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To my daughters:
MANJU,
who transforms everything she touches
into a completely unique work of art,
and SARA,
whose great talent is the intelligence
of her emotions.
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Love you so much.


 

Ophelia’s Mums Speak–In Their Own Words

‘The pastel glow drained from Manju’s face, leaving the dark pallor of mistrust. For the first time in her life, she screamed at us. ‘You used to be my friends.’ She paused before delivering the next salvo. ‘You’ve turned into PARENTS.’ I had betrayed her without warning. For twelve years, I had reasoned with Manju. I discussed options. I gave advice. I listened. I didn’t dictate rules. I never acted like a parent. Suddenly, I changed. That day she had walked through the door with a boy, a symbol of her new maturity. For the first time in her life, I didn’t trust her judgment.’

‘Now Jamie’s fourteen, nearly fifteen. She calls me her probation officer. All the little boys, they’re scared to death of me. Other little girls have fewer rules. I try to plant small moral messages in her head. I hope she’ll hear a little voice when she needs it.’

‘At the end of the session, the counsellor pulled me aside and said, ‘You have two options. Either you let her go, or she’ll go.’ I had raised Shauna to be strong. Now she was using that strength to salvage her own life, something I was unable to do at her age. I knew I had to do it another way, but I didn’t know how to let her go.’

‘She needed a pair of shoes with a heel of sorts, so that, she said to me, her calf muscles would appear more ‘defined.’ While your kid is working on showing off her legs, you’ll be bemoaning the force of gravity as you hope each morning that your breast doesn’t get caught in your jeans zipper. This irony is not lost on me; the more beautiful your kid gets, the less young you look. And if age were really just a state of mind, you’d look even older. Trust me.’

‘Some days maybe I was better off being numb. At least then I didn’t realize the magnitude of my problems or of my daughter’s pain. I was numb until the ton of bricks fell on my head. My child wanted to kill herself. She had decided today was the day.’

‘She walks out of her room in a tight tank top with her midriff showing. I do a double take and rein her in: ‘Where do you think you’re going in that hoochy wear?’ She says, ‘Mum. There’s nothing else in the stores.’ So I take her shopping. She’s right. She’s absolutely right. There’s nothing else. Why are we dressing our girls like whores?’

‘I was obsessed with getting rid of my hot flashes. I was stirring all these estrogenic ingredients into my food processor, the magical medicinal mixer, when my fifteen-year-old bounced into the kitchen and announced, ‘I’ve made an appointment with Family Planning: Friday at four. I’d like you to go with me. But if you won’t, Josh will take me.’ Her long, streaked hair flowed down her back. I had an epiphany: The witch in Rapunzel is my hero. That fang-toothed captor is the good guy. I’ll rush right up those stairs, push her into her room, lock the door, install a doggy door for food, sit on the balcony, and cast evil spells on any big scruffy male who wants inside.’

‘Then I noticed the diary. Callie always left it wide open on her bed. But I never read it out of respect for her privacy. To hell with her privacy, I thought. I sat on the edge of the bed, picked up the notebook, and started reading.’

‘My mum’s delusional. Having seven kids lobotomized her. We ask her about our adolescence. Her voice goes all high-pitched and dreamy. She says, ‘You were all good all the time.’ Discipline? Forget it. I was a whoopee/I’m outta here/later, baby kind of teenager. My sister got pregnant at nineteen. I got pregnant at twenty. But my mum keeps saying, ‘No problems, you were good girls.’ Shelley, my daughter, asks me about my adolescence. I say, ‘Let’s ask Grandma.’ ‘

‘The sight of the affection between me and Shirlene throws my husband into a paranoid state. He attacks, starts mocking me, pointing to his chest then to me, and obsessively repeats, ‘Bad parent. Good parent.’ Later I bring up the fight. I confess, ‘I’m still so angry.’ Robert nods. ‘Yeah, Shirlene was so outrageous.’ I tell him, ‘No. It’s not Shirlene. It’s your behavior I’m angry about.’ So I’ve made three rules: No hostility. No insults. No generalizations. Trouble is, all three rules apply to both my husband and my daughter.’

‘When both girls were still at home, I felt trapped in an ‘I love you both equally, just differently’ quagmire.’

‘Mya hitting adolescence was like the divorce. It hurt. I couldn’t say anything right. Expressing affection was like loading her gun. She aimed it straight at my heart. The rejection. The losing her. It was like losing my husband all over again.’

‘At fifteen, you are still quiet, especially for a teenager. Once you locked yourself up, you swallowed the key I forged for you. And I am ashamed. And you are still far too silent.’

‘In your letter, the one you did not write to me, you told me you felt as though you’d been abandoned when I moved. You said that phone calls, cards, and e-mails weren’t the same as hugging your mum good night. You said there were times like when you went to the prom last year that you weren’t sure what kind of bra to wear with the dress, and you couldn’t ask your dad about it. In the letter you didn’t write, you let me know that you miss me and love me just as I miss and love you.’

