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To mothers and daughters everywhere who need a message of HOPE
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“I think the hardest thing for a mother is to make it possible for a child to be independent and at the same time let the child know how much you love her, how much you want to take care of her, and yet how truly essential it is for her to fly on her own.”

—Madeleine Albright
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For all the exasperated, frustrated, raging, helpless, hopeless mothers/daughters out there, we have news for you. Whatever miseries you may be experiencing with your mother/daughter right now, the conflicts are not only about your daughter/mother. In fact, all mother-daughter conflicts originate from other people who have influenced you (and her). Wherever you are on your mother-daughter journey, your present conflicts develop from generational, familial, and cultural experiences that affect your every thought and reaction. Don’t rule out other family members and the dynamic they bring to the table.

It may come as a big surprise that the things you say and do are likely the opinions and actions repeated by those who raised you and those who raised them. Traumas from generations ago such as migrations, wars, famine, persecution, genocide, economic depressions, mental illnesses, and unbearable tragedies that you have never even heard about may be ghosts of the past intruding on your relationships and feelings now. That’s what we realized when we started exploring the evolution of our own conflicts and fights. How we recovered from overwhelming pain and anger is the story you will read here. Our relationship makeover became one of the greatest accomplishments of our life. We know mothers and daughters everywhere will want to share this book for aha moments that can change the way they view themselves and improve their lives. We will make you laugh and cry at our story of heartbreak and redemption.

We are going to show you how following the four steps in this book can shift negative feelings about your relationship forever. Now, it’s normal to have a wide variety of mother-daughter conflicts that change over time, so we also want to make sure we’re clear about what’s normal fighting and the kind of behavior that crosses lines to toxic, abusive, and manipulative relationships for which you may need professional help to heal.

As we take you through the four steps of the relationship makeover, we will give you prompts along the way to think about your own mother, grandmother, and family members. The ways your loved ones influenced you will reveal the patterns that are being repeated now with your mom/daughter. How do you sound when you talk to each other? What is your tone, and what do you want to happen with your interactions and conversations? Can you listen, or do you interrupt to reinforce your point of view? With new insights you may find better ways to communicate, to stop the cycle of conflict, and to finally find your happy ending, as we did. Take that last sentence with a grain of salt. Not all relationships can or should be mended. Family members can be unsupportive, toxic, or worse. But even if you can’t and shouldn’t get back together again, you can heal if you understand what happened.
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You’re about to embark on Step 1 of your relationship makeover journey. This section will be enlightening. Here are five chapters that explore who you and your mom/daughter really are. We begin this journey of self-discovery with writing. You’re going to tell the story of your life through writing prompts. Why are we giving you writing prompts when you think you already know what happened and have a strong point of view? We know that writing your answers to our questions will inspire you to think about new possibilities, and this may open your mind and heart to finding peace in unexpected ways. It did for us.

Chapter 1 is about writing. Writing is the universal tool for sharing our histories, telling stories, educating, entertaining, and yes, healing. Writing is the tool that has helped us find understanding about ourselves and each other. Writing has been the outlet for saying what can’t be said out loud, relieving ourselves of toxic secrets, finding self-awareness about our own behavior, and so much more. Writing is key in recovery for realizing what it was like, what happened, and how to move forward in healthier ways. In this first chapter we share what writing means to us and invite you to think about what writing has meant to you in the past and how it can help you now.

In Chapter 2 we explore our own background and stories, and we invite you to do the same. Who are you? Where do you come from? What is your history and the history of the mothers and daughters who came before you in your family. What has your life been like, and what do you know about your mother? The past reveals how we’re behaving in the present and can give us the insight to make changes when necessary.

In Chapter 3 we delve into personality, mood, and emotional styles. This will show how we’re different and the same and may reveal why you get along or live in conflict. When it comes to your mother-daughter relationship, what are your personality and emotional styles, and how well do they mesh? We’ll give some examples of personality styles, tell you about ours, and invite you to add this component to your life story. We’ll talk about mood habits here, too. This chapter may also help you identify how you are with others and your characteristics that make relationships easy or difficult.

In Chapter 4 we’ll move from personality styles to communication styles. Here we’ll look at the way you communicate and how it is developed by your culture and family. What does comfort sound like? Culture plays a part. In Africa, for example, being called fat is a compliment. In other places, it’s the opposite. Words destroy self-esteem or bolster it. Communication affects who you are and the ways your mom-daughter relationship may be supportive, or not so much. We’ll give some examples of how you may speak to each other and ask you to think about words that changed your life that you’ll never forget.

In Chapter 5 we will explore the secrets we keep and the lies we tell. You know when you hide the truth. You may be protecting someone else or yourself. Lying is something else. All teens lie to their moms. And plenty of moms we know do their share of shading or hiding the truth about so many things. We’ll explore the impact lying and hiding has on the mother-daughter relationship and how it damages trust and confidence. We’ll ask you to think about your own experiences with secrets and lies.
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Many forms of self-expression can provide relief from emotional distress and pain, but none can create a portal to solutions, true healing, and the potential to restore relationships quite like writing. We live in a world of behavioral rules, family rules, cultural rules, and relationship rules. Each rule can profoundly hurt us in unexpected ways. Loyalty and fear can teach us never to speak our true minds or speak from the heart because telling can get us in trouble. There is political censorship, and there is censorship we learn from family experience. Self-censorship shuts us up and shuts us down, often before we have a chance to know who we really are. We develop verbal behavior habits that disguise our feelings or blast them out in ways that don’t serve us well.

Blurting negative feelings out loud to those we love does terrible damage every day. We all have trauma around that. The words mothers and daughters let loose in anger and criticism can be deeply hurtful and destructive. Casual cruelty and outright verbal attacks are not easily forgotten or forgiven. Words and feelings written on the page, however, can transform and enlighten. Writing lets you say, “I’m mad at Mom for holding me back. My aunt is an idiot who drinks too much. Granny doesn’t know what she’s talking about. You’ve been mean and hurt me.” You’ve said it, but not in a way that can come back to haunt you. It’s okay to tell your journal or diary or notebook what you really think. A journal doesn’t talk back or tell you that your feelings are stupid or wrong.

In fact, a journal can be the path to self-discovery, a way to see how wrong you’ve been about something. Angry words you write one day can seem ridiculous, or at least not so important, when you read them weeks or months later. Just letting the feelings loose on the page is enough for you to feel better in the moment. Your words don’t have to strike a living target to serve their purpose. Writing also opens the door to positive memories and events that can bring back joy you may have forgotten or think you’ve lost forever. In writing this book I’ve recovered memories from the very first years of my life. Telling yourself both the good and bad sides to your story can also create a more realistic truth that you can inhabit more comfortably.

