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Introduction

My marriage was meant to be. It was also doomed to fail. You see, I chose a man with children. Experts estimate that more than half of all adult women in the United States will do the same in their lifetimes and that up to 70 percent of those partnerships will fail. Factor in all the odds and on the day I said “I do,” I might as well have picked out a divorce lawyer as well. The greatest predictor of divorce is the presence of children from a previous marriage. In fact, divorce rates are 50 percent higher in remarriages with children than in those without. Even more alarming for my marriage, according to the statistics that I was blessedly unaware of until after I committed myself for life, was the fact that my husband had not one but two teenage daughters and was living with one of them when we got engaged. (Unbeknownst to me, some experts recommend delaying marriage to a partner whose child is between the ages of ten and sixteen, so great are the risks of conflict for the couple and the household during that particular period of a child’s development.) The final high-risk factor: I was a childless woman marrying a man with children. (Some research suggests that women with their own children fare better in a marriage to a man with children, although they face a whole different set of emotional and practical challenges.) The chances of our union surviving were arguably in the realm of the hypothetical.

And I had no idea. Not because everything was fine—from the very first moment, things hadn’t been fine, exactly—but because I had my head placed firmly in the sand. I wanted this thing to work. I wanted a wedding and a happy ending, and I was going to ignore everything and anything I had to in order to make it happen. When a coworker, a stepson himself, advised that I should run from my boyfriend as fast 
as I could owing to a less-than-ideal co-parenting situation with his ex-wife, I attributed it to sour grapes. When a friend saw a picture of my stepdaughter-to-be (looking every inch the rebellious preteen she was) and commented, “Uh-oh,” I pretended not to hear. And whenever I came across books or articles about stepmothering, I rolled my eyes, if I noticed them at all. They were full of gloom and bland advice—from where I stood in those early, “everything’s great” days—and stuff about other people. None of that was going to happen to me. I was nice; I was fun; I was young(ish). Step-hell was for stepmonsters, and I wasn’t going there. Until I was.

 

We were going to find a wedding dress.

It was our first weekend alone together in two months. My fiancé and I—who had decided to elope and had told everyone, including his kids—were about to set off in search of something modern and fashion-forward (no princessy flounces and lace for me). And then his daughter, who was not scheduled to be with us that weekend, said she’d like to be, after all. My fiancé told her she could without asking me about it. I said the wrong and wicked thing. I admitted, insisted in fact, that I wanted a quiet weekend without his girls. I wanted us to pick out my wedding dress alone, together. My fiancé went silent, obviously unhappy. I went silent, feeling misunderstood, guilty, and then resentful. Was I being unreasonable? I didn’t know anymore. When it came to marrying a man with children, I was discovering I couldn’t find my footing or trust my judgment much of the time.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like them, I insisted defensively to my future husband on that day and many others. I did. I looked forward especially to spending time with my older stepdaughter-to-be, the one who didn’t live with us, because I wanted to have the opportunity to get to know her in the way I was getting to know her little sister. But in those early days, I found the girls equal parts “adorable and fun to be around” and “exhausting and demanding.” Sometimes, even though I didn’t want to admit it, I even found them “bratty and difficult.” Let me add that this was not their fault, not by a long shot. Getting used to me couldn’t have been easy for them. And to make matters worse, I was coming to understand that for the entire six years of my fiancé’s 
separation, divorce, and subsequent single life, he had made sure that weekends were a whirlwind of activities planned with the girls’ wants in mind. They were pretty much in charge of all the decisions—where to have lunch, which DVDs to rent, how many glitter pens and henna tattoos and pairs of shoes to buy, when to go to bed. In my future husband’s words, “They’ve come to expect that they can show up whenever they feel like it and that my life is all about them whenever they do.”

It was only natural that, during the deepening of my relationship with him and my acquaintanceship with his girls, he and I would not always see eye to eye regarding the fact that I needed a little more time away from them than he did. But it felt like a failure to argue so much—Does the TV have to be that loud? Shouldn’t she do her homework? Can’t they put their own dishes in the dishwasher? Where was his sense of privacy and of romance, anyway?—and I could sense it pulling us apart. We were in the outer circle of step-hell, though I didn’t realize it yet.