‘I was the mum who was there for everything: swim practice, swim meets, lacrosse games, school dances, school functions, carpooling, birthday parties, making cookies, shopping for everything, knowing everything. I remember lying with her on her bedroom floor while she went through her yearbook, telling me every girl’s name. I loved it. I was living my teenage years again. Now I’m back to being an adult overnight.’
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foreword

CHRISTMAS MORNING, 1999: I slowly lumbered out of bed and downstairs. Even at nineteen years old, the prospect of presents was enough to wake me before nine A.M. I found my pajama-clad parents in the family room drinking tea. I collapsed on one end of the couch; my mum sat at the other, bright-eyed despite the hour. Our toes touched. I yawned and mumbled, “I forgot to tell you guys—my book’s back on the list this week.”

I meant The New York Times best-seller list.

My parents looked at me with pride. The success of Ophelia Speaks still amazed them.

And my nonchalance drove them crazy. I have to admit that six months earlier, it had also been a big deal to me. I was thrilled when Ophelia Speaks debuted at number nine on the Times list. When my editor broke the news to me in California at seven P.M., I woke Mum and Dad up at three A.M., London time, to tell them.

And while making it in publishing big-time had been a blessing, it hadn’t changed my life. By December, I was back to my real life, recovering from finals and ready to open presents.

My dad congratulated me on the book’s return to the best-seller list. My mum pulled her legs to her chest, seemingly self-conscious. Nervously, she looked at my dad, then at me. Fidgeting, she stumbled into a confession. “Sara, I woke up at five this morning with a book idea. But, sweetie, really ... I won’t do it if it makes you uncomfortable in any way.”

I looked at her, waiting. I beckoned impatiently with my hand. “Tell already.”

She blurted out her predawn brainstorm. “I’d like to do a book telling the mother’s side of the Ophelia story.”

I sat still as she went on. “Every adolescent girl has a mum who needs support.”

It was true. I had received more than a few e-mails from readers of my book with the subject heading “Your Mum.” They thanked me for helping them to better understand their daughters, but more important, they asked me how my mum had survived me.

It was a reasonable question.

At thirteen, my best girlfriends and I had sat knee to knee in my backyard smoking pot, trying to get our first high. We chose my house because we were pretty sure my parents didn’t know, or just didn’t care, if we tried dope. Sure, my parents had talked to me about drugs. They’d made me promise to stay away from cocaine and heroin and told me again and again of the ‘60s slogan “Speed Kills.” But they were also realistic about my trying pot: My mum spent more time trying to convince me not to get high and drive with other friends than trying to keep me from getting high at all. So instead of smoking in the graveyard by the high school like everyone else, my friends and I did it in the safety of my own backyard. After our secretive smoking session, my mum found us in the kitchen making waffes at two in the morning. With little idea that we were satisfying our marijuana-induced munchies, she kissed each of our foreheads and went back to bed. I don’t know when or whether she caught on to my experimentation, how much she worried about it, or if she simply trusted me not to go too far with it.

Two years later I bopped into that same kitchen and calmly and unself-consciously told my mum that I had made an appointment to go to Family Planning the next day, and if she didn’t want to take me to get birth-control pills, my then-boyfriend would. Ironically, I wasn’t old enough to drive myself. She sighed and asked me what time we should leave. And while my friends asked me, “How did you ever get the nerve to talk to your mum about sex?,” it never really occurred to me that it was harder for my mum to say “yes” than it was for me to ask.

The next year, when that same boyfriend left for college, I filled my time with studying hard enough to get straight As, working out, and polishing my image as the perfect girl. Without any conscious effort, I dropped almost twenty pounds off my already petite frame—oddly, it wasn’t until after I had lost all that weight that I became overly concerned with my body image. I knew my mum worried that I put too much pressure on myself, but I was more concerned with getting into the best college and maintaining my new size-two body than with how my stress was stressing her. Only much later did I realize how hard it must have been for her to see me run myself ragged, yet feel powerless to help me.

Although both my parents had warned me to take it easy on myself, I didn’t heed their advice until after I’d made myself sick enough to go to the emergency room. In the fall of my senior year in high school, I missed two weeks of school because of a mysteriously inflamed stomach lining. My mum made me baby bottles of ginger ale (so I could drink lying down) and Japanese pickled plum soup to help with my nausea. She massaged my head and brought home armfuls of videos for us to watch together while I recovered.

While I was periodically capable of showing gratitude to my mum, those times were relatively few and far between. Like most teenagers, I was almost completely focused on my own problem; I didn’t think my parents were terribly clued in to my world, anyway. In truth, my mum often knew much more than I thought she did. (Only after I left for college did she admit that she suspected my boyfriend had sometimes spent the night.) But in my own self-absorption, I had failed to see that my mum could still see me, that she was always in the background waiting to help me.

I never gave much thought to what my own teenage life meant to my mum, or whether anyone was helping her deal with it. It must have taken a lot out of her to take me to get birth control, deal with my self-imposed academic pressure, and nurse my emaciated body back to health. She was certainly always there to support me, but it never occurred to me to wonder who was supporting her.

My experience with my own book has given me much more insight into what the mothers of teen girls go through. At every book signing I’ve done, mothers and daughters come together. Holding proudly on to their easily embarrassed daughters, mothers ask me what they could do to make this time easier on their daughters . . . and when could they expect it to end? The other mothers in the audience laugh and nod their heads, sharing an obvious bond. At the end of each signing, I often write a similar message on the front page of my book for both daughters and mothers: “It gets better ... I promise.”

