in 1989 I got pregnant again, at the age of forty-five. My new husband was eager for a child—although he already had two grown daughters. And if I couldn’t believe the rush of love that I got with my first baby, I was even more incredulous when it happened all over again. Love is not limited. Love makes love. Falling in love with my baby boy, as I did completely and utterly, in no way diminished my love for my little girl.

My son was born on a Friday night. My husband and I were sitting around thinking about what to eat, inasmuch as someone as pregnant as I was can just sit around. Suddenly I had severe cramps and started to leak water. My water broke with a gush. Ten towels later, I wondered what happened to people with wall-to-wall carpets. I had read about a woman who carried a jar of pickles with her everywhere, so that if her water broke she could drop the jar of pickles to cover her embarrassing condition. I would have had to carry a gallon jug. Then the contractions started. At about dawn I bundled up in my husband’s coat and we got in a cab to the hospital. I was filled with a tremendous sense of security and gratitude for the abundance of the universe. I lay in a sunny room at Mount Sinai while the nurse put in a Pitocin drip and an anesthesiologist painlessly slid the needle for the epidural into my spine.

I was expectant and happy instead of being afraid as I had been seven years earlier during the birth of my daughter. My son apparently didn’t share my optimism. He didn’t want to be born. Contraction after contraction, push after push, he stayed stubbornly away from the birth canal. Morning turned to afternoon. The gynecologist—a wonderful man—might well have done a cesarean section. After all, I was a forty-six-year-old woman. Instead he said, “I think we’ll practice the art of sitzfleisch,” and he sat down on a chair at the end of the bed. We had decided to wait my son out.

We chatted. The gynecologist told me about his mother. We talked about the piano lessons we had as children. The afternoon passed. It was Saturday, but the nurses who had seen me come in wanted to wait for the birth of my son. Now we were all waiting for him. At last my beloved boy started to move. I was wheeled into the operating room, fully conscious, and watched in delight as the doctor pulled him out. Everyone clapped. It was three-thirty-three on the afternoon of November the fourth.

With my son, I succeeded in breast-feeding, but it took hours and days of effort. At first I spent whole afternoons waiting for him to breast-feed. I watched Oprah. Feeding time, which happened almost every three hours, was as much about patience as it was about providing. We finally worked out a rhythm between us and breast-feeding him was profoundly satisfying. It also made travel with him very easy. He never cried or got cranky in public. Being able to feed him on demand made it possible for us to go anywhere together, and we did. I fed him on airplanes and in museums and sitting on the grass at the San Francisco Zoo in front of a cage of monkeys with the music of the carousel in the distance.

I know now that mothering isn’t natural. I try not to blame myself for not having learned to breast-feed my daughter. Still, when my daughter gets in trouble, when she’s needy or when she gets sick, that’s the first thing that pops into my mind. She never got those immunities or that psychological benefit of breast-feeding. I know better, but it feels like a failure, even now.

At the same time, it’s still hard for me to believe that I’ve had much to do with creating my children’s excellence and their good hearts, much less the adorable way their hair grows or the tiny string of birthmarks on Liley’s porcelain back. That was one of the first things I noticed about her. It looked as if someone had splashed her with something pink just at the moment when she left wherever she left to appear in the operating room at New York Hospital.

My life with my children has taken place in New York apartments, and in the streets and parks of a big city. For the last eight years we have lived in a rental apartment with views of brick walls topped by slices of sky. I love the neighborhood of our building and the buildings on our block. It feels like a small town, with a local market and a local Italian restaurant. In the building, the dinnertime smells of other families, the sounds of people living their lives close by, comfort me. When I have left my children alone, neighbors have often looked in on them, and we have returned the favor. My son has had two or three close friends who live in the building. We all feel at home here.

Our furniture is a mixture of chairs inherited from grandparents, a couch purchased in White River Junction, Vermont, twenty years ago, and a few good antiques bought before the children were born. My daughter’s room is a mass of books and papers piled on every surface, while my son’s room features baskets of toys and shelves of Lego creations and books. There is a wall of bookcases in the living room, another wall in the hall, and a bookcase in my bedroom. Books are piled on almost every available surface. Although I have alphabetized and rearranged my books many times, I often still can’t find the book I am looking for.

Our slipcovers are worn, the rugs are woven sisal, and I long ago lost the battle to keep dogs, dirty feet, and stray toys off the furniture. I am a single mother now, since my son’s father and I separated amicably six years ago. I am my children’s principal financial support, and for the most part, I work at home, on a computer a few feet from my bed. Every family has a different set of circumstances and a different set of problems. Nevertheless, the intensity and complexity of raising our children overwhelms our particular circumstances. Rich or poor, married or single, gay or straight, the task of raising our children is the most exhilarating and extraordinarily difficult task we will ever face.