For me, writing has always been a way to figure out what was going on, to translate the world whenever it made no sense. Writing something down can change a day, a mood, a relationship, indeed one’s whole life for the better. Writing can be the kiss to the hurt that makes everything feel much better. The philosopher Descartes wrote in 1637, “I think, therefore I am.” That one firm and absolute certainly became the basic center, the philosophical proof of our existence. Thinking may be the first step to being oneself. But sharing thoughts through words and images is the first step to being together. We don’t need to ask Hallmark if it works.

Writing gave me a way to hear myself think and know that my thoughts had value. Working through a thousand issues on the page has been the magical tool that has kept me alive during all the ups and downs of life, and there have been many. My life has been messy but wonderful. No one, no matter how perfect someone’s life may seem from the outside, is spared from pain and anguish. There have been many times in my life when writing felt like my only friend. When loss and defections of family members, death of much-loved animals, career struggles, discord, financial challenges, war and difficult years for my country and the people I love the most—when all these things seemed too much to bear, the simple act of writing it down gave my feelings meaning. It helped me find fresh air to breathe and a door in the wall that seemed to shut me in.

Of all the times writing has come to my rescue, it served the best when it became the tool my daughter Lindsey and I used to restore the precious relationship we had lost in the turbulent teen years. Like so many mothers and daughters, Lindsey and I unintentionally shut each other out and felt the anguish of not being heard or loved enough. After fifteen years of serial battling when it seemed nothing could restore the love and closeness we both wanted, writing gave us the gift of understanding, acceptance, and redemption.

So to mothers and daughters who feel the perfect love, mothers and teens who think things will never get better, mothers and daughters who cannot stay in the same room for very long or agree on much of anything, to everyone who is a mother or a daughter, I dedicate our story to you. With a sense of humor, a grain of salt, and an open heart, you, too, can feel better.
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I used to hate writing, which is funny because now I love it. But I used to hate most things at first. Then when something was forced upon me, I realized I liked it. Auto-hate, I guess. Or contempt prior to investigation, as they say in recovery circles. Definitely one of my character defects. Writing was what my mom did. That was her thing, and I didn’t want to be like her. Yes, we laugh about that now that I have turned into a modified version of her. Writing was something I resented for taking my mom away from me, and I found it unpleasant as an activity. It takes a certain kind of focus that was too challenging for me back in the day. It was hard enough for me to sit still when I was young and in my early years of addiction recovery, but to sit still and focus my thoughts was asking a lot.

When I was a teen, I was not as into books as the other members of my family. They would sit around the dinner table discussing what they were reading, and I’d tune out remembering scenes from movies or reading a comic book. I’m more visual, and I had no patience when I was a teen and young adult. As a child, I loved reading, but the moment I graduated to TV and movies, I didn’t look back for a while. In my free time I preferred physical activities, being outside, or going to the movies. My mom would do nothing but read a new book in a series over a three-day weekend while I had to exercise, shop, clean, and do a multitude of other activities.

As the years have passed, I’ve learned to be a reader and writer. Forced into book clubs, endless self-help, and research, I followed a path that led me back into reading. I couldn’t be happier as I developed a whole new love of reading and books in recent years. Writing, on the other hand, now that’s a different story. When my life hit an especially dark patch in my early twenties, something completely unexpected came to my rescue: writing. Suddenly a love and devotion to the craft that I never thought possible was ignited. Over the next twenty-four years writing has evolved into a passion and job. First, it slowly became a part of my recovery life and the tool to help mend my broken relationships with my mom and so many others. This activity that seemed extremely boring suddenly became a trusted resource. It gave me clarity and relief about what had happened in my life and the person I had become.

Writing gave me a new form of self-expression. Not everybody grows up able to identify and express their feelings in appropriate or healthy ways. What’s going on? Why do I feel so bad? Am I crazy? These were questions for which I had no answers, no words to help me function well in my environment. In the old days, when life got tough, I would shut down because I didn’t even know what feelings I was having. I knew I was uncomfortable and unhappy, and I acted out in various ways to relieve my misery. I didn’t understand the core problems or how to fix them. Writing showed me who I wanted to be and how to reconnect with what I’d lost. It helped me learn to understand what I was feeling and ways to react appropriately. Writing gave me relief from the dysfunction in my head.

An even bigger surprise came when writing became my professional life, too. My greatest goal has been to tell stories on the screen, as my grandfather did. I’m still working on it, but I’ve certainly made a start. The other shock came when I started writing about recovery, and my articles on our website, Reach Out Recovery, reached millions of people all over the world. It turned out that my outlet of writing became a valuable voice in the recovery world, and I ended up doing the very thing I wanted to avoid.

Then, after years of painful conflict with my mom, including a bitter four-year separation in which we didn’t see or speak to each other, writing helped repair our troubled relationship. Writing hasn’t been easy for me, and I haven’t reached all my goals. I often experience the same feelings of failure and worthlessness my mom experienced, but the recovery mission has given me purpose. The goal of my professional writing has been to help people, and that gives it meaning. When readers comment and let me know that I’ve connected with them, it makes the effort worthwhile.

I feel privileged to be able to share my experience, strength, and hope, and I enjoy receiving comments about articles. Hearing that someone didn’t pick up a drink or drug because I shared a little slice of hope always makes my day. Writing can lighten dark moods, help manage relationships, and be the vessel for all those things we wish we could tell people but shouldn’t ever say out loud. It has been a means for accessing everything for me. I hope writing opens those doors for you, too.
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Born at the end of World War II, I was not given an official name. My birth certificate reads Baby Girl Gordon. For years there was some debate about what my name should be, and it changed depending on who was addressing me. Although Leslie was the name on all my school forms, no one called me Leslie. Further confusion often put me on the boys’ gym list because in those days Leslie was traditionally a boy’s name. My mother called me Susie, the name my three-year-old brother, Stephen, liked. My father began calling me Lucy after Peanuts was created in 1950 because I reminded him of a cartoon character that had strong opinions and gave unsolicited advice. He also called me, “Girl-child and an ugly one.”

My dad believed that praising a girl and telling her she was cute or pretty would spoil her and make her into a difficult person. This was old-school thinking. Being a difficult person was a curse for a girl designed to be unspoiled and humble, preferably a desirable wife for a good earner and solid citizen. Sound familiar? Many girls are still raised not to be troublesome or think too highly of themselves. From a privileged background but not deserving of a life and choices of my own, I grew up thinking I was nobody.

Not having a consistent name was only part of my confusion about who I really was. My family’s history was murky, and that also created an unreliable definition. I was told my grandfather Julius Gordon was a Jewish scholar who emigrated from Scotland. I wore a Gordon plaid kilt throughout high school. In the course of my research, however, I found out that in fact, my grandfather’s parents came from England and somewhere in Russia before that. On an Illinois census form his occupation was listed as clerk. Families have secrets, and few of us know the whole story of our parents’ struggles and traumas.