That Christmas morning, I knew my mum was right; mothers of teen girls need a book of their own. Looking at her, I smiled and said, “It’s a great idea. You’re a psychologist and you’re my mum. It’s perfect.”

Throughout my childhood I’d seen how empathetically she’d counseled girls and families in distress. As a psychologist in my elementary school, she proudly called all the troubled ones, even those seriously prone to classroom fits and lunchroom brawls, her “kids”; they were nice to me because they loved my mum. And after getting to the other side of adolescence, I finally realized what she’d gone through raising me and my sister Manju, and gained enough insight to realize that we weren’t always particularly easy to raise. Mum says we were always “great,” but I know better than that.

Feigning celebrity attitude, I mischievously added, “Besides, reporters always ask me about you.”

She looked at me through “I love you so much” tears, and I understood her self-consciousness. She worried then, as I know she still does, that she’d be piggybacking on my success in some way. What she’s never fully understood through her motherly selflessness is that Ophelia Speaks never would have come to fruition without her.

She encouraged my grandiose seventeen-year-old’s plans as only a mother would. We had lunch “meetings” at my favorite restaurants, she helped me organize my time as well as my thoughts, and even stuffed envelopes and licked stamps (thousands!) while I went off to my senior prom. She edited almost every word I wrote and expected nothing in return. At the time, dedicating my book to my mum and dad seemed the best I could do to thank them. If my blessing for her book could be an adequate thank-you, I’d give it a thousand times over.

Over the last year and a half, I’ve watched my mum write her book. When she finished, she brought the manuscript to me at school, every page that mentioned me tagged with little blue stickies; she wanted to make sure I was okay with everything she wrote. And, while I wasn’t always crazy about everything I’d done at fourteen or sixteen, or how I made her feel (I’m downright embarrassed . . . ), I now see that being an Ophelia is not a solitary experience: Our mums need a place to speak and to be heard, too. Ophelia’s Mum is a book every good mother deserves. I just wish my mum had had a similar book to lend her support during my own adolescence.

SARA SHANDLER
April 2001
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THAT CHRISTMAS MORNING IN 1999, WHEN SARA GAVE ME permission to follow in her footsteps, I didn’t know how hard it would be to fill her shoes. I had not envisioned how complex it would be to create Ophelia’s Mum.

It started, of course, with being Ophelia’s mum.

I had lain in bed, remembering the days when my daughters, Manju and Sara, awoke at dawn mobilized by an irrepressible desire to discover what Santa Claus had deposited under the tree. Visions of them as little girls gave way to memories of their more challenging teenage years.

Manju, with the spirit of an artist, was made vulnerable by her own creative impulses. As a teenager, my older daughter could not find her place in the center of the social scene. Searching on the fringes, she counseled troubled companions. I worried, “How can my daughter stay whole while she nurtures such fragmented souls?” But she did. She came through her adolescence, strong and sure, with an announcement: “I don’t apologize for my self-confidence. I worked really hard to get it.” This morning, as the horizon began to glow with morning light, I realized that Manju, a twenty-six-year-old woman, had found her place. In New York she had become the rarest of artists— one who makes a living through her talent. Now she slept in the next room with Stephen, her calmly secure partner.

As a teenager, Sara, my younger child, had looked so normal, so good, so much at the center of the “best and the brightest.” Yet underneath the polish, she had ached. Literally ached. Sometimes she actually doubled over in pain. The emotional throbbing in her stomach causing involuntary tears. Was it the pressure of keeping the facade perfectly shined? The pull and tug of too many people to please? Teachers to be smart for. Boys to be beautiful for. Friends to be cool for. Parents to be good for. Underneath it all, the soft heart of a girl who confessed, “Mum, I’m so much like you it’s scary. All I really want is to love and be settled.” That morning Sara, too, had found her strength, comfortably ensconced in her college life.

Lying awake, I remembered other nights. I’d sat in the dark alone, curled into a ball, feeling the panic of not knowing how to protect my daughters or how to let them go. During those oppressive times, I wished for an all-seeing friend and a soothing voice. I wanted my muffled sobs to burst into cathartic wails. I wanted to talk out loud, on and on and on, telling every detail of my daughter-driven story. And I wanted my imaginary friend to return the self-disclosure, to speak of her own angst, to take me step by step into her confidence. I imagined arriving at relief, finding reassurance, and rediscovering laughter. But at three o’clock in the morning, I had whispered my deep secrets to no one.

I looked back and realized my daughters’ adolescence had changed me. I saw myself as a woman in the process of being remade. I had not expected the convulsions that reverberated through my identity when my daughters left home.

I had always thought of myself as a woman in balance—a licensed psychologist and a mother/wife—neither too distant nor too close to my daughters. I had no idea how much of me was bound to being their mother, to being needed.

For the first time since my daughters were born, I was free to go where I wanted to go and do what I wanted to do. And I had no idea.

As I pondered my empty nest, visions of other mothers—women I had counseled professionally and known personally—joined the predawn parade through my mind. I recalled conversation after conversation about the universal dance of mothers and daughters and recognized the obvious. While our daughters are swept up in their hormonally propelled roller-coaster ride through adolescence, we mothers are thrust into our own cataclysms. Guilt, mother-love, and approaching menopause spin us around by our apron strings. I knew without doubt that nearly every mother struggles to keep her footing as she guides her daughter through the rugged terrain of adolescence. Yet mothers receive little support.

