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PROLOGUE

 Back to the Sandbox






I recently heard a story. Two little kids are playing together in a sandbox in the park with their pails and shovels. Suddenly a huge fight breaks out, and one of them runs away, screaming, I hate you! I hate you! In no time at all theyre back in the sandbox, playing together as if nothing has happened.


Two adults observe the interaction from a nearby bench. Did you see that? one comments in admiration. How do children do that? They were enemies five minutes ago.


Its simple, the other replies. They choose happiness over righteousness.





Grown-ups rarely make such a choice. We have a terrible time stepping aside from our anger, bitterness, and hurt. We know that life is short, but damn it, were not getting back in that sandbox until that other person agrees to having started itand admits to being wrong. Our need to balance the scales of justice is so strong that we lock ourselves into negativity at the expense of happiness and well-being.


A great deal of suffering could be avoided if we could be more like those kids. We could lighten up and let things go. I feel calmed and relieved when my husband knocks at my study door in the middle of a fight, puts his arms around me, and says, I love you. This is stupid. Lets just drop it. Like two kids in the sandbox, were suddenly light and playful again.


Of course, adult life is not always so simple. Some issues need to be revisitednot droppedand talk is essential to this process. We need words to begin to heal betrayals, inequalities, and ruptured connections.


Our need for language, conversation, and definition goes beyond the wish to put things right. Through words we come to know the other personand to be known. This knowing is at the heart of our deepest longings for intimacy and connection with others. How relationships unfold with the most important people in our lives depends on courage and clarity in finding voice. This is equally true for our relationship with our self. Even when we are not being heard, we may still need to know the sound of our own voice saying out loud what we really think.


Our challenge as adults is to develop a strong voice that is uniquely our own, a voice that reflects our deepest values and convictions. Once we are comfortable within that voice, we can bring it to our most important relationships. We can choose to move to the center of a difficult conversionor we can let it go. We can speakor decide not to. Whatever we choose, we can head back to the sandbox with clarity, wisdom, and intention. By doing so, we can strengthen the self and our connections, and have the best chance of achieving happiness during our time with each other.










CHAPTER 1


Finding Your Voice







The thread that unites my work both as an author and as a psychotherapist is my desire to help people speak wisely and well, sometimes about the most difficult subjects. This includes asking questions, getting a point across, clarifying desires, beliefs, values, and limits. How such communication goes determines whether we want to come home or stay away at the end of the day.


This is no simple matter, as glib terms like communication skills or assertiveness training imply. Assertiveness is considered a good ideaif not a cultural ideal. But despite decades of assertiveness training and lots of good advice about communicating with clarity, timing, and tact, we may do our best to speak but still feel unheard. We may find that we cannot affect our husband or wife or partner, that fights go nowhere, that conflict brings only pain rather than an opportunity for two people to learn more about each other. We may have the same dilemma with our mother, sister or uncle, or close friend.


The Limits of Good Communication


We all want to communicate well and make ourselves heard. He just doesnt get it or Shes so critical are sentiments I hear daily in my work. When we speak from the heart, we long for an ear to hear us, and we all have experienced that down feeling when we perceive ourselves as written off or misunderstood.


I wish I could reassure you that reading this book will guarantee that you will finally be heard in your most difficult relationships. Or that strengthening your voice will bring you the love and approval of others. Or that following my good advice will give you a deep sense of inner peace.


Truth is, nothing you say can ensure that the other person will get it, or respond the way you want. You may never exceed his threshold of deafness. She may never love you, not now or ever. And if you are courageous in initiating, extending, or deepening a difficult conversation, you may feel even more anxious and uncomfortable, at least in the short run.


All the assertiveness training and communication skills in the world cant prevent a relationship from becoming fertile ground for silence and stonewalling, or for anger and frustration, or for just plain hard times. No book or expert can protect us from the range of painful emotions that make us human. We can influence the other person through our words and silence, but we can never control the outcome.