My dad grew up during World War I and started his career in the Great Depression. He had been a scholarship student at the University of Chicago and editor of The University of Chicago Law Review. Even with stellar academic credentials, however, he was barred from joining a prominent Chicago law firm because he was Jewish. Being a Jewish entrepreneur in the entertainment business, on the other hand, was a feature.

Soon after I was born, my father reorganized United Artists in Los Angeles. He was employed at the finance company Walter Heller and traveled out to California from Chicago for a few weeks at a time to work with Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks Jr., and Mary Pickford. He lived the Hollywood lifestyle at the Beverly Hills Hotel and loved it. He was ready to leave Chicago permanently and move to Los Angeles to become president of United Artists.

My dad never had the chance to run a movie studio. My mother, Elinor Gordon, did not want to live in Los Angeles. She was interested in social issues, people who were making a difference in the world, and intellectual achievers. She was also keenly aware of the hazards of being a studio head’s wife and refused to move to California under any circumstances. That left an opening for my father’s close friend Arthur Krim to become the head of United Artists.

I was six when my mom, dad, and brother Stephen left our big extended family, the new house my father had built in Glencoe on Lake Michigan, and my public school. We sailed to France on a French ocean liner with no plans of ever returning to Chicago. My mother, who didn’t want to raise children in the rarified air of Hollywood, looked east and chose the European way of life instead. We lived in Paris, where my brother got us kicked out of the American school in the first week. We drove around Europe, living in high-end hotels and visiting movie sets. I still remember everything about that magical time.

A year later we moved to a townhouse in New York City, where I was allowed to roller skate around the block to Lexington Avenue by myself, and my father set up his television business in the Seagram Building. Movies were booming, TV was in its infancy, and the East Coast was the hub of finance, academia, social progress, and developing TV.

I had missed second grade and would miss part of third grade and attend two different schools in fourth grade before we finally settled in Riverdale, the Bronx. There, in our house on the Palisades, people such as Eleanor Roosevelt, General Omar Bradley, Adali Stevenson, Margret Mead, Mayor Wagner—anybody who was somebody—came to dinner. My mother knew how to make friends. And we had a Chinese cook. Our Chinese chef from Hong Kong, Mr. Ja Fa Wei was also my caretaker and driver. We had a deal going, and by the age of eight, I was handling knives, learning cooking, and teaching Wei to read and write English so he could become an American citizen. I had a magical childhood.

Who was my mom, who didn’t want to live in Hollywood and created the most wonderful life in New York? She was the first girl in her family to go to college, a beauty from a staunchly middle-class Republican family with an ambiguous religious background. The confusion about religion was another burning question for me about who I really am. There was no question about my mom’s status in her family, however. The former Elinor Loeff was not valued as a girl, shy, and terrified of public speaking. Perhaps because her brothers were valued more, social justice was her passion, and her aspiration was to be someone and to improve the world. That’s what she set out to do as a newcomer to New York in the early 1950s.

Going back further, my mother’s middle-class mother, Esther Loeff, was born Wittenberg, Nebraska, in 1888. My grandmother lived almost a hundred years and was a housewife, mother of three, and doting grandmother to ten. I was her first girl. Esther was not permitted to drive a car or write a check or speak her mind on any subject. Her mother, Moise Rachel Schumaker, was born in France in 1848. Rachel traveled to America and married Marcus Wittenburg, who was born in Hungary in 1839 and served in the Union Army during the Civil War. How did these two immigrants from different countries get to Topeka, Kansas, meet, and marry in 1872? This is a mystery. What I do know is they settled in Sutton, Nebraska, became fundamentalist Christians, and had nine children.

My great grandfather fought in the Civil War and owned a successful dry goods store. My mother never told me this, but maybe she didn’t know. I have these few facts because a distant cousin sent me a newspaper clipping about my great grandfather accompanied by a framed photo of him in his Union Army uniform. The photo hangs in my library. My mom was born in 1916 in Chicago, and her grandfather died in 1920. What did my grandmother know about her parents’ background? She never shared any stories and very little advice. My mom retained her mother’s Christian beliefs about sexuality and behavior and was silent about her Jewish heritage.

In any case, a hundred years after my great grandmother was born, the powerful women philanthropists and social activists who molded my mother’s thinking and behavior hired others to do almost every task for them. That trend is as old as civilization and continues today. Because my mother didn’t do anything domestic, I learned to do it all. My mom attended Columbia School of Social Work. After working briefly in Harlem, she turned to social activism. She met Eleanor Roosevelt through her work at Citizens Committee for Children and became equally comfortable in homeless shelters, the White House, and the United Nations.

As president of Citizens Committee for Children, Elinor Gordon lobbied in Washington for labor laws protecting children and for Head Start. She was a freedom rider during the civil rights movement and was appointed chairman of the first-ever conference on civil rights by President Lyndon Johnson.

In 1963, right after President Kennedy’s assassination, she called me from onboard Air Force One. I was a freshman at Sarah Lawrence College in my dorm room when the phone rang.

“Guess where I am?” my mother said. Naturally, the president’s airplane was not my first answer.

On that occasion, my mother was part of the diplomatic mission to the independence of Kenya. I have a photo of her with a tribal chief wearing some of my old summer clothes. A few years later, in 1968, she chaired the first meeting of the first civil rights conference at our home on Martha’s Vineyard. I have a photo that shows my mom as the only woman at the table. I was there and must have caused her terrible grief on the most important weekend of her life, although she never showed it. I had just shocked her by bolting and returning home from a prominent marriage that she had promoted. Only a few months later I would be the first divorcée in my family.

At the Civil Rights Conference I felt a profound failure as I watched my famous mom take her place among Black and white leaders, always knowing exactly what to say despite being painfully shy herself. You can’t rise to the top from a humble background without having qualities of greatness; it just doesn’t happen. I knew I was a disappointment to her and believed I would never be able to think big enough or be good enough to be worthy as her daughter. I thought I could never be my mom’s equal just as years later Lindsey would watch me develop into a bestselling author and speaker and believe she could never be my equal.

As Esther’s daughter, Elinor broke the mold. She graduated from the University of Chicago, attended Columbia University School of Social Work, and advocated for human rights. As Elinor’s daughter, I broke her mold. I had failed to launch as a debutante, left my first marriage after eleven months, and didn’t care about social activism. If you raise a girl to think she’s plain, you can’t take it back when you want her to wear a ball gown and prance around in hopes of attracting Prince Charles or the Aga Khan. Casual cruelty can affect a child’s self-esteem forever.