Not so for adolescent girls. Mary Pipher’s book Reviving Ophelia had opened the door on their world and offered them nonjudgmental warmth. My daughter Sara, reading that book, made it her mission to give those girls their own voice. In collecting and printing their words, Sara’s book, Ophelia Speaks, invited girls into a sisterhood of honesty and acceptance.

Girls wrote to Sara from across the United States, but only a few contributions bubbled with youthful humor. Most were burdened confessions about dark and difficult times. Sara resolved to expose her own soul-threatening crisis. She warned me, “Mum, I have to be as honest as I’m asking them to be.” As she introduced each section of her book, she confessed her struggles with depression, self-judgment, broken relationships, the pressures of friendship, and the stress of school. She talked about her temptations: eating disorders, alcohol, drugs.

Sara had told the truth, and in so doing, she had outed me. I was no longer the perfect mother who had reared two perfect young women. The veneer had been cracked. Everyone now knew that Sara hadn’t followed a rose-strewn path through a charmed adolescence. She had suffered. With the myth of my unerringly high-functioning daughters dispelled, I felt exposed but also freed. As other mothers spoke with me, I knew I wasn’t alone.

Then it dawned on me. Now, with both my daughters launched, I could drum up a chorus of support for mothers. I could do for mothers what Sara’s book had done for adolescent girls. I was inspired to write the book I most wanted as a companion—a reassuring book steeped in empathy.

No such book existed. I had scoured the bookshelves. Certainly there were how-to books for mothers of adolescent girls, books that dispensed solid advice. Too often these manuals were tinged with a message: “Mother: You’re doing it wrong.” Of course I had a library of psychological treatises designed to fix the scarring behaviors of mothers toward their daughters. But books to soothe mothers with an empathetic touch? None.

A few hours later, on Christmas morning, I confessed my desire to my daughter. Sara gave me what a mother never expects to receive from her own daughter: a professional purpose. My newborn project, Ophelia’s Mum, was timed perfectly to relieve my midlife labor pains.

This project would be so simple, so straightforward. After all, I had played secretary to Sara’s vision. She was the genius and I was the envelope stuffer for Ophelia Speaks. I saw how she sent out invitations to nearly seven thousand school principals, psychologists, English teachers, and clergy. Before she came home from school, I retrieved the contributions that were packed into our family mailbox. I counted them. Over eight hundred. I watched her read, and soul-search, and choose, and write, and construct a gift that broke through the loneliness of other girls. Now I was ready to do the same for their mothers.

But creating Ophelia’s Mum turned out to be neither simple nor straightforward.

I began as Sara had begun. I contacted women, mothers of adolescent girls.

The ball had not yet dropped on the new millennium when I started collecting stories and thoughts from mothers of adolescent girls. I realized immediately that to gather a rich sample of experience, I needed to give women a choice of writing or being interviewed.

To test the waters, I encouraged friends and friends of friends to write or talk about their daughter-driven challenges. My invitations brought a nearly universal response: “Who has time to write? Give me a call.”

Few mothers sit for hours capturing the scenes of their lives on paper and polishing words until they shine in meticulous detail. Unlike adolescent girls, many women tend to shy away from the self-absorption required to write. Instead, women turn to conversation. We’re inclined to find intimacy in dialogue. This was my first clue to how much women need to bond over the experience of motherhood, to create a sense of community, and to banish the loneliness and the solitariness of writing about it.

Some women do find that sense of community on the written page. They join writers’ groups where they can share their passion for the written word and an intimate connection to one another’s experience. I contacted Pat Schneider, founder of Amherst Writers & Artists. Pat, kind and wise mentor, gave me the names of eight women writers. Immediately, they sent their fine work.

The snow was still falling in New England when I set my sights on a voluminous goal: to distribute an invitation to twenty thousand women. I set the number higher than Sara’s, anticipating greater difficulty in reaching women. Adolescents have a universal gathering place: school. Adults disperse into a multitude of environments for work and play and are inundated with solicitations for many valuable projects. All mail and e-mail from unknown sources becomes junk mail. How could I make sure my request would speak to them?

The invitation I ultimately distributed read:


An Invitation to Mothers of Adolescent Girls

When adolescence takes possession of our daughters, we, their mothers, find ourselves in alien territory. Our familiar mother/ daughter bond is banished. Daily life swerves in unpredictable directions. We careen from emotion to emotion: confusion, laughter, hurt, relief, despair, hope. Still, the mothers’ side of the Ophelia saga is seldom told.

An unspoken heritage pressures mothers to remain silent. In Hamlet, Ophelia’s mother has no part. In our youth-obsessed culture, a bittersweet limelight focuses on our daughters, while we fade in their shadow. Ophelia’s Mum is an opportunity for mothers to emerge from backstage, to dispel a silence that keeps us feeling alone.

I’d love to receive your thoughts, stories, or interview requests.

