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Material from Chapters 2, 4, and 10 has previously appeared in For the Bride magazine. Material in Chapter 2 was the basis of the commentary essay “What Does She Call You?”on an NPR Mother’s Day Morning Edition.

The names of women who have shared their stories with me, and those involved in their stories, have been changed in respect for their trust and privacy. The only name I have kept is Arnold, who is perfectly happy to be identified as the husband of the mother of the groom.


To my son and his wife, 
who helped me to understand 
the mother of the groom 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Just Wear Beige, 
and Don’t Say Anything”

BECAUSE EVERY BRIDAL COUPLE INVOLVES the mother of the groom, it is both startling and telling that so few books chronicle her adventure, confirm her feelings, and guide her through the prenuptial shoals. We know all about the father of the bride. He’s a delightful character who pays the bills. The bride and her mother are followed every step of the way with articles, magazines, books, websites, and a whole industry of caterers, florists, photographers, and wedding gurus. The mother of the bride is harassed but patient, exhausted, and ultimately jubilant. The mother of the groom is often invisible.

However, there are real and practical ways for you to fit in and be part of this spectacular event. The making of a wedding need not always be the province of the bride’s family. You are also a part of the wedding, and it’s important that the bride and her family understand that the wedding is just as powerful a time in your family as it is in the bride’s.

This book explores the practical, the personal, and the many other social issues that confront you from the months before the wedding to that very special day: the small and tender responses, the ambivalences, the big decisions, the conflicts, the surprises. It captures and illuminates a significant time so that women like you can be released to recognize and validate their own feelings. There is a legitimate place for the mother of the groom who needs and wants more than a pat on the head and the classic advice to “Just wear beige and don’t say anything.”


1. 
Your Son Is Engaged!

“WE’RE ENGAGED!” IT’S VERY EXCITING to hear those words tumbling off your son’s lips. Other terms, like “going together” or “significant other,” indicate a private relationship between them that excludes you and everyone else. “Engaged” is a big word, a familiar word, a word that includes you because you’ve been there and can see what’s ahead for your son as the possibilities of his life expand.

Even though you have anticipated it, the word may still catch you with a surprising rush. It’s a good thing that many engagements often evolve through various stages of commitment, intervals of time during which two people gradually come to see themselves as a couple. These intervals are just as important for the mother of the groom as she begins to understand this new “couplehood” and finds her way to establish a relationship with it.

Some Questions 

This critical transitional time in your life is a time of ritual and ceremony that evokes, as it must, a heady emotional brew. Are you happy? Well, yes and no. You have fears and hopes—most of which you feel too insecure or self-conscious to share. Will your son’s bride like you? Will she be your friend? Will your relationship be a mother-daughter thing, or a mother-in-law slash daughter-in-law thing? Will your son, whom you have nourished, nurtured, and loved for all these years, continue to include you in his life?

The Past As Prelude to the Future 

You begin to look ahead with a sense of apprehension, anticipating the future with a certain amount of fear and trepidation. What will happen to you? What will be your role in this new relationship? How will you be included in your son’s life?

When Nan, whose son had recently married, was asked how he was doing, she answered, “We lost him.” No, he hadn’t died, but she felt as if she had lost her son. She felt hurt that her daughter-in-law’s family had simply “taken him over.” Because Nan didn’t take the steps to bond with her daughter-in-law or her family, she now hears from him only occasionally, on her birthday or on some holiday.

Will you also become anterior to your son’s life, or will you be included as part of a larger family? Will there be a rivalry for your son’s affection, as in the story line of so many plays and novels? Will you gradually become inconsequential in his life? Or will you feel as though you’ve lost your son and be haunted by that old saying that “Sons always go with the girl’s family”?

The answer is no.