That said, what we can learn in the chapters ahead is enormous. We can maximize the chance of being heard and moving relationships forward. We can take a conversation to the next level when the initial foray doesnt bring the desired result. We can stop nonproductive conversational habits so that an old relationship will take a new turn. We can clarify what we feel entitled to and responsible forand what we really want to say. Or, alternatively, we can learn to sit more comfortably with our confusion. We can operate from a solid position of self, even when the other person wont speak to us at all.


TOWARD AN AUTHENTIC VOICE


The challenge of finding an authentic voice within an intimate relationship is far larger than a word like communication can ever begin to convey. Authenticity brings to mind such elusive qualities as being fully present, centered, and in touch with our best selves in our most important conversations. Moving in this direction requires us to clarifyto ourselves and otherswhats important to us. Having an authentic voice means that:




	We can openly share competence as well as problems and vulnerability.


	We can warm things up and calm them down.


	We can listen and ask questions that allow us to truly know the other person and to gather information about anything that may affect us.


	We can say what we think and feel, state differences, and allow the other person to do the same.


	We can define our values, convictions, principles, and priorities, and do our best to act in accordance with them.


	We can define what we feel entitled to in a relationship, and we can clarify the limits of what we will tolerate or accept in anothers behavior.


	We can leave (meaning that we can financially and emotionally support ourselves), if necessary.




The second half of this list is about knowing our bottom linethat is, the values, beliefs, and priorities that are so crucial to preserving and protecting the self that we will not compromise them in any relationship. This is, perhaps, the most difficult challenge in couples. In the abstract, any or all of these actions may seem obvious and easy. But when we are dealing with difficult subjects or significant relationships, nothing is ever simple.


BOLD NEW CONVERSATIONS


The challenge in conversation is not just to be our self but to choose the self we want to be. What we call the self is never static, but instead is a work in progress. Thats why we dont discover who we are by sitting alone on a mountaintop and meditating, or by being introspective and going deeper, as valuable as these disciplines may be. The royal road for both discovering and reinventing the self is through our relationships with other people and the conversations we engage in.


In a sad paradox, the more important and enduring a relationship (say, with a partner or relative), the more we tend to participate in narrow, habitual conversations where our experience of our self and the other person becomes fixed and small. My goal is to challenge us to engage in novel conversations that will create a larger, more empowering view of who we are and what is truly possible.


Although I resonate with the phrase finding our voice, the image it evokes is deceptive. We dont dig our authentic voice out of the muck, as a dog digs through the dirt to uncover a prized bone. Similarly we dont just reveal ourselves in conversation; we can also discover and deepen who we are. The challenge then, is not only to find our authentic voice but also to enlarge it.


THE PARADOX OF AUTHENTICITY


Speaking our mind and heart is the most precious of human rights. The ability to speak our own truths forms the core of both intimacy and self-regard. The poet Adrienne Rich puts it beautifully: It is not, she writes, that we have to tell everything, or to tell it all at once, or even to know beforehand all that we need to tell. But an honorable relationship, she reminds us, is one in which we are trying, all the time, to extend the possibilities of truth between usof life between us. When we are not able to speak authentically, our relationships spiral downward, as does our sense of integrity and self-regard.


We all long to have a relationship so relaxed and intimate that we can share anything and everything without first thinking about it. Who wants to hide out in a relationship in which we cant allow ourselves to be known? Speaking in our own voice, not in someone elses, is an undeniably good idea. Ive yet to meet the person who aspires to be phony or invisible in her closest relationships. The dictate Be yourself is a cultural ideal touted everywhere, and luckily, no one else is as qualified for the job.





But therein lies the paradox:


Speaking out and being real are not necessarily virtues. Sometimes voicing our thoughts and feelings shuts down the lines of communication, diminishes or shames another person, or makes it less likely that two people can hear each other or even stay in the same room. Nor is talking always a solution. We know from personal experience that our best intentions to process a difficult issue can move a situation from bad to worse. We can also talk a particular subject to death, or focus on the negative in a way that draws us deeper into it, when wed be better off distracting ourselves and going bowling.