Written Contributions Please see Ophelia’s Mum as an opportunity to talk to other mothers about your own journey through your daughter’s adolescence. Don’t worry about spelling or grammar or style. Just dive into your experience and write honestly. Feel free to be funny or sad, angry or ashamed, worried or relieved, uplifted or grief-stricken. Drop me a line or send me ten pages. Focus on any topic that sheds light on your daughter-driven challenges: Separation, Rejection, Discipline, Intimacy, Independence, Aging, Eating Disorders, Menopause, Menstruation, New Meanings and Purposes, Feminism, Girl Power, Racism, Classism, Bigotry, Homophobia, Your Husband/Her Father, Your Children/Her Brothers and Sisters, Your Parents/Her Grandparents, Divorce, Death, Friends, Boyfriends, Love, Sex, Work, School, Alcohol, Drugs, Good Fun, Spirit, Mind, the Mother/ Daughter Bond.

Interview Requests Many of us are most comfortable talking over a cup of coffee, or on the phone, or even chatting on-line. If you’d rather have a conversation, please send me your name (or pen name), your e-mail address, telephone number, and home address. In a few informal sentences, tell me what you’d like to talk about and describe yourself.

NINA SHANDLER



I purposefully designed this invitation to attract a broad participation and spectrum of experience. Over and over, I had listened to the grocery-store critique of Mary Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia and even Sara’s Ophelia Speaks. I heard women tell one another, “Those books are skewed toward the abnormal. Most girls just aren’t like that.” On closer scrutiny, I had to admit that the grocery-store analysis held water.

Mary Pipher is, like me, a psychologist. By definition, the girls we encounter endure greater emotional pain than the norm. Some critics had contended that the invitation to participate in Ophelia Speaks encouraged girls to focus on the burdensome aspects of their adolescence. I hoped that by distributing an expansively worded invitation, Ophelia’s Mum would unlock the parallel passage that reshapes the lives of adolescents’ mothers while avoiding any sense of an exclusive focus on the dark and the dramatic.

I stepped into the World Wide Web and found myself knee-deep in a tangle of incomprehensible jargon. Fortunately, a sweet young man at Verio, my web-hosting service, beckoned me to take one baby step at a time. “Nina. You can do this.” Fueled by that nurturing cheer-leader’s enthusiasm, this computerphobic woman designed a website, opheliasmom.com.

With my website on-line, I began dropping invitations all over cyberspace. I sent messages to leaders of several hundred writers’ groups; several thousand churches and synagogues; dozens of on-line women’s chat rooms, e-lists, and e-journals; every chapter of NOW (National Organization for Women) with an e-mail address; every website that appeared when I plugged in the keywords “women,” “adolescence,” “mothers,” “psychologists,” “family therapists,” or any other relevant word that came to mind. My index finger hit the send icon on my keyboard for three weeks, ten hours a day. By the end that finger was numb, and the glow of the computer screen had imprinted itself on the back of my closed eyelids. I figured I’d sent out roughly four thousand e-mails.

Next I reverted to paper and print, pamphlets and envelopes: six thousand sent to approximately one hundred writers’ workshops and women’s conferences, three thousand to a random sample of psychologists in all fifty states. Finally, I sent out an invitation in the form of a press release, guaranteed to reach ten thousand journalists who write about women’s issues and parental concerns.

By the time this phase was complete, I had distributed approximately twenty-three thousand invitations to a diverse geographical, cultural, and racial population.

Given Sara’s experience, I expected an immediate flood of enthusiastic responses. Instead, I got a slow, steady stream. The total count of contributions (thoughts, stories, and interviews) numbered approximately three hundred and fifty—a much smaller response from a far greater number of invites. Why the relative silence? I’d heard anguished conversations from clients and friends, and I didn’t believe that women weren’t interested in the topic. I supposed that time constraints—jobs, children, aging parents—kept many women from allowing themselves the time to provide thoughtful responses. However, I suspect there’s much more going on than that.

I believe that chiefly three pressures—the protective instinct, ageism, and guilt—conspire to keep mothers silent as their daughters pass through adolescence. Instinctually, mothers do everything within their power to shield their daughters from pain. Culturally, mothers are expected to fade into the background when daughters bloom. Psychologically, mothers are expected to absorb the shame for their daughters’ emotional distress.

Mothers who did break the taboo of silence did so carefully. Most contributions began with thoughtful inquiries. Women carefully tested my sincerity, hesitant to trust me without making personal contact. Nearly all were wary of public scrutiny. While the idea of reaching out to other women attracted these mothers, they wanted assurances that I wouldn’t expose them or their daughters to blame or shame. I believe that my being Sara’s mother, unmasked as the parent of a struggling teen, gave these women more confidence that I would understand their own challenges; I was one of them.

In the end, 55 percent of the contributions to Ophelia’s Mum appear with the names and identifying details disguised. Out of respect for contributors’ privacy concerns and to guard against discovery of actual identities, I have not indicated which are disguised and which are not.

