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PREFACE 

At what point do a mother and daughter decide that they can come together as one friend to another? For some women it’s after they have married. For others, it is the birth of their first child, and still some others, it is during a physical or emotional crisis.

For me, it was the diagnosis of my mother’s ovarian cancer. From the moment I heard she had cancer until her death, I felt as if I was in graduate school, cramming the night before finals for a course called, “Everything You’ve Always Wanted to Know About Your Mother and Forgot to Ask.”

Following her death, there were still so many unanswered questions that neither my father nor her sisters nor her friends were able to answer. I began talking with women in my audiences (I am a professional speaker at conventions, business meetings, and women’s conferences) about their relationships with their mothers and learned that most women (and men) have questions they want to ask their mothers. Even more surprising was that many women have unfinished business with their mothers and are afraid to broach certain subjects. I was curious to learn more about this phenomenon.

In pursuit of answers, I interviewed psychologists and psychotherapists, read feminist essays, revisited my own past, and kept talking to women in my seminars. I learned that all too often a mature woman relates to her mother the way she did when she was an adolescent. She locks her mother into one role—that of “mother”—and is unable to see her as a dynamic, multifaceted person in her own right—the way she would a friend. This prevents her from knowing her mother at a deeper and more satisfying level and discovering more about herself.

Questions are the beginning of discovery. As I became more immersed in this work, I woke before dawn one morning from a dream in which my mother suggested I write a book of questions that daughters could ask their mothers. I was excited by the concept but unsure how viable it was, so I took the idea to the women in my programs. Their response was overwhelmingly positive. When I asked these women what questions they wanted to ask their mothers, I received hundreds at each program, covering every area in a woman’s life. The list revealed many insights but one in particular caught my attention. Every daughter has at least one burning question that she is afraid to ask her mother—and may not even be aware of until she’s thrown into a crisis situation, as was the case with me. Once I knew that Mom’s death was imminent, it took me a month to find the courage and right time to ask, “Mom, how do you really feel about dying?” When I finally did ask, her answer was so enlightening and affirming that I couldn’t believe I waited so long to approach her.

My success was due in large part to learning and repeatedly practicing the skills I’ll be sharing in this book—the first skill being to pay attention to your mother in a new way. My mother’s illness—while I don’t wish it on anyone—was a gift that allowed me to begin seeing her with fresh eyes. I learned to let in more of her love, wisdom, and humor and accept the fact that she wasn’t ever going to be like TV’s perfect mothers I grew up comparing her to—June Cleaver, Donna Reed, and Harriet Nelson. I only wish I’d been able to do this sooner, as you’ll be able to with this book.

Some women in my audiences have said, “Easy for you to say! Your mother is gone. I still have to deal with mine.” True, I can’t argue that. And the time my mother and I did share before she died included many significant question-and-answer sessions. In turn, there are hundreds of women whose mothers are still alive who have successfully used the material in this book. Many are profiled here. They show by example that a daughter can have a healthier and more satisfying relationship with her mom. All you have to do to begin is start thinking of your mother as a friend you’d like to get to know better. If this is challenging for you, consider my story.

I by no means identified with my mother as a friend; she was “just” my mother. The funny thing is that when I was writing this book, it became very clear to me that although I wouldn’t have said that my mother and I were friends, our actions told the truth. We laughed together, cheered each other up, talked about things that were important, and cared about each other’s well-being. We did things that friends do—only I didn’t think we were friends. I’d grown up believing that mothers aren’t supposed to be friends with their daughters.

In my mother’s generation, a mother’s role was solely to guide and protect, not to share her personal experiences or problems the way a dear friend would. It was taboo for a mother to tell her daughter that she felt depressed or afraid, or even admit that she was proud of herself. This would be considered too frank and personal; her daughter might not be able to handle it. Based on my personal experience and research, a balance must be struck with young daughters: age-appropriate truth telling established with a clear boundary that says, “I’m the mom.” But once a woman reaches adulthood, an added benefit of having a mother is the potential for friendship. The opportunity to exchange thoughts and intimate feelings helps both women explore solutions to problems and ask and answer difficult or meaningful questions about life.