In order to be a good parent I have had to grow up. The journey has been difficult and punctuated by pratfalls and accidents. Nevertheless, I have learned to be the adult, and this is the hardest part of being a parent. My children have had few of the advantages that are conventionally prescribed for raising children. They have each been through a divorce—and my daughter has lived through the disintegration of two families. We have moved often. Their routines have been disrupted again and again. As a family we have had to deal with serious illness, with financial problems, with alcoholism and eating disorders, with the behavior of divorced fathers, and with the infinitely painful lack of time that dogs every working mother. Yet I have extraordinary children. They are kind and they are smart; they are connected to their friends and family. They do well in school. They delight me and everyone around them. This book is the story of how that happened. 






THE BIRTH OF A PARENT

MY DAUGHTER SAYS that her first memory is of being awakened by voices raised in anger. She says she got out of the bunk bed and crept from her room toward the living room where her father and I were fighting. I was crying, she says; he was yelling. The ironing board had been set up in the hallway, she remembers, and she hid behind it while she listened to us. The remains of dinner were on the table. We were both standing by the windows near the old blue and white sofa. When she tells me this, my first reaction is self-justification. The best defense, I like to say, is a good defense.

Your father never yelled, I want to say. I’m sure I was crying about something else. What about all the good memories? I want to ask. What about everything we did for you before you can even remember? What about the miles of walking you back and forth? The hundreds of diapers and bottles? What about the way I used to rub your back as you drifted off in your crib? What about the pretty dresses and the days we spent pushing you on the swings in the park?

Instead of arguing with her, however, I listen. I desperately want happiness for her. It’s hard to accept her saying that in spite of my efforts, her life was never perfect, not even for a moment. I’ve struggled to understand that she has her own experience of life, and that that experience is not necessarily the one I think she should have had. 

“If one can conceive of a fully integrated person, then that person takes responsibility for all feelings and ideas that belong to being alive,” writes D. W. Winnicott in Home Is Where We Start From. I want my daughter to have happy memories, but I want her to have the freedom to accept the bad things in her experience and in her feelings. Many unattractive and even shameful things happen within families. Pretending that they don’t happen only makes them more powerful.

Parenting children is an act of faith. I don’t struggle to be a good parent so that my children will remember me as a good parent. It’s not nearly that simple or that graphic. I believe, somehow, that the way I behave toward my children has implications beyond memory. I believe that although memory will not reach back into my children’s early years, the roots of their character will begin there and those roots will either be nourished or they will wither.

We live in the age of advice. There are nine principles of almost everything, and five simple rules for almost everything else. Nowhere is this more evident than in the avalanche of expertise about bringing up children. In this book I have tried to describe how I have raised my eighteen-year-old daughter and my ten-year-old son. If my experience helps you, or if it makes you feel a little less alone, okay; if it makes you laugh, that’s wonderful. There are bookcases of books which tell parents how to do everything from raising a peaceful teenager (male) to raising a thin teenager (female). Much of this advice is flatly contradictory. On any given day a confused parent can be advised:

1. To use punishments and time-outs to control their children’s behavior, or to avoid all punishments because they inhibit the development of a conscience.

2. To invest in tutoring, therapy, and “anger management” for toddlers, or to avoid anything which might push toddlers ahead of the natural behavior for their age.

3. To insist on a healthy diet, because children who eat healthy food will want healthy food, or to allow children to choose exactly what they want to eat, because restricting a food makes it attractive.

4. To find a school which nurtures a child and makes him or her happy, or to be sure that the child gets a solid basic education no matter how painful that may be.

5. To supplement a child’s education by helping with home work—giving the child an audience—and suggesting complementary activities, or to leave the child’s education to his or her teacher so that the child can develop independent study habits.

6. To limit television because it keeps a child from developing normal brain synapses, or accept television and video games as part of normal life and the world in which the child must learn to live and grow.

Life would be so much easier if there was someone to tell us how to live it. “Where’s the instruction book!” a friend of mine wailed as she held her new baby. Raising children is the hardest, longest, most expensive, most important job any of us will ever have. No wonder we’re hungry for advice. But what defines an adult is the ability to take responsibility, and the courage to follow our educated, thoughtful instincts—even when we make mistakes.

In every generation the pendulum swings wildly back and forth between child-raising experts who advocate discipline and structure, and the experts who tell us to listen to our instincts. Currently both methods of raising children—the restrictive and the instinctive—are being aggressively promoted. Our hunger for rules has created a cottage industry and a publishing boom, and made disciplinarian John Rosemond something of a folk hero among parents. At the same time Harvard professor William Pollack’s ode to the heart, Real Boys, is a solid bestseller.