A marital therapist recently teased me, Are you writing another book to help women speak up? Im trying to help my clients be quiet. Then she said more seriously, Why do people think they have to tell each other everything they feel? Why must they share their uncensored reactions? She was referring to the corrosive criticism that wears couples down as they selectively attend to what bothers them in a partner rather than speaking to what they appreciate and admire. And she was referring to the raw, unbridled emotional exchanges that, when unchecked, erode intimacy and connection in family relationships.


Indeed, in many situations wisdom lies in being strategic rather than spontaneous. This is especially true when were dealing with a difficult person, a hot issue, or a tense situation. The enormous challenge is to make wise decisions about how and when to say what to whom, and even before that, to know what we really want to say and what we hope to accomplish by saying it.


In the chapters ahead we will be learning to edit, think, plan, and even pretend in our conversationsnot out of fear and a desire for safety but rather from a position of courage and adventure. The goal is not to take flight from authenticity but to make a creative move toward it. Truth telling, like peacemaking, doesnt just bloom in our midst. Sometimes it has to be plotted and planned, a challenge that runs counter to the powerful urge to simply be our true, wonderful, spontaneous, uncensored selves.


DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS


Obviously were most challenged in difficult conversations. We feel angry, frustrated, confused, scared, hurt, insulted, betrayed, exhausted, or desperate. A relationship may reach a crisis point when we cant make ourselves heard, or (on the other side of the conversational fence) when we cant keep listening to another person who is wearing us down with complaints, criticism, negativity, demands, excuses, or irresponsible behavior. We may need an apology or acknowledgment that isnt forthcoming. As we learn to better navigate these conversations and silences better, we create opportunities to deepen our understanding of the self, the other, and our relationships. And we can learn when its time to give up and get outthat is, to save ourselveseven if we end up losing a relationship.


This is a major challenge, or more accurately, a lifelong venture. We all bring varied levels of clarity and maturity to our conversations with different people, or even to the same relationship on different days. The challenge of having a voice is especially difficult and complex in the intense emotional field of family life. My younger son, Ben, once summed up this dilemma nicely when my husband, Steve, was driving him home from the airport during the winter break of his sophomore year of college. You know, Dad, Ben said matter-of-factly, as we get closer and closer to home, I can just feel the layers of maturity peeling off me.


People are my stock-in-trade, but when Im anxious or angry enough, I have the brain of a reptile. For many adults, love and marriage may be the arena where maturity peels away or a fog descends on our brain and dissolves our thinking center. Or it may still be that a visit home makes us clutch so we cant creatively steer a conversation in a new direction.





Some individuals or groups enhance and empower us, while others do the opposite, so we may feel brilliant within one relationship but unable to articulate a clear thought in another. Many of the stories we take to be true or fixed about ourselves can change dramatically when we have conversations with people who make our world larger, not smaller. By doing our part to develop rather than diminish our voice, we can:




	Create a more accurate and complex picture of ourselves and another person.


	Speak with honor and personal integrity even when the other person behaves badly.


	Strengthen our capacity for creativity, wisdom, joy, and zest.


	Increase our capacity to give and receive love.




In sum, how we use our voice is at the heart of who we are in the world and the foundation of both intimacy and self-regard.


NOT JUST A WOMANS ISSUE


The Dance of Connection continues my long tradition of writing for women. Yet I certainly hope that men will read this book and find themselves well represented and richly rewarded. When it comes to the challenge of speaking wisely and well, were all in this soup together.


I want to say up front that I dont agree with the popular notion that men, in general, are better than women at speaking up in a real way. True, its the voices of privileged men that really count, at least in the public sphere. Despite three decades of feminism, the worlds major institutions are still run almost exclusively by men (although probably not by the particular guys we hang out with). But in their private lives, even those men often fall silentor speak too loudlywhen they feel they cant hold their own in talking things through.


Many men get caught between the cultural expectation that to be a man they must be dominant and in command, and their actual experience, which is one of voicelessness. Some men act out or act up in a variety of ways when they cant make themselves heard by the key people in their livesa process that slowly erodes and eventually destroys their self-respect.