Just over half of the contributions grew out of my conversations with women. We talked, always for at least an hour, sometimes for two or three. As we spoke, most mothers became more and more comfortable, willing to be totally honest, to confide their closely held feelings, to admit their insecurities, fears, anxieties, frustrations, hopes, and beliefs. By the end of our time together, I had seen into their lives. They had told me stories so familiar they could have been my own. The communication invariably brought empathy. Often it brought a sigh of relief. After we talked, a mother wrote: “I found myself feeling hopeful and blessed. I began to realize that every time my daughters seemed to be at the edge of an abyss and I was beginning to lose hope, something miraculously and unpredictably shifted. They ended up being okay.” The women who spoke for Ophelia’s Mum hoped to bring warmth and reassurance to other mothers. All contributions based on these interviews use the words “A Story from” or “Thoughts from,” as well as quotation marks to indicate conversation.

The other half came to me in writing. There are wonderful writers in these pages. Talented poets. Humorists. Narrators. Women with serious gifts that allow them to express a broad emotional range. For all written contributions, the word “by” appears before the author’s name.

In total, Ophelia’s Mum brings together one hundred and twenty-one contributions. They represent a collage of America. Thirty-three contributions come from cities, thirty-four from suburbs, another thirty-two from small to midsize towns, and a final twenty-two from rural areas. The largest number, sixty-five, originated in the Northeast, fifteen from mid-Atlantic states, ten from the South, nineteen from the Midwest, and twelve from the West Coast. These were culled from a broad range of organizations and individuals. There are contributions from the International Women’s Writers’ Guild, Sisters Across America (a crosscultural organization for women writers), NOW, the YWCA, the PTA, the clergy, Hadassah, Lilith, the Writer Page, Women Writers’ Network, Parents Without Partners, Christian Women, the Central California Women’s Conference, Pachamama, and a national sampling of psychologists, to name a very few.

Though I began my project with an inclusive invitation, I did hold a number of expectations. Reality sometimes conformed and sometimes held surprises.

Women took my lead in responding to the long list of topics I proposed in my invitation. The common theme that ran through these topics was the paradoxical challenge of motherhood: to love daughters and to let them go. Surprisingly, aging, eating disorders, menopause, racism, classism, bigotry, death, and simply having good fun with daughters were rarely, if ever, voluntarily addressed.

I was particularly taken aback by the lack of attention given to the tribulations of aging and coping with menopause. After all, we’re dealing with our feelings about wrinkles and body parts flowing in a southerly direction at the exact time our daughters are blooming like roses. Only one woman voluntarily broached the topic of her daughter’s body developing while hers declines. Having written about and worked with menopausal women, I had anticipated many contributions focused on that cosmic scheduling blunder: adolescence and menopause under the same roof at the same time. So many of us are buying pads and tampons for our daughters even as we’re figuring out hot flashes and being revisited by the same hormonal mayhem we thought we left behind in our own adolescence. Why were women being so quiet here?

Given my experiences as a psychologist and mother of former teen daughters, I can only speculate. Mothers talked easily about their daughters beginning to menstruate, but seldom about their developing bodies. I expect this reflects a self-conscious avoidance of their own bodies’ decline and a respect for daughters who are often equally self-conscious about impending sexuality. I could not settle on a plausible further explanation but felt the topic was too important not to explore: I interviewed women on this topic to create the chapter “Mirror Images: Hormones, Body Shapes, and Skin Conditions.”

In her research for Ophelia Speaks, Sara had received more contributions about eating disorders than any other single topic. Yet for Ophelia’s Mum, only two mothers wrote about their daughters’ eating disorders. Two likely explanations account for this discrepancy: First, anorexic and bulimic girls are skillful at hiding their problem; many mothers may simply be unaware of a daughter’s pain, especially since many are classically high-achieving “good” girls. Mothers may tend toward denial, focusing with pride on their daughters’ accomplishments. Second, mothers may tend toward shamed silence, believing they brought on the illness through poor parenting or neglect.

Beyond specific topics, I had other expectations. Foremost among them: I had thought mothers would overflow with stories about receiving support from other women. They didn’t. After months of hearing nothing about the warmth and reassurance mothers offer to one another, I began asking every woman I interviewed, “Where did you get support?”

The answers followed a strikingly similar pattern.

“Not from the women in my family. My sister loved to tell me how I had spoiled my daughter from the beginning. She’d say, ‘So. What did you expect?’ I couldn’t tell my mother. She grew up in another century.”

“Not from other mothers in my church. Lord knows, they had no compassion. They just told me I should force my daughter to come to services.”

“Not from the teachers at school. I work in a school. I hear the teachers’-room talk: ‘I met her parents. Well. What can I say? Now I understand why the girl has problems.’ I wasn’t about to subject myself to that kind of judgment.”

“Not from my friends. I stopped telling my best friends about the really hard moments. Their kids seemed so normal. When I talked honestly, they looked at me with such pity. They didn’t mean to, but they made me feel so ashamed of my daughter and myself. I couldn’t stand it.”

“I felt I had no place to turn.”

“I spent a lot of time alone.”

“I talked to God.”

“I pounded walls.”

Our generation grew up talking about everything. We spoke the unspeakable. We brought one taboo topic after another—from sex to childbirth to abortion to abuse to sexual orientation to menopause— into public discourse. Why not talk to one another about our teenage daughters?

When I stopped to ponder that question, my surprise gave way to recognition. The psychological predilection to blame the mother infiltrates even to mother-to-mother relationships. Protection of daughters fuses with protection of self. That fusion doubles the intensity of pride and shame. When our daughters excel, we mothers shamelessly boast— more than we ever would about our own successes. When our daughters stumble, we mothers hide beneath shrouds of guilt—feeling more shame than we ever do about our own missteps. Mothers hide, even from one another, hoping to escape an enmeshed tangle of pride, guilt, and blame.