My friend Barbara says that her relationship with her mother goes beyond friendship. Barbara defines her friends as people with whom she shares common interests and does things with socially. “My mother is more than a friend,” Barbara said. “She’s my mother. I call her first with any big news—good or bad. I expect her to be there when I’m in crisis. When I’m sick, I want her to take care of me. It’s so much more than friendship.”

However you choose to view your mother, ask yourself these questions: Do I see my mother for all she is and can be? What parts of her would I want to know more about? What would help us be closer? What would take our relationship to a new level?

Even if you don’t want to be the best of friends with your mother, you can still work on creating a richer relationship. If your situation is reversed and you think your mother doesn’t want to have a deeper relationship with you, keep reading anyway. There is always a possibility that she will choose not to be close to you. Then again, there’s always the chance that she will come around after seriously considering a request on your part to get to know her better. If you believe she isn’t interested based on your past history, please talk to her first, using the ideas and words in this book. If, once you’ve spoken with your mother, she is still resistant and it’s still important to you to know her better, don’t give up. Hold a space in your heart for your mother to change. You may be surprised by the result, as Linda, whom you’ll meet in the Introduction, was. Even if your mother never desires a more intimate relationship, go about making your life as joyful as possible so that you are still taking care of yourself. If she does open up to you, you’ll be ready to embrace her in love and forgiveness. If your mother has passed on, by reading the stories and reviewing the questions, you’ll draw out precious memories that will help you heal your loss, as writing this book did for me.

What’s the Best Way to Use This Book?

Twenty topics surfaced as this book took form, with ten topics being urgent and most important to begin with. After cataloging the questions I collected and conducting over four hundred personal interviews, it became clear that health is the number one topic most women need to talk about with their mothers, followed by death and dying, money, and aging. These four aspects of life dramatically affect the quality of your mother’s current and future life and your own, and they need to be discussed whether or not you get along with her. If this is the case for you, My Mother, My Friend will make it easier for you to discuss these topics.

Not as urgent, but definitely important in completing unfinished business from the past and enjoying the present, are four more topics: resolving conflict, family secrets, romance and intimacy, and self-image and beauty.

The final two topics speak to the heart and soul and help to celebrate the human and the divine in our mothers: spirituality and appreciation. Discussing your beliefs about the mysteries of life and death shape who you become and how you live. Understanding your mother’s spiritual perspective can go a long way to understanding more about yourself. Taking the time to appreciate your mother strengthens the bond between you and celebrates the gifts you have given each other.

Throughout these pages, you will be guided through the process of changing your patterns of communication and, ultimately, your relationship to your mother and yourself Through thoughtfully phrased questions, practical exercises, sample dialogues, and communication tips, you will learn how you can talk to your mother, woman to woman, about the issues of life and death and everything in between. When you develop a pattern of communicating openly, you are well on your way to forging a deeper and more rewarding relationship and preparing yourself for the changes that your mother’s aging inevitably brings.

You will be asked to journal your thoughts and questions, and record your mother’s answers (in written, audio, or video format). This may seem time-consuming, but you will be forever grateful that you did this. Someday in the future, you will want and need the information I’m asking you to gather. Your mind will not remember the details you need, but you will have a journal filled with critical information and some of your most precious shared memories, which you’ll be able to refer back to as needed.

If you feel comfortable with your mother and just need a little direction on how to broach a particular issue, you can go directly to the chapter that interests you, read through the questions, and start from there. If you have a particular question in mind, look at the Contents page for the appropriate chapter. Then review my suggestions in the Introduction for wording a specific question and creating a comfortable setting. If you want a more organized program, consider this book a guidebook. Use it over a ten-month period, a chapter a month. After you’ve read the Introduction and know how to proceed, share the book with your mom. Together you can approach one chapter a month and get to know each other better at a leisurely pace, planning the activities and then asking the questions at the end of each chapter. You’ll always begin the process with easy questions and work up to the more challenging, intimate ones.