Getting beyond Stereotypes


Myth also has it that women need conversation and togetherness more than men do. We are told, for example, Women seek connection, men seek separateness, or Men want more sex, women want more talking. Such statements have a ring of truth, but a yin-yang psychology of opposites doesnt do justice to the complexity of human experience nor to the reality of any particular individual on any given day.


In marriage, for example, the man more frequently falls apart when a relationship ends, especially when his wife leaves him out of the blue. Often he has not really heard the seriousness of her complaints, paid attention to the entrenched distance between them, or allowed himself to be empathically affected by her telling him over and over that his actions (or inaction) cause her pain. That is, he hasnt been paying attention. As one man explained, Ive been going along stupid.


But the woman may also contribute to her partners failure to see the impending breakup or divorce. She may complain, perhaps endlessly, but then continue to tolerate the status quo, going along with business as usual. At the point where the marriage or relationship is truly at risk, she may not do what it takes to get past his threshold of deafness, to explain how seriously she is thinking of leaving if he doesnt change. For far too long, she has said one thing with her words (I cant live with this) and another with her behavior (she continues to live with it). Her voice lands in the middle of the floor, in the widening space between them, making it harder for him to catch on when she says, I really mean it.





Women typically voice the most pain in marriage when they feel they cant influence their partner. These same women may then feel relieved to hear the experts say that no one can change another person who doesnt want to change. All too often this wisdom translates into an anything goes (or an I cant do anything about it attitude) that leads a relationship into a downward spiral. The notion that men are from Marsthe opposite rather than the neighboring sexcan lead a woman to lose her voice, make excuses for her partner, and tolerate behavior that is too costly to her own self. It also encourages the man to avoid the challenge of finding his own authentic voice and taking full responsibility for his choices.


When women equate requesting a behavioral change with trying to teach the proverbial pig to sing, we dont strengthen our voice. Instead, we get sucked in by the latest research findings about how male and female brains are different, so men cant really be expected to pick up their socks. It feels easier to give up and adapt to unfair circumstances, despite the enormous long-term toll of making such accommodations.


But voice problems also transcend gender, sexual orientation, and the other filters (race, class, generation) that color our view of the world. Anybody, for example, can encounter trouble being heard, or can fail to distinguish between complaining and establishing a deeply felt position for selfa position beyond compromise. Anybody can fail to take a conversation to the necessary next step. Anybody can speak up (or stay silent) at the expense of the other person or the self. Despite our tendency to polarize the sexes, on most days I believe that humans are more alike than different.


BRINGING IT ALL BACK HOME


In the house where I grew up, it was my father who didnt speak his mind. Ive been thinking a great deal about this fact since his death in January 1998, shortly before his eighty-ninth birthday. Now that hes gone, Ive been appreciating how profoundly his life has shaped my work, and how it has led me to the subject of this book. My father inspired me through his passion for language and words, and by being a witty and gifted speaker. But most of all, he influenced me by the fact that he couldnt (or didnt) speak out when it mattered most.


In an ironic twist of fate, my father actually lost his physical capacity to speak a year prior to his death. When we planned his memorial service in our home, my husband Steve suggested we play an audiotape of my father telling stories we had recorded a decade earlier, before he entered the world of nursing homes. At first I thought it an odd idea to have a dead persons voice kicking off his own memorial serviceespecially when that person had been locked in total silence during the final year of his life. But it proved to be a marvelous suggestion. The friends who gathered in our home that afternoon appreciated this opportunity to get to know my father, not just from our recollections, but also from hearing his deep, sonorous voice and his clever way with words. I was especially moved to hear the sound of my fathers voice once more, and I knew that he would have applauded our bringing him onto center stage in this fashion.


Because this book has been stewing in my mind since my fathers death, it seems fitting to share more about his life, at least as it relates to my subject. Of course, everyones take on her parents (or anybody elses parents, for that matter) is necessarily fractured, subjective, and incomplete. But I do believe that what follows will put my passion for helping people find their voice in some perspective. It will also illustrate that this book is not merely about improving communication and connection. Its about avoiding the tragedy of losing ones self.