While the contributors often felt unsupported, they wanted to offer support. The desire to lighten other mothers’ burdens was the primary impetus for women who spoke or wrote for Ophelia’s Mum.

This motivation explains why the majority of women wrote or spoke when their daughters were out of emotional danger. The preponderance of contributions came from mothers whose daughters were either beginning or ending their adolescent journey. Women with young teenage girls looked forward with a mixture of questions and confidence. Women with older daughters looked back with relief and renewed strength.

Still, some mothers did reach out during difficult times. They found compassion for the loneliness of other mothers, even while feeling isolated themselves.

In these pages, mothers of adolescent girls express a colorful array of emotion. Unlike the girls who wrote for Ophelia Speaks, mothers didn’t limit themselves to serious hues. I cried and I laughed when I read their contributions. Mothers laughed and cried when they spoke with me.

When they cried, most often their tears came from feeling powerless to help their daughters. The topic might have been depression, school failure, boyfriends, social exclusion, sexual molestation, bad-news friends, or menstruation. The specific subject didn’t matter. Feeling unable to protect daughters from pain unlocked mothers’ tears.

In contrast, mothers who encountered the big fears—the life-threatening foursome: drugs, sex, eating disorders, and suicide—seldom cried when reflecting on those terrors. They were more likely to speak with focused attention. They did not indulge in melodrama. Instead, they resolved to find meaning in near-tragedy.

And laughter. The mothers here never found glee or schadenfreude in their daughters’ troubles. Not once. Rather, they laughed with wisdom. They poked affectionate fun at transient adolescent behaviors—eye rolling, moody outbursts, passing embarrassments. They chuckled with self-effacing style at their own equally short-lived lapses of maturity. They found humor when they stepped back to observe the awkward dance between mother and daughter.

Finally, Ophelia’s Mum is colored with optimism. Hope prevails. The book is not a parade of grim stories. The stories in these pages move through a palette of experience—humor, pathos, insight, rage, sadness, and joy—while holding to the faith that in the end, all comes ‘round right.

Ophelia’s Mum begins with a short section entitled “Backstage Mums.” These two chapters set a welcoming tone and spotlight the place mothers find themselves in as their daughters journey through adolescence.

Part One, “Into Adolescent Territory,” speaks to universal adolescent issues and a mother’s parallel universe—menstruation, aging, separation, rejection, letting go.

Part Two, “Disarmed Bodyguards,” addresses those areas where mothers’ ability to protect daughters begins to wane during adolescence: the twin cultures of school and friends, the endless worries about love and sex; the lure of the illicit with drugs and drinking; the fears about the emotional abyss of depression and eating disorders; and every mother’s worst fear—the heartbreak of illness and disease.

Part Three, “Tied in Family Knots,” is devoted to the complexities of family relationships during daughters’ adolescence. How do we cope with the men who are both husbands and fathers? With sibling rivalry and the challenge of rearing more than one daughter? With the pain of divorce? Or with how we’ve translated wanted and unwanted legacies from one generation to the next?

Part Four, “Transitions and Transformations,” highlights the changes that adolescence brings to mothers, daughters, and their enduring relationship. Ultimately, both we and our daughters are pushed toward recreation and self-discovery.

Together, the mothers who created Ophelia’s Mum add a new act to the unfolding drama of womanhood. We emerge from backstage not to compete for our daughters’ spotlight but to move on, with dignity and gentleness, to our own stage. In these pages, Ophelia’s mums—women who live in rural areas, small towns, and cities—overcome a heritage of culturally imposed stage fright, play their roles with pride, and offer other women shelter from the swirling insecurities of living through a daughter’s adolescence.

I just wrote the final word in Ophelia’s Mum. I feel as if I’ve sewn the last contribution onto a community quilt. For over a year, I gathered thoughts and stories from mothers of adolescent daughters. My task has been to arrange these poems, letters, personal essays, and conversations, then stitch them together with a few words, every once in a while adding a story of my own. Now it’s time to wrap up this collective creation and send it along with this wish: May Ophelia’s Mum bring you warmth, reassurance, hope—and, occasionally, a laugh of recognition.


Backstage Mums

DAUGHTER MUSIC
by Marianne Peel Forman

Most near, most dear, most loved, and most far,
Standing near the piano where I seldom find her
stamping as loud as an orchestra, stubborn with rhythm
Violin and bow determined in her playground hands
Irritated as syncopation but most tender for
The eighth notes and the Baroque tune that inspires her
She is a rhythm no one can deny
Poised like a small melody wanting a finished song.

She will not turn away from the music
Or threaten to discard her instrument
And retreat to her room
But eases into the music stand, a symphony
That only she can create
And so I hide all my urging and all my love
And tell her that she will move
from silence to song.


a supporting role
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AS I’VE HEARD FROM MOTHERS, I’VE BEEN AMAZED BY HOW different, yet how alike, we are. Ophelia’s Mum brings together women who would never meet, who have almost nothing in common. From women who are politically conservative to women who are flaming liberals. From women who believe in the right to life to women who support the right to choose. From women who gave birth at seventeen to women who delayed having children until forty. From women who were stay-at-home mums to women who devoted every day to professional advancement. From women who burned their bras to women who never wore a two-piece bathing suit. From women who live in million-dollar apartments to women who can’t afford a modest mortgage. From women who go to Pentecostal churches to women who subscribe to a personal spirituality. Women from every part of the country.