After graduating from college and getting a divorce at twenty-one, I became a writer at an advertising agency during the mad men era and was the first female writer in my agency and the first working woman in my immediate family. My unmarried aunt Sophie had worked in the coat department of Marshall Field. Socialites’ daughters in New York, however, did not work for pay in those days. To get me back on track, my art collector mom urged me to join the Junior Committee at the Museum of Modern Art. After a few meetings, I stopped trying to fit in. I became a full-time working woman.

Independence is a streak that runs through our family. In my case, I couldn’t help thinking that my beautiful mom was socially schizophrenic—riding in a limo and picking up every homeless person she saw. If you want to know what we were like, Woody Allen’s 1996 movie Everyone Says I Love You portrays us to a tee. Mom was like Goldie Hawn, and I was like Drew Barrymore. My mom’s goal in life was to empower others and give money away but not to me. I used to torture her by telling her that I would never have children or attend charity balls; I would never have my hair done every Friday at Revlon on Fifth Avenue or beg for anything in Washington; and I would never, ever be an advocate for any social issue. Social causes will break your heart.

Education was what interested me. I wanted to understand things, especially religion since ours was so fraught with secrecy. Joseph Campbell had been my don at Sarah Lawrence and Grace Paley, my writing professor. I had tried to fit into my mom’s mold. My mother had pressured me to marry the son of an English lord, the nephew of a friend to whom she introduced me when I was a sophomore in college. His mother, a real-life character in a Graham Green novel, pressured me to convert to Catholicism. I was like a character in a Henry James or Evelyn Waugh novel, the innocent American heiress married off to an upper-class Brit with unhappy consequences. After eleven months of marriage, three days before my college graduation and just weeks before my mother’s history-making event on Martha’s Vineyard, I bolted with nothing but my toothbrush and graduation gown. In turn, my mom was missing in action when I needed a divorce.

After the civil rights conference was over, she and my dad went on vacation to Greece for the summer. I had to negotiate my divorce during that long summer and finally traveled to Juarez alone on Labor Day weekend to get the very last Mexican divorce recognized by New York State. Walking two steps behind a snobbish British aristocrat was not for me. How many mothers raise their daughters to be accessories to prominent or rich men? It’s the second oldest vocation for girls. My first experience at marriage meant I could not have a writing career or be able to do much independent thinking, much less work in an advertising agency or a magazine. Religion had something to do with it, too. But that’s another story.

Being a very young divorcée in New York in the late 1960s brought shame on two distinguished families on both sides of pond society. I was not exactly ruined but certainly damaged goods at just twenty-two. What did I want? I wanted to hang around with the crime writers in the newsroom at New York Magazine and be a famous author like the literati I had grown up with on Martha’s Vineyard. I wanted to work, not exhibit myself.

Pretty girls exhibited; plain girls achieved. I was an achiever who wanted stability in my life, so three years later I married again and thought I would be safe from bosses and sexual predators both in and out of the office. This raises the question of what we want for ourselves and why we’re afraid of life on our own. A generation later, girls have more opportunities to explore different options for a fulfilling life, and not have to marry because a culture expects it or it’s safer. I married a second time at twenty-five, this time to a Wall Street litigation lawyer (and the marriage lasted for twenty-six years). I thought I was settled for life.

Only two years later, however, tragedy rocked my world. When I was twenty-seven and working at my dream job, writing the “Intelligencer” column at New York Magazine, my beautiful, brilliant mom was diagnosed with terminal cancer. She was fifty-four. And just like that, my mom, adversary and unwanted mentor, surprisingly turned out to be my whole world. She had been my best, if complicated, friend. I knew that nothing mattered but being with her during her illness. I quit my dream job to spend every day with my mom at Sloan Kettering for two years, writing my second novel, playing the guitar, and willing my mother to survive. I also wanted to have a little girl to keep her alive, or replace her, when she passed. Wishful thinking.

My first novel, not at all biographical, about an American girl who marries an English lord, had a complicated life getting accepted and was rejected by several publishers before I gave up and shelved It. Editors didn’t think the characters were likable. I can’t imagine why.

My father was a trustee of New York Hospital, so the doctors did everything they could to keep my mother alive, and so did I. I didn’t want to be a failure in her eyes, so this time I wrote a novel about a female writer at New York Magazine, and I also had a baby. Both were successful enterprises. My son, Alex, was born three weeks after my mother died.

The mother I didn’t want to tell me what to do or how to be, who was disappointed by all my life choices, passed away when I was at Bernstein’s a block away having a quick deli lunch. I was left with a new baby and a Book of the Month Club Alternate Selection, achievements that my wishful thinking had secretly believed would keep her alive. My adored, feared, and disapproving mom did not live to see those achievements or to hold her grandson. Worse, now that I was free to be whoever I wanted to be, all I wanted was to have her back.

When Alex was born, I vowed to be the nurturing, accepting, tolerant, domestic diva that my mother hadn’t been. But life was challenging for me with no mom, mother-in-law, or sister to encourage, support, or help me, even for an hour. Like millions of moms who don’t have relatives in whom they can confide, I was alone with no female ally. And I had high expectations for myself. I thought of myself as an experiment.

Could I be a successful author and full-time mom at the same time? Nope. Life intervenes. Alex was a wonderful baby and extraordinary child, staggering around and saying, “Hi there,” to everyone at the grocery store at ten months. Soon he was talking in full sentences and was an expert on dinosaurs and reading by the age of three. Still, I missed my mom every single day and more wishful thinking encouraged me to have a girl to replace her. I didn’t have the support system for another baby, but I was determined to get pregnant and have a girl.

Sadly, I had a fifth-month miscarriage when Alex was two. Only a few months later, I needed emergency surgery to remove an ovary. Emotionally and physically exhausted, I felt my only chance for a daughter had passed. It’s hard to write about this even now, because women weren’t supposed to show weakness or pain back then. I don’t like to even say the words, “I felt so alone and smothered I could hardly breathe.” In fact, I dreamed about not being able to breathe and suffered from asthma.

Heartbroken, I didn’t dare talk to the four males in my life about how much I missed having my mom and would miss having a daughter. My mom hadn’t cooked for me but brought me bags of groceries and meat from her butcher every Friday when I was a young, working wife. You couldn’t talk about miscarriage, grief, or unhappiness in those days. It wasn’t allowed. I had everything, after all, and I had to keep up appearances. During this time, I kept looking for my mother everywhere. Mothers and daughters on the street brought me to tears nearly every day. Without a mom, I didn’t have anyone to share my feelings of loss, my concerns about my relationship, or my yearning to have a little girl. And then the miracle happened a year later, Lindsey was born. I didn’t know until the moment of Lindsey’s birth that she was she. Back then, there was no early gender reveal for one of nature’s best surprises.