To make this more complicated, many child-raising experts are psychologists or psychiatrists who have never actually raised children. In most fields, expertise is based on experience, but in raising children it seems to be based on study. When child-raising experts have children, many of them are amazed at the emotional urgency and lack of logic which characterize the process. “During the long hours of our baby’s first night when singing, frequent diaper changes, attempts at feeding, and a host of new tricks my wife and I invented on the spur of the moment all failed to end Bess’s relentless caterwauling,” wrote Professor Howard Markel, author of The Practical Pediatrician, in a recent article, “the words that echoed in my mind were, what was I thinking when I wrote that stuff?”

What makes all child-raising advice worthless—whatever we might pay for it—is that each child is different, and every child changes from hour to hour and from week to week. A good education “takes time, it takes patience, it takes the willingness to make exceptions,” says educator Ted Sizer. Raising children is one big exception. Every child is unique, every situation is once-in-a-lifetime. Good parenting is a matter of instinct, not policy.

My son, for instance, is sometimes a quiet boy who needs me to walk him up to his classroom and drop by the school at lunchtime with a treat and a hug. At other times he’s a grown man, impatient with my fussing, embarrassed by my kisses, and eager to be out in the world on his own. Some nights we do his homework together. Other nights it’s between him and his teacher; he needs to do it by himself, and I don’t even check his backpack. My daughter in fourth grade was a happy girl whose three best friends were boys. By the fifth grade the school had changed, the friendships had soured, and the class had become the setting for serious misery. In sixth grade the school asked me to have her tutored in mathematics. That wasn’t a good idea for her then, but the math tutor she had in tenth grade changed her life.

Sometimes my children need a quick lesson in cause and effect. They need to know that abusing their phone privileges results in withdrawal of phone privileges. However, when my daughter forgot to call one night, and left me wondering where she was—a much more serious offense than any abuse of phone privileges—I saw that her remorse was punishment enough. Children have phases; adults have phases too. Sometimes I can hang out with my children until we all fall asleep on my bed in a happy pile. Other times I am busy or preoccupied. In order to judge each situation well, we need to use our instincts. We need to listen. We need to set aside our own memories and impulses if we can. This is intimacy, and it’s scary.

When my son was born, my daughter was seven years old. She had been an adored only child, and although she begged for a baby brother or sister, she came close to changing her mind. She did all the funny things siblings do. She made a sign that said “Baby For Sale: 100 Percent Off” and hung it on his crib. She asked if he could go back to the hospital. Torn between the two people I loved more than anything in the world, I made a smart decision. I remembered that love has to be voluntary; love can’t be legislated. I took a chance. I told my daughter that she didn’t have to love her baby brother. I told her that she didn’t even have to like him. All she had to do was live with him, I said. “Aren’t you thrilled to have a little baby brother?” my friends would ask her. “I hate him!” she would say. This made for uncomfortable conversation on the street, but it took the pressure off at home.

In my experience the world is benevolent, and it’s often my interference that makes things go wrong. Left to their own devices, my children learned to love each other. It began with my baby son’s love for his sister. He worshiped her. It was her voice he responded to, and her presence in a room that made him wriggle and shriek with joy. She could calm him down when no one else could. Her name was one of his first words. She tried to keep hating him, but his total, unconditional adoration was a hard thing to resist.

Eventually, she began to head for his crib when she got home from school. His biggest smile was for her and her alone. She tried to resist, but it was no use. She fell in love with him too, and to this day my children adore each other and support each other in hundreds of ways. When I’m having trouble with my son, whether he’s angry about something that happened in the schoolyard or sad because he hasn’t seen his father, I try to involve my daughter. When she is having a crisis, I make sure to involve him. Not only do they depend on each other, but their love for each other has made them both feel useful.

Feeling useful is one of the great emotional stabilizers. If you know that someone else needs you, if you understand that you can help someone else, it puts you in touch with the rest of humanity and brings your own problems into perspective. I tell my daughter that she has helped me raise my son, and she has. The truth is that they have brought out the best in each other. Watching this has given me more pleasure and satisfaction than I ever imagined a human being could experience.

THE MORNING of my son’s tenth birthday, the mother of a boy who had not been invited to his birthday party called to ask what my son wanted as a gift. I had to decide whether to tell the mother that her child wasn’t invited, or to tell my son that he had to invite the child to his birthday party. I had to decide whether I would have enough cake for an extra boy, and whether my patience would extend to entertaining another ten-year-old in my living room. I decided to let the child come. It seemed the right thing to do. At lunchtime I walked over to my son’s school and told him what had happened. “We’ll deal with it. It will be fine,” I told him. Looking back, I see that was the right decision. At the time it was very confusing.