By using the information in this book, you will learn how to release or change patterns that don’t work in your relationship with your mother and maximize the ones that do. You will carry on your mother’s legacy of love. You will discover more about yourself. You will help your mother recognize her own significance and live with more vitality and financial security. Both of you will become more physically, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually enriched. When your mother’s time comes to pass on, you will know what her wishes are and what to do. You will become stronger, gentler, and wiser. Most important, you will learn to appreciate and celebrate each other.

Be brave, count your blessings, and enjoy the questions.
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INTRODUCTION
Getting to Know You


How to Begin

It’s been seven years since my mother passed away and I still have questions I want to ask her. Sitting at my desk, I glance at a photograph next to my computer. It’s a wrinkled black and white snapshot of my mother and me, lying on our backs, sleeping peacefully in her twin bed. The year is 1953, and I am six months old. I am dressed in baby bunting, and look like a Kewpie doll with my brown hair twirled into a single curl on the top of my head. Mom is thirty-three. Her face is shiny, and her arms are folded up over her head. She’s wearing a sleeveless nightie and a thin gold bracelet around her left wrist. Her painted nails shimmer, and she looks as beatific as the Madonnas she used to collect.

What memories that photo evokes.

I am fourteen years old and excited because I have just found this picture of myself and Mom that I had never seen before. I show it to her, and she reminisces about how jubilant she felt after I was born, because she’d been told she would never be able to have children.

Fast-forward ten years, to the night of my grandfather’s funeral. Mom and I are rummaging through old photos, and I happen on that same lovely snapshot. Once again, I show it to her, and this time she shares some gossip.

“Mary, you know you were named after my mother. Thank goodness, though, that both grandmothers had the middle name Louise or there would have been even more competition between them than there already was.” Ooh, I hadn’t heard that before.

Now, at the age of forty-five, I am troubled by questions that never got asked, and frustrated by half-understood information that leads me up blind alleys because Mom’s not here to help me make sense of it. For instance, after she died, what can I make of my father’s saying, “I don’t know why your mother was seeing a psychiatrist all those years.” She never told Dad why she was seeing a psychiatrist! Come to think of it, I can’t remember her telling me either. What was she going through? What turmoil? What was on her mind? Like most other daughters, I took for granted that I knew everything there was to know about my mother. Consequently there is so much that I will never know.

Over the years, each time Mom and I revisited the old, white Gimbels department store dress box in which she kept our photos, fascinating pieces of information were revealed. My mother was an open book. I could ask her anything and if she knew the answer, she’d tell me. Whether we were shopping, going out to lunch, taking a walk, doing jigsaw puzzles, or, later, lying together on her hospital bed, she had a story to tell.

Mom chatted about our family history and revealed her dreams. She also told me what I should do with the rest of my life, which, of course, drove me mad. Crazy making as it was at times, I look back on our life together, now that time has softened my disappointment in her human frailty, and I realize what a gift my mother was. I see how important those question-and-answer sessions were to both of us. My questions gave her permission to be more than a mother—permission to be herself. Her answers shaped my success and, more important, my sense of self and the memories that fashion my future.

always the beautiful answer who asks a more beautiful question.

—E. E. CUMMINGS, in Collected Poems

How can a daughter begin relating to her mother in new ways? How can she begin to share confidences and leave behind unsuccessful ways of communicating? How can a daughter get the answers she needs to questions she is afraid to ask—or hasn’t thought to ask—that will affect both her mother’s current and future well-being and her own?

Two simple words will begin answering these questions: time and friendship. Let’s look at time first, because that has the greatest impact on how you perceive your mother. You won’t want to hear what I’m going to say but as my mother used to say “It’s for your own good.” One day you will no longer be able to hug your mom. One day if you aren’t close, you’ll no longer be able to hope for a better relationship. You won’t be able to say “I’m sorry. Let’s try again.” The sooner you let this sink in, the easier it will be for you to know her better, enjoy more of what you do share, and help both of you live with more meaning and love. Buddhists believe the way to happiness is to keep death over your shoulder because it reminds you to live in the richness of the moment. This is what I think we need to do with our mothers: pin this notion of the preciousness of life on to our shoulder to keep us from withdrawing or getting distracted when things with Mom aren’t going the way we planned.