You mothers know the joy of having a baby girl to love and pamper and adore. I was elated, and the pampering began. When Lindsey was born, I carried on the togetherness tradition and even gave her an L name so she would always be close to me. Our names, of course, confuse everyone to this day. Lindsey, Leslie. Leslie Lindsey. Which was which? Remember my grandmother and mother’s names: Esther and Elinor? I didn’t know I was repeating their tradition. My language of love was food and music and clothes.

It’s hard to imagine now, but I knitted sweaters, sewed Lindsey’s dresses, and cut both Lindsey’s and Alex’s hair. We had high tea every day with homemade scones and strawberry jam, apple bread, and cucumber sandwiches. Weak tea and lots of hot milk. On weekends I made crepes. Alex wouldn’t eat orange food, and my husband, Edmund, wouldn’t eat chicken. Every day, I was like a restaurant, cooking a different meal for each picky eater. Very different from my own mom and more like my caretaking grandmother. I was very big with books and toys and games as my mother hadn’t approved of possessions or the mess that children’s toys bring to a home.

Lindsey was independent from the start. She wanted to do whatever her brother did. At six, she hated being left behind when her nine-year-old brother left for camp. The following year she insisted on going away for two whole months. She was seven and the baby of the camp. Was she homesick? Not for a minute. Lindsey was an adventurer and warrior, and she had a powerful will that couldn’t be denied—still does.

When my children were little, I persisted in writing even when my stories, novels, and plays were rejected by every theater and publisher in the Western world. I could wallpaper an apartment with my rejection letters. Writing was not a voluntary choice for me. I had something to say, and even when no one liked what I was saying or the way I was saying it, I kept trying. Often, I would feel the rejection was just too much, and I wanted to end my suffering by ending my life. I would take to my bed for maybe twenty-four hours. Then it was time to prepare dinner. And I moved on.

I always balanced working on a book or a play or a short story that might end in rejection with something I could accomplish, something I was good at: cooking, music, making my home beautiful. No matter how deep your sadness, beauty of your own making can lift your spirits. Some of that in me may be the pioneer spirit of my Nebraska pioneer ancestors. I’m always going to plant a seed or a tree, or an herb, or a flower and watch it grow. Mothers who use their creativity in domestic arts find great joy sharing their gifts with their family and community or use their ingenuity to develop commerce based on their ideas and talents.

As a writer, I kept trying new formats of writing and ultimately became the playwright and bestselling author I had wanted to be. But the question I had set for myself was, Could I be a great mom and author at the same time? The answer: nope. How many of us can transition well into the high school years? For Lindsey, a different kind of mother was needed as middle school loomed. This happens to many of us mothers. My personality type of nonconfrontational and people-pleasing meant I was too laissez-faire to be a stern enough mom for teens. It’s not natural to transition from caretaking and guiding to letting children learn consequences, self-regulation, and ways to manage painful events, the traumas that happen to us all. And I didn’t know I needed to make that transition.

Lindsey began to falter in seventh grade. Moving from a sheltered uniform-wearing, strongly supportive grade school to a demanding and largely unsupervised prep school, Lindsey entered a world where school support was lacking and multiple traumas awaited. This also is common even today. Children are taught play and kindness, creativity, and tolerance in grammar school, and then the reverse happens in middle and high school. Everyone is surprised when teens are depressed and traumatized and at risk for addiction and suicide.

Lindsey’s experience decades ago mirrors that of millions of daughters today who struggle with image, emotional issues, and family dysfunction no one dares to talk about, much less address. In short, Lindsey did not have an easy adolescence, and I suffered with her. In a meeting about college applications, her dean told me that she had used drugs at school. No one had reported any incidents to me. Shocking. Would it happen now? I don’t know. Fancy prep schools can keep their secrets, too.

Lindsey had not been safe in her New York high school, but she hadn’t confided in me. Without knowing she was a drug user, I had let her go abroad for a semester in Rome and then summer school at Cambridge University in England. I did not know my daughter was trying to escape from trauma and pain. How would I know this if no one let me in on the secret? Teens are sneaky, and I was trusting. I have heard from hundreds of mothers who say they did not know that their daughters were drug users. If we don’t ask the right questions, we won’t know until it’s too late.

When Lindsey was moody and weird and touchy and mean, I couldn’t tell if this was classic teen behavior or signs of a real problem. What are Lindsey’s personality and emotional styles, and how do they match mine? Not well sometimes. Lindsey has a stubborn streak that can be impossible to penetrate, and she has no aversion to conflict when it comes to me. Quite the contrary, she used conflict and confrontation to make me succumb to her will. She could win an academy award with all the drama she created. Funny, my mother also called me a drama queen. How many mothers are afraid of opposing their daughters? If you don’t have a solid backbone, you can be bent like a pretzel. Lindsey had a strong will and the perseverance to do whatever she wanted to do. These are good qualities that can also make a person difficult and stubborn to a fault.

Despite Lindsey’s lackadaisical approach (to be kind) to her studies and partying ways in high school, she was accepted at Johns Hopkins University, where her brother had gone. Alex had already graduated when she arrived. There, in her freshman year, the real trouble began. At Hopkins, there was no supervision and no faculty engagement in student well-being. In case you didn’t know, more students die on college campuses every year from assaults and incidents involving drugs and alcohol than perish every year in the military. A shocking number of more than 5,000 college students die of drug and alcohol-related incidents every year. Just try to find those statistics. Not surprisingly, most go unreported. Try to tell some mothers to educate their daughters about alcohol. They don’t think sexual assault or alcohol poisoning could happen to their daughters. College is supposed to be fun, after all.

Quaaludes, ecstasy, and prescription pills were among the party drugs that Lindsey struggled with most, and everything about her changed. One day she called me to say she needed to go somewhere to detox for the weekend. She had overdosed, and this wasn’t the first time. Here’s where our story of recovery begins. Lindsey went to rehab in Tucson a few days later and then to aftercare in Los Angeles. Then, she insisted on returning to Hopkins to graduate on time. Lindsey made it through college on sheer grit, receiving a degree in art history, and two years later she received her MA in communications from New York University.

Like many recovering addicts, however, she had lost some crucial emotional and life skills development. She was not the same person as she had been. Concentration was difficult. Her self-esteem was profoundly damaged, and it was hard for us as a mother and daughter to find a feeling of peace or any kind of common purpose. The trust and innocence were gone, and jockeying for power and control took its place. This is a very common relationship result where there is drug and alcohol addiction in the family during crucial teen and young adult years.

What was surprising to me was Lindsey’s career choice. She got a job as an assistant editor at Random House, and it was her turn to go where I had gone. Writing is a scary path as anyone will tell you. My mother (and father) did everything she could to stop me. Most writers do not make much of a living, and only a few authors fulfill their dreams. It’s a grind and a heartbreak, so the path is not one to undertake without a lot of resolve.