One of the things that makes parental instincts work is the context of the family. It’s important to pay attention to the atmosphere in a household, and to create an atmosphere of gentleness and respect in which ugly fights aren’t likely to happen. Such an atmosphere is a powerful force, a more powerful force than rules and regulations. We can see how this works in our own response to churches and libraries. These are places where we automatically move quietly and drop our voices to a whisper, even though no one has to tell us to do that. A visit to a church can transform a wild child into a wide-eyed spectator. When I was growing up there were some households where I was a polite girl without even trying; politeness was just in the air somehow. Then there were other households where all was chaos, and we children added to the general disorder. The atmosphere is the environment that shapes the individual. It’s the nurture in “nature versus nurture.”

My son goes to a school where the atmosphere inhibits teasing, disrespect, and violence of any kind. Because of this atmosphere, the school runs smoothly without bells or public address system announcements. People smile at each other in the halls. Almost everyone is willing to help—whatever the problem might be. This atmosphere has been painstakingly built by the school’s principal, Shelley Harwayne, who calls it “social tone.” Through small things like personal art on the walls, and big things like schoolwide meetings and letters to parents, she has created an atmosphere where it just seems natural to behave well.

For a while she carried a mug with a motto which made fun of the famous crack: “Those who can’t, teach.” “Those who can, teach,” her mug proclaimed. “Those who can’t, go into some less significant line of work.” The school custodian pointed out to her that he was one of the many school employees who don’t teach. “How do you think that makes me feel?” he asked.

“Needless to say, it was a revelation for me,” Harwayne writes in her book about the school, Going Public. “I felt the blood drain from my face. I was speechless. I never intended to hurt the custodian’s feelings, nor the paraprofessionals, school aides, security guards, kitchen workers, nurses, or secretaries. I know the work they do is very significant. The school wouldn’t run well without them. But I had never paused to think about the inscription on that mug from anyone else’s point of view. No, I had thought of it merely as a compliment to the teaching profession. I remain grateful to John for having the courage and wisdom to teach me not to be elitist or exclusionary in a school building. You don’t have to have a teaching license to make a difference in children’s lives.”

Once my son and a friend teased a new boy who had brought a strange-looking lunch to school—a Japanese bento box. The boys were immediately stopped and separated. A teacher asked them how they thought it felt to be teased. Their behavior was taken very, very seriously. When I hear adults say things like, “Boys will be boys” or “That’s just kids being kids,” I wonder if they realize how that sounds.

I try hard to create a harmonious, humorous atmosphere within our family. The first part of creating a benevolent atmosphere is creating a family in the first place. Children are searching for identity, and much of that identity can be provided by a strong sense of family. In our family, we all know our family history and we tell lots of little family stories. I am fascinated by my family, both on my mother’s and on my father’s sides, and I try to generate some of that fascination in my children.

I tell my children stories about our family history—about their great-grandfather who helped Alexander Graham Bell invent the telephone and their great-grandfather who ran a livery stable. I talk about my parents, and I encourage my children to ask about their fathers’ parents. I often suggest to my children that certain characteristics—whether it’s the shape of their feet or a quirk of their character—are inherited from me or from someone else in our family. I think that a sense of family gives children an environment, a sense of who they are, but also a sense of perspective that helps them become their best selves. We all want to belong. Family is where we do belong.

My father was good at creating family. Sometimes we all thought he went too far. He liked to make pronouncements about what members of our family did and didn’t do. “Cheevers never wear overcoats,” he would say, and for years I froze in the winter. “Cheevers don’t care about winning,” he would say. That made more sense to me. Whatever he did, it worked well. My brothers and I are not only close, but we also get along well with my mother. In dealing with our father’s estate we are able to act as a unit. From speaking with friends who are lawyers, I know how rare this kind of unity can be.

In my family, we are lucky enough to have a summer place where my mother’s family has been going for generations. My children love this place, less for its amenities—it is rustic, to say the least—than for its spirit. They love to hear about the time my cousins and I searched in the sparse sand of our beach for my Aunt Janey’s diamond bracelet. They like to know that I was a child there, and that their grandmother brought their grandfather there when he began courting her. They like all the family stories about the time the chickens got loose or the day the pig fell into the well. It makes them feel part of a family—but there are hundreds of ways to make children feel part of family. Once they are secure in their place in their own family, they will also feel as if they are part of the human family.

In our family, I try to limit rules. I think that rules themselves indicate some kind of breakdown in the family atmosphere. Rules are imposed by the powerful on the powerless. They are an invitation to rebellion. In an intelligent, humorous, and loving atmosphere, rules are not necessary. I am on time; I expect my children to be on time. I honor their anxieties; I expect them to honor my anxieties. Members of a family don’t torture each other, and we all know that waiting for someone who is late can feel like torture. Members of a family help each other. I rarely punish my children, and to me even the word punishment has a harsh and creepy sound. When we disagree, I try to teach my children to reason things out. I try to leave the room instead of yelling or throwing things. We are a family, I tell my kids—and I say the word family as if it were the most serious thing in the world. 
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