Just go back and remember those other times when you and your son separated, possibly when he went off to college or got a job in another city. He came home on holidays or birthdays and filled you in on his new adventures. He told you about his friends and his work, and your life became richer as you added his new life to yours. You had little bits of “together” with lots of space in between so that both of you could gradually learn to accommodate that sense of separation. Now, with his forthcoming marriage, you can do the same thing, becoming a part of his new life as his new stories reach out to you and become a part of your life.

If You Know Her, If You Don’t 

If your son is marrying the girl he has been dating since high school, you have had time to get used to the idea of his marrying her and separating from you. But if your son is off at college, for instance, he may surprise you one day by asking if he can bring someone home with him when he’s coming in next week—a girl he’s been going out with. Of course he can. And he does, and gradually over the next few months she comes home with him often, for barbecues and birthday parties. You begin to learn all about her and her family, her career plans, and particularly all the plans she and your son are making for the future. No question, they are going to get married. You quickly absorb the idea and hope they wait until they at least graduate or until one of them gets a job.

Let us fast forward a few years and look at another situation. Your son has waited many years after graduation and has reached a marriageable age without being connected to any one woman. You often find yourself curious about the women he dates, and you begin to hope that he will find someone soon— possibly just like you. Once my son showed me a picture from a party, and I saw him with a pretty dark-haired girl. Ah, yes, he liked her very much, but she left him for a boyfriend in Paris. Unbelievable! How could any woman reject such a handsome, intelligent, kind, and loving young man!

As your son gets older and still remains unattached, you may have to deal with friends who ask you often how your son is. Translated, you know this means, “Is he going with anyone?”

You genuinely want him to go with someone, not just to satisfy inquisitive friends but for his sake. Mothers have exactly the same wishes for their sons as for their daughters. You want your son to be happy in love and to sustain and nurture that love into marriage. Contrary to the popular image our society often projects of the threatened, clutching woman whose son is being taken away from her, or the mother who reluctantly donates her prince to an unworthy other family, mothers want their sons to find love and to be loved. You hope only that you have prepared your son adequately.

Now, with his engagement and forthcoming marriage, whatever relationship you have had with your son should prevail. It should grow and be enriched as he develops this new life with the woman he loves, a woman who is going to become an integral part of your new life with him.

Let’s Get Rid of the Baggage 

Unfortunately, an unpleasant aura has always permeated the words “mother of the groom.” And that’s not even half as bad as “mother-in-law.” Only the French have a nice word for her: la belle mere, which means “the beautiful mother.” In our culture, she is portrayed as either wickedly possessive or, most often, part of a comic routine. We’re all too familiar with the jokes. Humor has its own way of telling us the truth. We often make fun of those things we are afraid of, the better to cope with them.

Did You Know?

The Navajo mother-in-law basket has a bell on it to let her daughter-in-law know that she is approaching.

“A Son Is a Son Till He Takes Him a Wife”

Joe and his fiancée, Gloria, had gone skiing and stopped on a hillside to admire the beauty of the snow. Joe called her attention to a red barn tucked in the far woods and remarked quite casually that his mother would love to see this sight. Gloria then turned to him and asked why he had brought his mother into the scene, implying that obviously he had Oedipal problems to resolve. Disturbed by what she said, in a moment of confidence, he told the story to his mother. While it was a comforting thought for her to know that her son had thought of sharing that moment with her, she was also devastated by his fiancée’s response.

As a future mother-in-law, it’s important to stop and remember that the woman your son is marrying doesn’t know you yet. She may be afraid of you and of the hold you have on your son.

Looking Through Her Eyes 

Take a moment to think about your future daughter-in-law. Consider that just as you fear that she will take your son away from you, she is afraid of the ties that have bound you and your son together, ties that could corrupt or inhibit the new and vulnerable relationship that she and her soon-to-be-husband are trying to form. She worries that you may be a hidden power, a threat to her happiness. You were, after all, very important in your son’s life before his future bride appeared.

As the woman with a great deal of past influence, you now realize that you will be sharing your power with your daughter-in-law. She might think that it’s better to keep you at a distance or to diminish you bit by bit. That’s how the comics do it—joke by joke. As your anxiety about this new situation in your life creeps in, you might be asking yourself whether your invisibility at the wedding is only the beginning.