The second word to keep in mind is friendship. Consider this idea for a moment. We form friendships for many reasons, but there is one common denominator: we choose our friends because we feel safe to be ourselves with them. Think of your best woman friend. What makes your friendship work so well? You feel free to tell her everything. She understands. You accept that she’s always eight minutes late because whenever you are PMS-ing, she lets you whine about things you know you shouldn’t be whining about. You ask her what she’d do. She commiserates. She tells you that you’ll get through it. She brainstorms solutions with you. You laugh together. When you’re sick, she brings you jelly doughnuts with your chicken soup. You talk about your mothers and how they drive you crazy and how much you still love them. She’s your friend because you know you’ll feel better after being with her.

Have you ever thought about your mother that way? What if it really were possible to have the same type of relationship with your mother as you do with your best friend—or even better?

True friends are those who really know you but love you anyway.

—EDNA BUCHANAN, Suitable for Framing

If you are close to your mother your answer will be, “I already do,” or “My mother is my best friend,” or “I can’t imagine life without my mother.” You and she have been friends since before you can remember, or you have a clear memory of the moment you realized she was not just your mother, she was also your friend. That’s great. Then use this book as a way to focus on areas of your relationship that you may not have explored yet.

If you are distanced from your mother, you may say “My mother has never been my friend, and I specifically chose my friends because they weren’t like my mother.” Or you may find yourself somewhere in between—close but not friends—the way I experienced my mother—until I started writing this book and realized that one of the greatest gifts she gave to me was her friendship. If this describes you, allow yourself to try on calling your mother a friend, like I did. At first, it may feel constricting, like a pair of too-tight shoes. But carry that thought around in your head for a while, and your energy will shift. You’ll begin to think of your mother differently. Your expectations will change. It will become easier to give her the love, respect, and caring you afford your dearest women friends, even when she’s behaving badly or you’re having a rough day. You’ll be able to set limits calmly and maintain your self-respect instead of doing or saying something that makes you feel terrible and act even worse.

Friendship with your mother creates a space for you to want to know more about her. The time you spend together is easier and more interesting. You both find yourselves a little more willing to share parts of yourself you’ve kept hidden. And instead of feeling deep regret or guilt, you will feel a deep sense of gratitude. You’ll give thanks for your mother and for the person you’ve become in learning how to befriend her while she is still alive.

If We Don’t Really Know Our Mothers, We Can’t Really Know Ourselves

Harriet Lerner, psychologist and author of The Dance of Deception—A Guide to Authenticity and Truth-Telling in Women’s Relationships, believes that our relationship with our mother is one of the most significant and influential relationships of our lives. In her audiotape, On Mothers and Daughters, she eloquently defines the importance of understanding our mothers.

Before all else we are daughters…. If we don’t really know our mother we can’t really know ourselves … and if we can’t recognize her competence, we can’t really value and love our own self … and if we don’t love and value ourselves, we can’t really love another person as fully as each of us would be capable of loving.

Being willing to know your mother at a deeper level is an act of courage. She will no longer be just your mother—the woman who is there to meet your every need—to hug you, fix your dinner, wash your clothes, or go to your volleyball games. She will become a woman in her own right, with hopes and dreams and needs and desires just like you. She will share parts of herself that you have never known about. If you prepare and welcome her into your heart as you would a dear friend, her truth will be a gift of self-discovery for both of you.

How Do I Expand My Awareness of My Mother?

If you find yourself struggling to widen your perspective of your mother, try surprising yourself out of your own patterns. One unusual and very effective technique is to call your mother by her first name on occasion. If that’s too bold, then consider asking her to try an experiment with you. Ask her if you may call her by her first name a few times just to see if it expands your awareness of her as a friend. If she says no, say her first name to yourself when you think of her. This is a big step, and one you won’t likely take most of the time. But for some women it can be a powerful acknowledgment of the multidimensional woman outside the narrow role of mother.