All published writing is a matter of taste and timing. Editors are not going to like everything you do. Your work may come before its time or too late to be fashionable. Quality is rarely a criterion. Being likable, and salable, and having the right timing are always factors out of every writer’s control. Could Lindsey endure the inevitable rejections? Could she write and rewrite projects a dozen times to learn the trade? Turns out she could, and she did.

Where did Lindsey get her drive for achievement and unwillingness to give up? Where did my mother get hers? Where did I get mine? Daughters who don’t feel good enough or appreciated just for being themselves crave affirmation and approval, especially if they feel they have disappointed and failed.

Lindsey moved to Los Angeles and wrote screenplays and TV pilots, developing her writing just the way I had so many years earlier. I told her no experience is wasted, every step and misstep are opportunities for growth. Lindsey married and divorced a short time later, just as I had. Her drive to get healthy kept her going. And here, Lindsey became the leader in our relationship. She had some wisdom that I lacked and brought me into recovery with her, which launched our advocacy work. I hadn’t wanted to become my mother, but my daughter became my mentor. And I became my mother, after all.
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I used to joke that I peaked at birth. I was born in New York City on the afternoon of December 22. My grandfather Milton was with Frank Sinatra in Palm Springs for Christmas. As a nice surprise, Frank called the hospital to congratulate Leslie on my birth. Frank Sinatra’s calling my mom caused major excitement among the nurses at New York Hospital. His call made my birth memorable. While I don’t remember the incident, I could say it set the tone for my young life, meaning I never felt like the most important person in the room. Call it generational low self-esteem. There were always VIPs and big personalities around, and we all kowtowed to someone. In any case, I felt awed and in the presence of greatness most of the time as I was growing up. Being surrounded by greatness is not the most empowering or self-confidence-building way to grow up. Many children of the rich and famous feel this way.

It didn’t help that I was painfully shy as a child. Twenty percent of humans have a genetic tendency to be naturally shy, and I’m in that group. Just taking up space in the world was uncomfortable for me. I was the little girl who hid in my mother’s skirt, who trembled with fear that I’d be called on in class, even when I knew the answers. Visiting relatives would find me hiding under the bed. What was I hiding from? What was I so scared of from the moment I was born? I’ve heard many other people in recovery talk about that painful shyness and fear from the start, so maybe it’s a component of alcoholism. We can argue all day about where mental illness and addiction come from, but I flew the red flags from my very beginning.

As a child who struggled to feel comfortable, fantasy became my first addiction. Books, games, and toys could keep me busy for days—anything I could get my hands on that would change reality. I’ve always had a strong wish to escape reality and a vivid imagination, so I kept myself busy. The stuffed animals that covered my bed became friends once we were alone, and I could lose myself playing with anything; sometimes even the boxes the expensive gifts came in would be my entertainment, confounding my parents as the expensive doll would be set aside. I devoured books back then and once introduced to television, loved that too.

When I was little, my mom was my world. We were together all the time, and if she left even for an hour, I sobbed. We were like cohorts, and my goal in life was to get her approval and be in her good graces. That goal persists today if that says anything about how powerful mother-daughter dynamics are. When I was three, I would see her books, or her name, on the cover of a magazine in the grocery store. I couldn’t read yet, but I knew my mom’s name when I saw it.

“That’s my mom!” I would announce to all shoppers.

I was proud of her. She seemed to be the queen of the world, and we had an incredible life. We traveled, we shopped, we had high tea. It was the 1980s and early ’90s, and life was different. You didn’t know everything about everyone—meaning life was private. Social media wasn’t a part of our lives. My mom was an author, not an actress, so she had status, but our faces weren’t everywhere. We didn’t show off who we were or what we had to anyone who wasn’t in our circle. We just existed in a very pretty, protected bubble; there were many wonderful days and happy memories.

My childhood was mixed with blessings and tragedies, and I’ll get into it later. I don’t want to spill all the beans now. In overview, there were wonderful, magical times—vacations, holidays, family events, and lots of luxury. My mom and I knew how to have a good time. There were trips to Europe and time in our houses on Martha’s Vineyard, Upper Brookville on Long Island, and the West Coast of Florida. Even though family wasn’t always easy, my mom and I always had a closeness. Maybe it’s a mother-daughter thing, maybe it’s a girl thing, but even when times were rough, we were close.

I was close with my father and brother as well, but it was different. My father was born in New Jersey and raised in Houston, Texas, in the fifties. My dad is a genius, which is a blessing and a curse. He skipped grades, studied at Tulane University and Science Politique in Paris. He was accepted to the Tulane Medical School in his junior year of college but chose the law instead. He was offered the Root-Tilden scholarship at NYU Law, and that’s how New York became his home. My dad is multitalented and can sculpt and paint as well as he can practice law at one of the best law firms in Manhattan. On the other hand, there were struggles on the emotional side. I didn’t feel we understood each other when I was growing up, even though I’m just like him in so many ways. We failed to connect until I was much older. But I love my dad dearly, and we have found our way over the years. That’s the important takeaway.

Speaking of bad times, there was turbulence when our parents were fighting, we siblings were struggling, and dysfunctional dynamics often created emotional chaos. I had two passionate parents who weren’t afraid to share their feelings and didn’t have a lot of tools for self-soothing or de-escalation. There were terrible fights between my mom and dad, though I truly have no idea what they were fighting about. There were also awful blowups with mom and dad and me and Alex. Alex could have a temper and went through his own share of growing pains. He battled with my parents through high school and college. I became rebellious at times and could be incredibly difficult to deal with or parent. We didn’t know how to be kind and compassionate to one another. As a result, we all suffered.

Funny thing about memory, I don’t remember all the bad times anymore. Only the good times are imprinted in my brain. When terrible things happened, my mom used to promise me, “This will just be a story someday, something that happened in your life a long time ago. You won’t feel devastated about it anymore.” She was right about that and much more. Some of her other parental instincts weren’t so on the money, but no one’s perfect.

The most unexpected thing was that I would be sick in many ways, both physically and emotionally. No mom is ever prepared for that. Reflecting on it now, of course, any mom would want to protect her child from the dangers and stigma of mental illness and addiction. There still are a multitude of consequences associated with both physical and emotional problems. When I was a child, people didn’t talk about anything; we certainly didn’t air our dirty laundry. Back in the ’80s, ’90s, and early millennium years, it always felt as if we were hiding something about me or looking the other way. While it was in these decades that mental health awareness became popular, it was still taboo for us to admit anything publicly. Don’t tell anyone, or it’s not that bad. These are the things we say to keep balance, to stay afloat. Often, they aren’t the right thing to say; the words turn into beliefs about ourselves and one another.