CHAPTER 2


Voice Lessons from My Father







Not all men want to run the show. I recognized this simple fact early in my childhood by observing my parents marriage. My father, Archie, was the accommodating partner, while my mother, Rose, made all the decisions. She decided how money would be managed and spent, how my sister and I would be reared, what art would hang on the walls, and just about everything else. Archie allowed it to be her call whether he would have one egg or two, seconds on dessert, or whether he would get the burned piece of toast. I never heard him protest, not even when Rose packed him a leftover string-bean sandwich for lunch.


Whenever my sister, Susan, or I had a question about anything or needed permission to do something, we went to our mother. So did Archie, who seemed content with his childlike subservience. When I was grown, with a family of my own, my parents would visit us in Topeka, Kansas. What would you like for breakfast, Daddy? Id inquire. Ask Mother what I can have, hed respond cordially, as if it were simply the natural order of things to pass the decision along to a higher authority.


My mother, for her part, claimed that she had no choice but to treat Archie like a child because he behaved like one. She believed that he needed to be watched because he had been spoiled by his mother and because, left to his own devices, he would make unwise decisions on every front. She was also convinced that he couldnt change and that not much could be expected of him. Archie was a full and active participant in maintaining this view of himself.


Yet no one who knew my mother would have described her personality as bossy, controlling, or domineering. She simply wasnt that type. She was modest, soft-spoken, and warm, a quiet and careful listener. Despite her towering competence, she preferred to be in the background, an appreciative audience to others. It was my father who loved to pontificate and hold court.


For this reason, it doesnt quite ring trueat least not in the literal senseto describe my father as a man who had no voice. In fact, Archie had a deep, resonant voice, and he took pride in his distinguished, professorial manner of speech. A gifted, charming, and witty storyteller, he was the talker in social situations and at family gatherings. Occasionally, he innocently made outrageous statements that offended people and embarrassed my mother. Look at the size of that womans behind! he would loudly exclaim, when the rear end in question was standing right in front of us. In this way, he both rebelled against my mothers control while reinforcing it, since his social gaffes only strengthened her belief that he required close monitoring.


In the private interior of marriage and family, Archie retreated into silence and classical music whenever talk moved beyond the superficial. Or he would disappear for entire evenings and weekends to his shop in the basement of our house in Brooklyn, where he built furniture and fixed things. My father loved company and conversation, yet he had no intimate relationships at all, no experience of truly knowing another person and being known. How this shaped the experience of those who shared his life is borne out by the following story.


My Fathers Silence


The summer before my sophomore year in high school, I worked in upstate New York as the music and drama counselor in a camp for children with disabilities. I didnt get along with the camp director, but I loved the kids and the challenge of the work. It proved to be a great summerthat is, until the last day of camp, or more accurately until the last fifteen minutes, when I royally screwed things up.


Camp was over, and my father was coming to drive me home. I was waiting by my packed duffel bags when one of the guys from the grounds crew shouted, Hey, Harriet, wanna drive the tractor? I had never driven anything more complicated than a two-wheeler, so I dont know what possessed me to climb aboard, or what possessed him to climb down and shout directions from the ground and then disappear when I crashed into the camp directors car before locating the brake. The director was furious at meokay, maybe he had a reason. He tore up my paycheck and told me I wouldnt get a penny for the entire summers work. I had dedicated myself heart and soul to the campers, but it didnt occur to me to come to my own defense, or even to imagine I had one. I was clueless about such matters as car insurance, so I thought I had ruined this mans entire financial future and it was lucky for me that he wasnt sending me off to rot in prison. This was the scene my father enteredthe smashed automobile, the outraged camp director, and me leaning against the tractor, shamed, humiliated, and tearful.


What I recall most vividly about the whole awful incident was that my father didnt say one word during the long drive home about what he had witnessed. I knew he was disapproving, but he didnt venture a question such as, Harriet, what were you doing on that tractor? or even What happened? My silence matched his own. I didnt say, Im sorry, since we werent acknowledging that anything bad had actually happened that I might be sorry for. Nor did I offer a description or explanation of what had transpired. We never did talk about this incident, and I never got paid.