Sarah’s mother was in her eighties and in poor health. She experienced her mother as a cranky woman with whom she found it very difficult to talk. One day in frustration, Sarah yelled her mother’s name, “Olivia!” Startled, her mother began to cry. Overcome with guilt, Sarah called out in a soft, loving voice, “Olivia, Olivia, I love you, Olivia.” From that time on, Sarah recalls, she never looked at her mother the same way. “My mother became a person to me. She was no longer ‘just’ my mother. I realized that she really was separate from me and had a right to her feelings, just as I did. No matter how ill tempered she was, I was able to love her more fully after that.”

Calling your mother by her first name, even if only to yourself, is only one of many strategies that begin shifting your perspective of your mother to include woman and friend. Another easy and meaningful approach is to ask her a question about what she wants or what interests her. Even if you don’t get an answer immediately or, for that matter, ever, the seed has been planted, and with time and a little nurturing, you may be surprised by an unexpected flower, as was my friend Joan.

How About If You Teach Me How to Bake Bread?

Joan, a successful business consultant, author, and syndicated columnist, had a close relationship with her mother as she was growing up. But as Joan became more successful in her career, her relationship with her mother became more distant. There was less and less to say because they didn’t know how to talk about the growing disparity in their lifestyles and interests.

“When I was forty, my mother stopped driving, which limited her lifestyle dramatically,” Joan recalls. I whined for years to my husband about how my mother would be so much better if she’d get out, take a class, join a club—do anything so she wasn’t so housebound. David finally said to me, ‘Get off your mother’s case. What makes you think you can live your mother’s life better than she can? You don’t call her. You don’t spend time with her. You just whine to me about it.’

“I said, ‘I’m just trying to be helpful,’ but in my heart I knew he was right. I told myself, she’s in her late sixties and she’s not going to change, so what can I do to come halfway?”

Joan remembered that her mother had always been a wonderful baker who talked about how relaxing it was to knead dough. “So I called her one night and said, ‘How about if you teach me how to bake bread?’ After a good hard laugh, she retorted, ‘How about buying yourself a bread machine? With your schedule, it will be a lot easier.’ I told her I was serious about wanting to learn from her because she was such a good baker. She finally agreed and told me what ingredients to buy. The following Sunday I showed up at her house at ten in the morning with two bags of groceries and a notebook. For the next six hours, I sat at her feet and wrote down every move she made. At the end of the day, I had two perfect loaves under my arms and the realization that it was the most time I’d spent with my mom in ten years. We had laughed and talked more than we had when I was a kid.

“When I walked out the door with my prize, I turned around and said to her, ‘Why don’t we do this again.’ She said, ‘All right, you’re on. Next time we do wheat.’ Sure enough, the following Sunday I learned to do wheat. Three weeks later, I asked her to do Christmas cookies. She said, ‘Joan, you know how to do cookies.’ I felt like a little girl again as the words tumbled out, ‘I know. But I want to do them with you.’ So we made Christmas cookies together, and on Christmas Eve she showed up at my house with her cookies. I brought out mine, and we arranged them together on platters for our families. We were closer that Christmas and we’ve been closer ever since. I realized I wasn’t just baking bread; I was baking a relationship.”

Joan’s efforts in thinking about her mother’s interests and asking a single question, “How about teaching me how to bake bread?” saved their relationship. Her mother felt more valued by Joan, and Joan sharpened a critical skill—appreciation—that is often dulled in the competitive business world.

If you find yourself saying that you’re willing to go deeper but your mother isn’t, there’s hope. If it’s more than you can do even to be in the same room with your mother, I still encourage you to hold a space in your heart for healing and continue to think of her becoming a friend. The power of prayer and positive intention is no longer just a religious ritual. As you’ll discover when you read the spirituality chapter, research has shown that asking a higher power for a positive outcome and holding that desire in a space of love literally heals people from a distance. If you remain open and willing, your relationship will shift. It may be barely noticeable at first, so pay close attention, and trust your intention and intuition.