Before the age of ten, I couldn’t take a trip without ending up in an emergency room somewhere with fevers and infections. The regular use of antibiotics wore down my already impaired immune system, creating a vicious cycle. I also suffered from anxiety and developed an addiction disorder around the age of thirteen that would be the foundation of troubled behavior for over a decade. This is not uncommon—according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) one in three teens will experience an anxiety disorder. I lost my grandfather when I was twelve, a childhood sweetheart, and a few friends in my junior high and high school years. Several other disturbing events helped to destabilize me. Tragedy and trauma turned me into an inconsolable teen who went looking for relief in all the wrong places.

I became a club kid addict by seventeen. It wasn’t hard in Manhattan. I had a fake ID for anywhere that asked. But often they didn’t ask. At that time, it was easier for me to buy club drugs than alcohol. Ketamine, ecstasy, and cocaine were easily procured in the bathroom of any bar or nightclub. These were the days when the Meatpacking District still sold meat. You’d leave the Tunnel nightclub in the early morning and be greeted by the scent of rotting meat. What a time to be alive.

There’s another piece of this story, but it will only get a little airtime here. I have an older brother who is one of my favorite people in the world. I idolized him from day one. I thought he was the coolest person in the world, and I followed him and his friends around for a decade. Sure, at times we fought like cats and dogs like any brother and sister. Well, I’m not sure the games we played with kitchen knives were normal, but our mom was writing about serial killers in the background. However, most of the time we had each other’s backs. We ran around Manhattan in the ’90s, getting into trouble, but it was so different back then. The trouble we got into didn’t end in a fentanyl overdose or crashed cars. It usually ended with a friend throwing up in the kitchen sink and clogging it or a family heirloom getting damaged.

Despite all that, I did shockingly well in high school, graduated from Johns Hopkins University, and received my master’s degree from NYU. I worked for A-list companies (including Random House and Sotheby’s, well, the Floater Program, which was the entry level training program that sent Sotheby’s candidates to every department to learn about all forms of art). Underneath it all I was a mess. I was missing that foundation of healthy self-esteem and even being aware of what I wanted. Addiction had robbed me of the years when most teens and young adults figure out who they are and what they want in life. Because I didn’t really know who I was or what I wanted, I did things I thought my parents (particularly my mom) would approve of, such as attending a prestigious university or working for a great publishing house. Of course, nothing worked out well because I wasn’t traveling on the right path for me.

A marriage in my twenties didn’t make me better. Going to rehab for the second time and getting a divorce soon after didn’t make me better. Becoming a screenwriter didn’t make me better. I had two decades of messy life before I was desperate enough to do all the work it takes to grow up. That is often how recovery works.

With my mom, there came a time when I blamed her for every unwise decision I had made in my life. Those included the marriage I wasn’t ready for, the promotion or destruction of other questionable relationships, work/career issues, emotional issues, financial loss of everything I had, and a few others that will come out along the way. Did my mom play a part in some of those decisions? Turns out, it doesn’t matter. But by the time I reached my thirties I was enraged. Like smoke coming out of my ears enraged. We’d had decades of unspoken feelings about each other and family issues before it all boiled over and left us both feeling broken and betrayed.

Truth be told, I had been warned by a sober friend that my mom and I were codependent and a ticking time bomb, but I didn’t believe it. Codependent means you lack healthy emotional boundaries with each other. If my mom was upset, I was upset and vice versa. For the record, healthy people don’t take on other people’s emotions, and they aren’t reliant upon the happiness or approval of another person. We will explore more about codependency later.

At that time, I couldn’t see the writing on the wall. Even though I was literally living in my mom’s home and working for her, for some reason that did not faze me. It’s an odd thing to think back and write about all this, which was by far the toughest time of my life, when my life today is so peaceful and recovery centric. Don’t believe for one second that people don’t change. We do. Some of us have the painful but necessary task of becoming totally new people. Everything blew up for me. I had a nervous breakdown in my early thirties. A romantic breakup, a family fight, financial mistakes, spinal surgery, a move, and I was done. This was all after I had gotten sober.

The miracle was, as difficult and mildly insane as I was back then, I was willing to listen to mental health professionals. So when things with my mom really took an unpleasant turn when I was thirty-five (yes, we were both adults, but I’ll speak for myself in saying in age only), I sought the guidance of professionals and did the work that was recommended. The first advice I got was to leave my home and my mom and cut contact with her. Yeah, take that in. This is what’s so important to understand. We had unwittingly hurt each other and couldn’t move forward together. To find myself I had to be on my own. For a while.

For us, codependency, enmeshment, resentment, and emotional warfare were quite enough to create a dynamic that we had to break to rebuild. It was hard. No, it was brutal. It’s the only time in my recovery I was medicated for suicidal depression. Yet, because I made that difficult decision and endured all the consequences, and there were many, I got better. Like all the way better. The last ten years of my life have been a book in and of itself. I wouldn’t trade them for anything, but my thirties were coal-to-diamond years—years of pressure and pain.

For me, being on my own without family support made me a survivor. Against many odds, I could make it on my own. Thousands of people in recovery learn this lesson. They can do it. I don’t wish for others to find out they can swim by jumping into the deep end without the benefit of swimming lessons. Not everyone wants to recover from codependency by doing what my mom and I did, and not everyone can. But if you are in a dark place, know this—recovery can solidify you in ways nothing else will. If you are willing to do the work, you can come out shining like a diamond.

So what did my life look like when I left my mom? I had messed up across the board. I found myself a New York City trust-fund kid without a trust fund or a family. I was divorced, alienated from most of my family, and all alone on the other side of the country. I had moved to Los Angeles where my recovery journey began. Suddenly there was no mom to fight with, no one to blame for my situation other than myself, and I had more fear than I could bear at times. In those early years of my “life recovery,” I’d wake up at 4 or 5 a.m. with my heart racing, truly worried about my future. I endured a couple of straight-up abusive employers, financial instability, depression, loneliness, dating nightmares, and was helped by many twelve-step programs.

No matter what happened, I always did the work. I attended whatever group to which I was referred. With time, distance, and therapy, I got honest with myself about who I was and what had happened. I could see my part. I may be self-centered, but I’m not a toxic narcissist. After a while, I felt nothing but sadness. The rage dissipated, the resentment was worked away, and I felt something was missing terribly from my life. I didn’t have sisters or cousins geographically close. My grandparents were all deceased by my adulthood, I never knew my grandmother Elinor. For me, I needed my mom back.