Communication went this way between us throughout my growing-up years in Brooklyn. When things were calm and superficial, he was charming and entertaining. Susan and I have wonderful memories of family dinners where we would delight in each others company and conversation. But if the subject at hand was emotionally loaded, my father would shut down.


In the world of things, Archie was truly at home and remarkably gifted. As Susan said at his memorial service, The kind of intuitive understanding that most of us have for friendship, for family relations, for collegial getting along, Archie had for motors, for power tools, for electricity, plumbing, and construction, for how all things were put together and how they could be taken apart. He could fix or build anything without any instruction and seemingly without trial and erroran ability that seemed magical to my sister and me. But relationships had him stumped when they moved beyond bantering.


Its Not Worth the Fight


More than anything, my father hated a fight. He simply refused to engage in conflict, and hed leave the room if he saw it coming. I never once heard him raise his voice or directly express anger. My mother, who had grown up frightened of her own fathers temper, was initially drawn to Archies gentle manner, his dedication to keeping the peace at any price. But the qualities that initially draw two people together are oftentimes the very same ones that they later complain about. He wont fight, my mother would say. He wont even discuss it, the it being any subject where feelings might be involved.


It wasnt just anger and conflict that my father avoided. Remarkably, he claimed never to have experienced the whole range of unpleasant emotions, including anxiety, fear, sadness, depression, or simple old worry. Not surprisingly, he was at a total loss to recognize or respond to the emotional life of others. My fathers assertions of voice, his expressions of protest or resistance, his acknowledgment that all was not rightthese were acted out indirectly rather than spoken.


For example, when my parents were both forty-seven years old, my mother was diagnosed with a serious cancer about which they never spoke. By my mothers reports, Archie avoided the subject totally, never once initiating a conversation about her illness and refusing to be engaged. Back then the cultural context encouraged silence and denial, and the word cancer was rarely mentioned. But even considering the repressive atmosphere of the 1950s, my fathers silence was extreme.


But during Roses long treatment and recovery, Archie kept the cancer in focus with a pair of rubber gloves that he wore when he cleaned the pots after dinner. Rose associated these gloves with her illness and hospital experience, and she asked him to please put them away when he was done with the dishes. My father, who was extremely tidy and organized, put everything away by habit. But like clockwork, hed leave the despised rubber gloves out on the counter to greet my mother. If I had been Rose, I would have tossed them in the trash, but they remained a hot spot between them. He responded to her daily confrontation about leaving the gloves out with exactly the same two words. I forgot, hed say. My mother, for her part, kept the process going by intensifying her negative focus on Archie and the gloves, and by complaining to Susan and me about him.





On matters large and small, Archie often forgot to do the right and responsible thing. Words such as passive-aggressive or manipulative fit his behavior, but these pejorative terms fail to do justice to what drives us. We wont need to be passive-aggressive if we feel empowered to express our anger or will directly. Nor will we resort to manipulation if our past experience has encouraged us to speak frankly. Archie could not voice or even recognize his fear of losing Rose. Nor could he acknowledge his associated rage and grief about the possibility.


As an adult, I asked my father to think back on that difficult time, sharing my experience as a frightened twelve-year-old and inquiring about his experience. But each time I raised the issue, he claimed to have no response at all. Werent you a bit worried? Id venture, reminding him of the doctors pessimistic prognosis, which gave Rose something like a year to live. My mother was so central to the emotional and functional life of our family that it was difficult to imagine how we could have gone on without her. No, my father said, I never worried. I assumed shed be fine. In this case, he was right. My mother, now ninety-two, has outlived him.


It wasnt just the hot issues that Archie avoided. More to the point, my father didnt express his wants and beliefs or say anything that would bring the differences between himself and another person into bold relief and potentially disrupt the harmony. I dont recall his ever saying, No, Rose, I dont agree with that, and then holding firm to his belief. Instead, hed say nothing, accommodate on the surface, and then secretly do as he pleased. When Id ask him what stood in the way of his speaking his mind, or saying no to Rose, hed say, Its not worth the fight.