Consider This 

“A man loves his sweetheart the most, his wife the best, but his mother the longest.”—Irish proverb

Simple Questions, Complicated Answers 

From that first phone call, when your son tells you about the special woman he just had lunch with, to your parting wave as the couple speeds off on their honeymoon, you will find yourself caught up in a whirlwind of complicated emotions, a curious mix of joy and apprehension. Here are just a few of the thousands of questions that may race through your head:

• Who is this new woman in your son’s life (and now in yours)?

• What is she really like, and how will she respond to you?

• Will she enrich your relationship with your son or separate you from him?

• Will she call you “Mother”?

• Where will they be married?

• Where will they live?

• Does she have the same religious background as your family?

• Do religious differences matter to you?

• What is her family like?

• How does her family feel about the engagement?

• What will you wear?

The Question of Religion 

Is it really important to marry someone from the same religious background? Some say, “Yes, of course, your religion is a part of your life.” According to others, differences in religion don’t matter as long as the two people respect each others’ views. Madison, a devout believer, felt that living with two religions side by side made life richer and was good for the children, especially if the parents practiced their religions. Some people disagree and claim that the children always go with the mother’s religion.

My neighbor Alexis, who is Catholic, was very upset that her son was marrying a woman who not only was not Catholic but who had also been divorced: “I can’t do anything about it, but I’m not happy.” She was sure her son and his future wife would run into many problems, especially if they had children. She consoled herself by saying, “Maybe she’ll convert.”

How Does Family Background Affect You?

Should her family’s lifestyle, politics, or income influence your feelings about her?

“No,” says Molly, a dental technician, who liked the girl her son was going to marry very much. “I’m not going to let her family influence my affections and respect for her. She is so sweet and bright and wholesome, but she comes from a crazy mixed-up home. Her parents are divorced. They are both artists, and each one is living with a lover. I’m not going to judge my future daughter-in-law by the way her parents live.”

But Gwen, a pediatrician whose son was just graduating from medical school, says, “Yes.” Her son was engaged to a girl whose mother was a recovering alcoholic and whose father had disappeared many years ago to live in the mountains of Idaho. She was genuinely worried that his fiancée’s background would jeopardize their marriage.

On the other hand, Allyson’s son Brad was marrying a woman whose father was a cardiologist and whose mother was a corporate lawyer. Allyson was very proud of the gene pool her family was about to tap into.

It’s not easy to be the child of an alcoholic, but neither is it a tribute to your son’s fiancée that her parents are successful professionals. Children grow up knowing much more about their parents than we often give them credit for. They know us for our strengths and weaknesses. And they make their own life decisions as they shape themselves within their own environments and opportunities. Children are not clones of their parents. They may or may not accept their parents’ values. Genes are inherited, but behaviors are not.

As you get to meet and know her family, you will learn many things about them. It’s more important to be learning about your future daughter-in-law, who she is and how in her own unique way she responds to life—and especially to your son. It’s the chemistry between those two that matters most.

You’ll Feel Better When You Talk about the Wedding 

Talking to friends, especially those who are mothers of grooms themselves, will help you open up and explore the tangle of feelings you’re experiencing. As you talk, you will sense your common needs. It’s important to know that you’re not the only one having these feelings. You will smile with recognition at someone else’s confession, sometimes with guilt but always with relief that someone else has shared your same response— and actually had the nerve to express it.

At the same time, always remember that someone else’s solution may not be yours. You know the facts of your particular situation; you must have confidence in your way of dealing with them. The important thing is to listen and not be afraid of your own feelings. You know you want to be a part of your son’s wedding and of his future because he is so much a part of your life. The question is, what is the best way for you to become involved in what has to be one of the most precious occasions in your life? And where is the structure to let you in?