It’s easy to feel lasting hurt at our moms for not giving us whatever it is we think we needed. But, in my experience, none of that matters when deep down inside all you want is her love and approval. Maybe it’s there, and you can’t see it. Maybe it’s there, and you can’t hear it. Sometimes losing your way with your mom is no one’s fault. What matters is finding your way back if you can. My mom and I are a mother and daughter who adored each other from day one yet struggled for decades to keep the peace between us. That’s an understatement. At times, we armed ourselves with nuclear warheads, ready to launch at any moment. I’m sure had we known we were traumatizing each other for life, we would have acted differently, but we didn’t know how to reach each other.

When something so fundamental as the mother-daughter relationship is out of whack, many of us will try to compensate in other ways, but it will never be the same. Receiving love and approval from your mother is the core of everything. If you desperately crave that love and don’t feel it or can’t get it, ultimately all these other things (insert boyfriend, money, career success, being thin enough) will fall flat.

By the time my mom and I got back in touch, almost four years had passed. For four years I lived in Los Angeles, completely disconnected. Mom hadn’t known where I was or how to contact me. Looking back, it was way too extreme, and that’s why I believe this book is so important. So here I am, sharing this private and painful journey because I believe moms and daughters need a voice for hope. A voice that says, it’s okay to be in a bad place and not get along with your mom. It’s okay that you screamed at each other and said horrible things. It’s okay if you’re on opposite ends of the spectrum about style, politics, pets, finances, children, and on and on. We must learn how to treat each other with respect—whether we’re selfish, codependents, alcoholics, depressives, control freaks, or impossible in other ways. Now, obviously, if your mom/daughter is dangerous, you need to take care of yourself.

There’s another book on what to do if you and your mom should be separated forever, but that’s not my book to write. For me, anger was killing me slowly from the inside and the outside. If you have an addiction disorder, eating disorder, or really any other destructive behavioral issue (I’m also looking at you, self-harm), you will not get better if you are angry or holding onto rage. It will come out in all those ways, and you’ll be stuck in a cycle of hatred and shame. You don’t want that. I didn’t want it. I wanted to fix everything that was making me miserable.

My hope is we can give you some insight into this dynamic and the most common issues we fight about so you can find your way in a softer, gentler manner. If you can’t, the hard way of detachment and separation works, too. Whatever your choice, there is recovery if you want it. When my mom and I came back together, we had both done so much work that for a while we didn’t talk much about what caused the breakup. We had both learned to listen rather than interrupt and insist on being right. Pain had humbled us both, and we only wanted peace.

This time, we would follow new rules and do what was necessary to make peace possible and lasting. One of the greatest triumphs of my recovery is that I went from a deeply unhappy, troubled person who was not reliable, or likable at times, to a mostly happy person who has learned how to manage emotional issues, communication, and relationships. This was a transformative change in every way that turned life from a black-and-white drama to a colorful story filled with love and light. So I want to open this book with the message that if you’ve found your way here, this most precious relationship is not everything you want it to be. Do you have a spark of hope that things between you and your mom can improve? I’m here to tell you, they can.

Exactly what true harmony will look like in your family may differ from ours because there is no one size that fits all solutions for relationships. If you have a criminal or toxic narcissist in your family, you may never have a happy holiday photo. But do not let that discourage you! You can find peace and understanding even if you have a complicated mom. If you have been, at times, a complicated daughter, you can be loved again. How do I know this? Well, get comfortable and take a deep breath because we’re about to travel to places that may be sad to read about. But if you can relate, you’ll find some clarity. With clarity comes solutions, and solutions bring recovery.




Think About This

Hearing the story of a mom who didn’t feel as good as her mom and then a daughter who also felt less than her mom, you see that insecurity can run as a pattern through generations. When a grandma and a mom are focused on achievement, daughters can feel abandoned and alone. If a mom has lost her own mom and can’t talk about her anguish and struggles to anyone, her daughter may not be able to connect with her pain and find common ground or compassion for her. Add shyness and anxiety to the picture, and you have a recipe for conflict and more anguish.

Here we can start thinking about empathy for the first time. Remember how Leslie talked about the release of getting something out on paper and being surprised when reading it later? Sometimes things you didn’t know you felt come out and surprise you. Also, when you read what you wrote you may no longer feel the same things months or years from now. That’s what we hope for when you start journaling about your mother-daughter relationship here. You may feel angry or hurt now, but let’s see if you’ve changed at the end of your writing journey.


TIME TO JOURNAL

Here’s the fun part. So many people we know have told us they have a book in them but don’t know how to get it out. Here is your opportunity to start telling your story. Grab the journal of your choice and a pen. We’re setting out on an expedition of self-discovery and storytelling. At the end of each chapter, we’re going to give you the writing prompts to explore your feelings about your mother/daughter regarding each subject. This is purely for you (whether you are a mother or a daughter). You don’t have to share your insights with anybody. If you and your daughter or mother are reading together and journaling separately, only share the positive responses with each other.

You might want to add some thoughts about Grandma or Great-Grandma if you’ve been fortunate enough to know her. In any case, always try to balance your negative feelings with some positive ones. Force yourself to remember some good things about your mom/daughter, especially if you think you hate her or believe she’s wrong or unreasonable right now. The purpose of journaling and exploring your past is not to feel enraged by what your mother/daughter did/does to you but rather to find commonalities to your experiences and bring awareness to the inevitable misunderstandings and misconceptions that arise along life’s bumpy road. Remember, your mother was influenced by her mother, and she by the grandmother who came before her.


Four Proven Benefits of Journaling

EASE STRESS

If you’re new to journaling, don’t worry about getting it right or having something meaningful to say. A few minutes of marshalling your anxious thoughts into sentences takes the annoyance from whatever irks you out of your head and releases it onto the page. For example: “Today it rained, and I lost my keys,” is enough to tell a story.

SELF-REFLECTION FOR PERSONAL GROWTH

Following our journal prompts will help you develop greater awareness of who you are, what your values are, how you affect others, and how they affect you. You will see yourself from different perspectives and learn ways to improve your communication skills and behavior.

MANAGE UNCOMFORTABLE EMOTIONS

Many girls and women are taught to bury their emotions and act nice. Journaling about hurt and angry, confusing, or conflicting feelings will help you begin to navigate through pain to healing. Journaling about your emotions gives you a voice for change.

LIVE YOUR BEST LIFE

Writing a few lines every day about the little things that bring you pleasure join mindfulness and gratitude, two essential components of happiness. Your senses of touch, sight, sound, taste, and smell are just one example of things you can notice and write about.





JOURNAL PROMPTS


	In a paragraph or two tell your mother’s story. Who is she; where did she come from? What was her life like? How was she as a mom?

	In a paragraph or two, tell your story. Who are you? Where did you come from? What was your life like growing up?

	Can you give a history of your relationship with your mom/daughter?

	What is your relationship with your mom/daughter now?

	What about your mom/daughter makes you mad, sad, unhappy?

	How would you like your relationship with your mom/daughter to be different?
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