My father, who was so good with words, was also terrified of them. Words once spoken can never be taken back, he would say to me when I encouraged him to express himself. But, Daddy, I would protest, even as a kid, of course words can be taken back. I never grasped the logic of this platitude. Not that we can swallow our words back down our throat like a cartoon running in reverse, but I knew that words could be taken back because I took them back all the time. Id shoot off my mouth, and then later apologize and explain, and everything would be fine.


But my father never distinguished between nonproductive fighting and taking a firm position on his own behalf. He assumed a de-selfed position in all his key relationships, meaning that his wants, beliefs, priorities, and values became negotiable under relationship pressures. My father chose to have relationships at the expense of having a self, a pattern that began long before he met and married Rose.


The Larger Family Picture


My parents marriage was a natural fit. My mother, the eldest child in her family of origin, was the leader in her sibling group, while my father was the follower in his, tagging along even as a teenager so closely to his strong-willed big sister that they were often mistaken for boyfriend and girlfriend. From this perspective alone, the ease with which Rose took over and Archie accommodated made a certain amount of sense. But birth order is just one thread in the rich tapestry of family life and by itself could not account for my fathers extreme accommodation.


Archie and Rose were both children of Russian Jewish immigrant parents who faced immeasurable hardships, beginning with their traumatic emigration from the old country. Both were fiercely loyal to their mother and distant from their father. Both were their mothers special child. But beyond these commonalities, each of my parents occupied a very different position in the emotional life of their first families.


Rose was the responsible one, the good one, and her mothers closest confidante. She was a natural caretaker who basically reared her three younger siblings after her own mother developed health problems as a young woman and later died of tuberculosis at forty-four. Taking charge came easily to my mother, who quietly and without complaint did everything that needed to be done. In her own words, she was never a child.


These bare facts might suggest a life of overresponsibility and deprivation, but theres never a trace of martyrdom or self-pity in my mothers stories about her past. Rather, she speaks of her relatives with a love and warmth that can only leave one feeling proud to be a member of this remarkable clan, which included a large, colorful extended family. The more difficult the circumstances, the more this proud, close-knit immigrant family drew together. Family is everything was their credo.





In Archies family, the anxious aftermath of the immigration was not managed through family togetherness. To the contrary, it was as if family members replayed the traumatic losses they had experienced by turning passive into activethat is, by replicating the pattern of loss in their family relationships in the new country. Anyone who got mad would disconnect from the relationship, never to return. Differences werent tolerated, so if you fought with a family member, that person might never forgive you, speak to you, or even recognize your existence. Considering what my father observed in the first and most influential group he ever belonged to, its no wonder his watchword became, Words once spoken, can never be taken back.


Archie, the first son and the middle of three children, was also his mothers favorite. But he did not hold a family position of responsibility. By all reports, he was babied, shamelessly spoiled, and kept close to home. The intensity of my grandmothers involvement with him was no doubt fueled by the fact that she was cut off from every single member of her family of origin, and later from Archies father and her only daughter. Archie and his mother were joined at the hip.


Archie was his mothers loyal son. It was his job to wave her banner, fill up her empty bucket, and be her staunch ally against his father in a bitter marriage that never went well and didnt last long. Archie has no recollection of ever saying no to his mother, not once in his entire lifetime. He couldnt recall ever disagreeing with her, or even saying, You know, Mother, I see the situation differently. Did you ever differ with her or voice a dissenting opinion? Id ask him. No, hed reply. One didnt do that. There was no point.


Perhaps speaking in his own voice would have constituted an act of disloyalty and betrayal that carried with it an associated risk of abandonment. He watched his big sister defy their mothers authority and become irreparably and bitterly estranged from her. The relationships severed in the new country shared a history of profound grief and loss that was never processed or even mentioned. Perhaps sensing the emotional intensity that seethes when one family member refuses to acknowledge another, no one ever asked my grandmother about her family of origin or inquired about a past she never mentioned.