2. 
Meeting Your Future 
Daughter-in-Law 

YOU LOOK AT THE WOMAN your son has chosen to be his wife and to be your daughter-in-law. More than anything, you want to have a good relationship with this new person in your life. “Engaged” is a time for kissing and hugging and saying “Wonderful!” In the midst of all that celebrating, how can the two of you come together? You may like her, but you may not know her very well, if at all. So what can you say to her? What can you do with her so that you two can get to know and enjoy each other?

Picking Up on Signals 

The relationship with your future daughter-in-law has begun before you meet her. This indirect interaction could happen on the telephone, probably through your son. Maybe it began the day you didn’t quite recognize him because his opinions, thoughts, and feelings sounded so different from the son you thought you knew. He used to love living in Vermont, but now it’s “too provincial.” The winters are too long, the spring too muddy. “Of course,” you suddenly realize. “He’s engaged, and someone else is influencing him.”

Although you are happy about this new circumstance, the change can be a little disconcerting. You’re not quite sure where your son is coming from, and you might find yourself analyzing his answers and becoming uneasy about your own. Be careful not to “think too precisely on the event,” as Hamlet would say; otherwise, you will keep asking yourself unanswerable questions like, “What did he mean by that?”

On the other hand, one woman told me that she was relieved when her son became engaged because now there would always be someone to listen to him talk about personal, deep, and important things. She was glad that he would be supported forever.

What Is She Learning About Me?

You know that in the most natural and perfect way he is sharing everything with her—probably including many stories about you and your family. She is learning about you long before she ever meets you, and you wonder how you are being translated by your son. Is he telling her the truth? It doesn’t really matter because it’s his perception of you that counts. And that’s what she is hearing. To make that situation a little more complicated, you also know that communication is a six-lane highway. The information he passes on to her goes through yet another transformation as it gets screened through her life experiences, values, and judgments. Not to worry. In time you will learn what her image of you is, and you will learn how to deal with it, polish it, or correct it, if need be.

What Am I Learning About Her?

In your telephone conversations or visits with your son, you are also learning about her. You might hear about how they met, where they go, where she lives, her last name (a quick clue to nation of origin), and her work. It’s a really grownup time in your son’s life; he can decide whom he wants to marry without checking it out with you first.

Yes, it’s all right to ask questions—provided you use your common sense and don’t invade his privacy. Don’t ask about age or previous experience. Let him tell you what he wants you to know. This is a time to listen to what he says with interest rather than with the age-old need to judge, influence, and decide what’s right for him. You will have time to learn about this new person whom you have not yet met. This is not the moment for twenty questions.

If you listen carefully, you will also hear things that he may not be telling you directly but that are worth your attention. Maybe he mentions a book that he’s reading or a trip that they’re taking or a chocolate cake that she made. She is influencing not only his opinions but his tastes, his attitudes, and his habits.

Claudia had forever tried to enrich her son’s life as he was growing up. When he was a little boy, she took him to the opera, to museums, and to the theater. “We always went to concerts on Sundays in one of those beautiful churches in New York. And we were readers. We didn’t watch television; we read books.” But none of it seemed to take. “He couldn’t care less. He hardly ever read a book on his own—only what the English teacher assigned. We even gave him books for Christmas. But you know how they grow—always in opposition to you.”

Claudia’s ears perked up when her son, recently engaged, called to tell her they would be late for dinner because he and Nikki, his fiancée, were going to an exhibit at the art museum. “I was so happy; I couldn’t care less about dinner. Here was a woman able to do in three months what I couldn’t do in twenty-eight years.”

The woman your son is marrying brings with her a whole other world. It may be a rich and wonderful world. She may be building on what you started, but she may also be introducing him to worlds he has never known about before.

Do First Impressions Matter?

Monica, who has just one son, told me that she knew the young woman her son brought home would be the perfect wife for him because the girl’s name was the same as Monica’s mother: Dorothy. That made for a wonderful first meeting because on the slightest evidence, Monica was prepared to accept the young woman.