When I started writing this book, my friend Linda said that she thought the book was a great idea, but it wouldn’t work for her. When I asked why, she said that her mother, a first-generation German, didn’t believe in sharing any of her own personal feelings or family memories because it’s private and “no one else’s business.” (The German culture, Linda explained, can be very reserved and private.) Having met her mother a few times at family gatherings and finding her warm and outgoing, this was new information to me. I was surprised to learn that Linda, who is strong, assertive, emotionally sensitive, and smart, had longed for a deeper connection with her mother but hadn’t been able to achieve that breakthrough. Linda explained that she had sensitively approached her mother several times, asking to know her at a more personal level, all of which led to her mother’s withdrawal. Finally Linda had given up. I explained the idea of time, friendship, and positive intention (you’ll learn about this in just a few pages) to her. I told her that if we visualize a positive outcome, watch for an opening, say what we need to say with love, and are persistent, miracles can happen. That was a year ago. She agreed that was true for some people, but probably not with her mother.

Four months later we talked again, and Linda said there had been no change, but she had decided to remain patiently persistent “to the end,” hoping that things could change in the future. I offered to send her a first draft of the chapter on conflict, which she accepted.

I called Linda tonight—it’s been six months since we last talked. She told me there was still no real change, but as I listened to her, I heard change everywhere. She said, “One day my mother, sister, and I were driving in the car recently when my mother started to share a story about her own mother. I jumped in excitedly and said one word, ‘Really?’ which led to my mother’s turning silent. I withdrew too. Later my sister told me that the reason she had more success than I did in hearing our mother’s stories was because I showed too much emotion, which made our German mother very uncomfortable. My sister said she got more stories from Mom because she learned to stay very calm and quiet when Mom was talking about personal things.”

What an insight! A positive intention of “I want to know my mother and I will be patiently persistent until the end” led to a small breakthrough and tremendous awareness for future conversations.

Determine What You Want from Your Conversation

Why do you want to talk to your mother? What do you hope to gain by having a heart-to-heart conversation? When you know what you want to achieve, you’ll be able to ask the right questions at the right time and in the right place. You may have several items you want to address, because your relationship with your mother is multidimensional. Several typical reasons for starting a mother-daughter dialogue are listed in the box below. They’re not all-inclusive by any means, and I’ve provided them simply to get you started. Choose as many reasons as you think are relevant, and feel free to add your own.

As the relationship with your mother evolves, your ambitions and desires may change. You may discover that you’ve outgrown an area of concern. You may, for instance, no longer need confirmation that Mom loves you. You may want to find out information on a family member, or to learn why Mom never wants to talk about her health, or to know where she keeps her legal documents, or, hard as it is to discuss, to learn what her last wishes are.

Why Do You Want to Talk to Your Mom?
 
□ To fill in a memory?

□ To confirm your experiences?

□ To talk to her about her health?

□ To resolve a disagreement?

□ To air a family secret?

□ To gain (or earn) approval?

□ To get more attention and nurturing?

□ To share your spiritual beliefs?

□ To relieve your guilt?

□ To be forgiven?

□ To take your relationship to a deeper level?

□ To appreciate and celebrate her?

Turn Your Reason into an Intention

Select the one reason that seems most important to you, and write it out—for example:

 	I want to talk to my mother about her health.

 	I want to find out the truth about my adoption.

 	I want to know what she thinks about getting older.

 
 
This will become your intention. Having a solid reason for beginning the journey will keep you focused and also influence the outcome. It will serve to shape your conversations and smooth any rough edges along the way. If you get stuck, return to this intention and say it out loud to yourself.


What Questions Should I Ask? 

After you understand some of the reasons why you want to deepen your relationship with your mother, make a list of questions in your journal. Base your questions on the intention you decided on. Let your mind wander. Don’t worry about whether she’ll answer them or what you’ll sound like. This is a starting point. You can worry about how to articulate your questions later.
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