An Impossible Triangle


When my father married, the plot thickened. Rose, who had a pleasant disposition and got along well with everyone, quickly came to hate Archies mother. She blamed her for ruining Archies character, for spoiling him, and for being impossibly controlling and overbearing. As the tension mounted between the two most important women in my fathers life, he had no idea how to navigate his part in the triangle. His mother said, Send money! Rose said, Were not sending money. We dont have enough for our own family. His mother said, You must move your family to California so you can help me out. Rose said, Were not leaving Brooklyn. Archie, who couldnt speak up to even one woman in the simplest of circumstances, was caught in a loyalty struggle that paralyzed him. In the midst of this intense emotional field, he was unable to clarify what he believed and where he stood. The idea of alienating either his mother or his wife was intolerable, and he felt he had to choose between them. He solved the problem by saying yes to both (or at least by not saying no) and then behaving in sneaky and secretive ways in an attempt to appease each of them.


For example, when our family visited his mother in Los Angeles, she insisted that Archie look for a job there because she wanted him with her on the West Coast. Every morning he put on his good clothes and told her he was going out to look for work. Actually, he took a bus to the park and returned in the evening. My mother was so upset by this charade and so enraged at her mother-in-law, whom she blamed for Archies behavior, that she packed her suitcase and flew to Seattle to stay with a friend. I was only four years old at the time, and I remember the terrible tension. Acting out rather than speaking out became a pattern for Archie. He defied both of the women in his life without standing up directly to either one. And he lost his self-respect along the way.


THE COST OF SELF-BETRAYAL: HIS AND HERS


Relationships require give-and-take, but a problem arises when one partner does more than his fair share of giving in and going along in marriage or family life. When its the woman who assumes the accommodating position, she may suffer deeply and end up in a therapists office, saying, Whats wrong with me? (rather than Whats wrong with this relationship?). But she does not bring into question what it means to be a woman. Shes doing what the culture teaches, even if in modern times it may make her look like a caricature of femininity. For this reason, the price of silence and self-betrayal, of not speaking, acting, or thinking clearly, of not standing ones groundthese acts of self-sacrifice may not be keenly felt in the moment. As the peacemaker, the accommodator, the steadier of rocked boats, she is simply doing what women have always done.


Over time, however, the costs are dear. When a woman loses her resolve to speak up and stand firmly behind her position, she may be vulnerable to depression, anxiety, headaches, chronic anger, and bitterness. Sometimes these symptoms reflect an unconscious search for truth, forcing a more honest self-appraisal, including the degree to which she is voicing her authentic values and desires and living in accord with them. As writer Kat Duff puts it, Sometimes I think we would lose ourselves altogether if it were not for our stubborn, irrepressible symptoms, calling us, requiring us, to recollect ourselves, to reorient ourselves to life. We need to listen carefully to the wisdom of our symptoms and to try to decode their meaning, because some of us have learned to settle, to fall silent, to deny that unfair circumstances exist or matter, and then to call our compromises life. But our bodies, our deeper unconscious selves, remain harder to fool.


In contrast to the silent, accommodating woman, a man who feels powerless to use his voice violates our very definition of what it means to be a man. Consequently, he may then seek to prove his manhood in the most problematic ways: by being tough and aggressive, by acting up and acting out, or by removing himself emotionally from his relationships. He may be in a relationship where no one is going to tell him what to do, meaning he wont allow himself to be influenced or even moved by his partner. These are common male responses to feeling utterly helpless to right things through conversation or to speak with clarity, strength, and resolve.





My fathers loss of voice was extreme, but from that vantage point we can see the ordinary in bold relief. We can surely identify with the dilemmas he faced. We may accommodate rather than negotiate with a partner or family member, telling ourselves, Its not worth the fight. We may wall off parts of the self that we dont feel comfortable bringing into a relationship. We may protect ourselves by choosing distance over authentic connection. We may be caught in an intense family triangle. We may be reeling from hidden losses. We may be affected by unprocessed grief that no one talks about, including grief from our ancestors immigrations or other traumatic dislocations. Finally, we may be hard-pressed to unlearn the lessons about silence and speaking out that we gleaned from our family of originthe source of our first blueprint for navigating relationships.
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