No matter how extreme our differences, mothers share the same struggle: to love our daughters and let them go. This contradictory challenge—to embrace our children while losing control of them—leaves us vulnerable to anxiety, self-doubt, and guilt. Yet we get little support. It’s as though when our daughters make their debut as Ophelia on the stage, we’re left alone behind the curtains in their shadow, soul-searching.

It’s not like our generation to keep our concerns quietly locked away. We came of age during the birth of feminism and the advent of women’s support groups. Still, even with our commitment to speaking the unspeakable, we tend to keep a silent watch during our daughters’ adolescence.

Let’s talk more about judgment, because we’ve all felt it. Now that we have become mothers of adolescents, fear of that judgment shrouds us in lonely silence. Our protective instinct pushes us into a guarded stance. After all, the real world is full of condemnation. Are we good mothers? Have we raised good daughters? We’ve heard confidences turned into gossip: “Did you know?” “Drugs.” “That bad-news boyfriend.” “Her grades.” “Poor woman.” “Poor child.” “Well, something must be going on in that house.” “These problems don’t come from nowhere.” No need to tell. No need to subject ourselves and our daughters to shame. No reason to make a passing problem into an indelible image. No point in scratching the veneer of a decent reputation. When problems become visible, daughters and mothers are indicted. When difficulties stay hidden beneath a charming facade, we and our girls escape incrimination. So why talk? Why risk disgrace?

Because by staying trapped behind walls built of pretense, we make ourselves more vulnerable to self-recrimination. We lose perspective. The normal feels abnormal. The typical feels shameful. The transitory feels everlasting. The secrets keep us lonelier than we need to be, feeling more unstable than we really are. By stepping over the threshold of privacy, by telling stories, crying and laughing at our dilemmas, we’re released from self-imposed solitary confinement. We connect. We bring one another comfort.

All of the women who speak in Ophelia’s Mum left their silent role for one purpose. Like the closest of friends, each and every one wanted to bring empathy, hope, and laughter to other mothers. We support our daughters; this book is here to support you. These stories, so generously told, reassure us: You’re not alone, and you’re not crazy.


in the wings
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I REMEMBER HOW MY MOTHER’S GENERATION REASSURED ONE another. Her friends, her confidantes since childhood, gathered in our living room for Sewing Club. While embroidering, knitting, or mending socks, they consoled one another: “Your daughter, she’s a teenager. She’s just going through a stage.”

That message seeped into my psyche. When my own two daughters reached adolescence, I was prepared for them to enter a stage. But I didn’t know my girls were slated to play Ophelia, a motherless adolescent drowning in a Shakespearean tragedy.

This generation of girls entered puberty at the center of public attention. When Mary Pipher wrote Reviving Ophelia, she resurrected an archetype, a defining image for female adolescence. By gathering the voices of teenage girls in her book, Ophelia Speaks, my daughter Sara Shandler empowered that image with evidence. Now girls leave childhood behind and walk onto a stage where floodlights expose their vulnerabilities and the script reveals threats both old and new. While a bittersweet limelight unmasks daughters, mothers keep vigil without breathing an audible line.

In Hamlet, Ophelia’s mother has no part. Ophelia blossoms, withers, and dies. But the woman who gave birth to her stays off that stage.

Most of us are backstage mums. We spend twelve years, more or less, preparing our daughters for adolescent stardom. Then we begin to let go. We watch from behind the scenes. Sometimes our view is obstructed. We bite our nails, and pace, and hold our breath, waiting for them to come back into sight. Other times we see more than anyone else. We’re privy to the offstage costume changes, the bursting in and out of many-faceted characters, the backstage tantrums, rages and rivalries, tears of joy, and confessions of stage fright.

Mothers know daughters’ adolescence can’t be contained in a simple tragedy. It’s more an epic journey—a hormonally activated, hang-on-tight ride, sometimes exhilarating, sometimes exhausting. Adolescent girls plunge and soar. They delve into dark places, but usually they rise up to burst through the surface.

And mothers: We’re catapulted into a parallel universe searching our own souls, oscillating between pride and guilt, independent yet inextricably bound to our daughters and their journey. Yet the mothers’ side of the Ophelia saga has seldom been told. Traditionally, we women fade as our girls emerge into womanhood.

Banished to Backstage

Our daughters push us off their stage. It’s developmental. Every daughter needs to shine without her mother interfering.

Manju, my older daughter, must have been twelve. I had assumed the role of chauffeur. We were about to leave the house on our way to pick up one of her friends. I stood in front of her, insecurely asking, “Manju, am I dressed okay?” She glanced in my direction, gave me a quick once-over, and issued her instructions: “You look fine. Just don’t speak.”

I stiffened my quivering lower lip and obeyed.

The time had come for me to be an embarrassment to my daughter. Nearly every mother faces
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