However, it doesn’t always work that way. Some first meetings are planned; others are spontaneous. Some are warm, while others may be cold or embarrassing. The occasion is not always one you can control, but whether you survive it is up to you. Just remember that you are not the only one filled with expectations and fears; imagine what’s going on in your future daughter-in-law’s heart. And in your son’s.

Evelyn, a dietitian and mother of three sons, said that she had gotten tired of cooking for the various young women her youngest son, Eddie, always invited to dinner. So she was totally blasé when Eddie told her he was bringing a new girlfriend to meet her.

Enter Jennifer with a box of Godiva chocolates. Evelyn, who had intended to go shopping that afternoon, had an empty refrigerator and nothing to offer Jennifer but a glass of water. As a woman whose life’s work involved food, she was mortified. But by the time Jennifer and Eddie became engaged, Evelyn had prepared them many wonderful dinners and demonstrated not only her basic generosity, but her culinary skills as well. That first meeting became a funny family story.

Although Angela knew that her son was going with someone named Alysse, she first met her future daughter-in-law without warning. Her son Danny stopped by the house at midnight on his way from Boston to New Jersey, where he was going to spend the weekend with Alysse and her family. When Angela heard the doorbell, she ran downstairs groggy-eyed in her old pink bathrobe. After a deep breath she recovered and greeted her son. Of course Danny and Alysse must stay the night. No, they didn’t want tea or cookies; they were too tired. So Angela quickly made up their bed and tried to go to sleep herself. It was a hard first meeting and not the one she had hoped for. She had wanted to look beautiful and be bright for her future daughter-in-law. She assured herself that things would look better in the morning. Certainly she would. And she vowed to get rid of that bathrobe.

Wendy, a musician, twice married, now widowed, and mother of four children, had just moved into a new apartment. She called her son Barry to help her stack some shelves and generally help her to move in. With him he brought Marcy, someone she had never met. Wendy was annoyed because she had to empty boxes, sort out lots of paperwork, and tell Barry where to hang pictures and shelves. She had neither the patience nor the time to socialize with his new girlfriend. So she didn’t. She never even offered her a cup of coffee.

Barry called her as soon as he got home and lashed into her for ignoring Marcy and making her feel so unwelcome. He and Marcy had become engaged, and, although he had come to help Wendy settle in, he had also come to introduce his fiancée.

Of course Wendy was embarrassed and apologetic. She even tried to put the blame on Barry for not telling her about Marcy. But the real problem lay with Wendy. When your son appears on the doorstep with a girlfriend, it’s time to consider all possibilities. And simply as a matter of courtesy, Wendy should have reordered her priorities. Marcy and Wendy never did warm to each other, and Wendy spent many years estranged from her son.

Not knowing that you are about to meet the most important woman in your son’s life can also be a blessing. Jane and Ron had just left a matinee in New York; they called their son Peter to join them for dinner. He asked if he could he bring his friend Renee, with whom he had spent the afternoon walking in Central Park. They knew he had been dating a Renee, and this seemed like a very pleasant way to meet her.

What they did not know was that their son, expecting their call, had deliberately made a date with Renee so that he could bring her along to meet his parents and announce their engagement. Neither Renee nor his parents had much time to build up their anxieties and expectations, which turned out to be a great way of doing things for everyone involved. You can’t tell your son how to plan the perfect first meeting. You can, however, live in the moment and enjoy it with grace, sensitivity, and intelligence.

Two Parents, Two Responses 

On their ride to meet Melissa, their son Evan’s fiancée, Becky and Scott talked of nothing but their forthcoming meeting. They promised each other to act normal, to carry on a reasonable conversation with her without trying to dazzle her with their intellect and wit. Evan had been married before and had been deeply hurt by the divorce. “We wondered if we had been too supportive, too approving in the past and had inadvertently influenced his decision. This time we agreed to let Evan do most of the talking and not to offer advice when we were alone with him.”
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