 

I wrote this book about women with stepchildren, for women with stepchildren, because being a woman with stepchildren is not easy. E. Mavis Hetherington, Ph.D., psychologist and author of the landmark, three-decade Virginia Longitudinal Study of 1,400 families that divorced and remarried, notes that whereas children frequently come to appreciate having a stepfather—particularly if he brings in income, provides companionship to Mom, and proves to be a friend to the child—“the situation with stepmothers is more difficult and stepchild resentment is more intense.” And this state of affairs is more or less unavoidable. As Hetherington writes, “Even those [women] who would like to be less involved [in running the family] rarely have the chance. They are often expected to be nurturers to already difficult and suspicious children [and] to impose some kind of order on the household, which is angrily and bitterly resented by many stepchildren.” Hetherington found “a real demonizing of the stepmother” in situations where the husband did not support his wife’s efforts to parent and discipline, and where the husband’s ex treated her as a rival and was highly involved in the children’s lives and their father’s household. 
Reporting with some surprise that so many of her subjects described their stepmothers as “evil, malevolent, wicked, or monsters” and gave them nicknames like “Dog Face” and “The Dragon,” Hetherington concludes, “Stepfathers rarely encountered this level of vitriol.” Of course, there are plenty of kids who give their stepfathers a hard time; some ultimately break off relations with Mom’s second (or third) spouse altogether. But the stepmonster, it seems, is a uniquely female hybrid. She is easy to hate; she is pervasive in the culture (including our collective unconscious); and we are petrified of becoming her. Often we turn ourselves inside out to avoid it or berate ourselves for having feelings that strike us as “stepmonsterish.” It is no shock, then, that several studies find that stepmothers have the most problematic role in the “family” and experience significant adjustment difficulties.

Yet stepfamily life, remarriage with children—whatever you want to call it—has been largely viewed through the prism of its repercussions and emotional effects on the children. Books on the subject tell women how their stepchildren feel, what their stepchildren need and want, and how they can help their stepchildren adjust to and accept their father’s remarriage. This is tremendously helpful—it can only improve matters to know where his kids are coming from and to have confirmation that it is all more or less normal. But where, we are likely to wonder at some point, is the stuff about stepmothers and how we feel? That is more difficult to find. And friends, however well-intentioned and sympathetic, aren’t always a lot of help either. None of mine had stepkids, for example, and so, like the how-tos I finally picked up when the going got rough, they tended to advise things that felt maddeningly child-centric and unreasonable—even impossible. How, for example, could I possibly be expected to always think about the kids when they weren’t mine and their mere presence sometimes seemed enough to tear my relationship apart? How could I not take their behavior personally when they apparently reveled in the discord they caused, from passing along their mother’s pointed remarks to dramatically disliking my cooking to hanging up when I answered the phone? How could I become a better stepparent when his girls wouldn’t look me in the eye? What got lost in these child-centric exhortations and lists about how to be a better stepmother, it seemed, 
was any acknowledgment that the experiences and emotions of the woman with stepchildren mattered just as much as anyone else’s.

Exploring the issue of how children can threaten and stress a marriage, rather than how a remarriage may affect a child, is a reframing many are likely to find unsettling. As a society, we feel for the children and identify with them, and all for good reason. Children are in fact powerless when it comes to their parents’ decision to divorce and remarry. In this most fundamental and urgent matter, they have very little say and a great deal to lose. Once a parent has remarried, however, it’s a different world. Remarriage experts Kay Pasley, Ed.D., and Marilyn Ihinger-Tallman, Ph.D., note that stepchildren have incredible power to break the remarriage up. They may intentionally create divisiveness between spouses and siblings and set parent against stepparent. They also may pass along unkind messages or invite interference from members of the other household, creating conflict and tremendous resentment. Stepfamily researchers such as James Bray, Ph.D., of Baylor University emphasize that in stepfamilies, children all too often set the emotional tone for the entire household, while Bray, Hetherington, and Francesca Adler-Baeder, Ph.D., of the National Stepfamily Resource Center, all concur that preadolescent and adolescent children are often the initiators of conflict with stepparents.

Acknowledging the simple fact that stepchildren can and do affect a remarriage, sometimes for the worse—that they are, if you will, actors as well as acted upon—can help us better understand what we might call “stepmother reality,” the specific, shared experiences of women with stepchildren. This reality has been largely ignored by feminists, sociologists, and even some of the very authors who write about stepmothers and stepmothering. Why might this be? I believe that we tend to sweep the stepmother’s difficulties under the rug because they strike us as unseemly. Her pain, struggles, and failures set us on edge, make us want to turn away, because they smack of guilt. A stepmother’s suffering is, more than anything else, an indictment—of her. An admission not so much that she is falling short as that she is flawed. Thinking we understand it, we decide there is nothing more to learn—“Anna’s stepmother is awful!” “If the stepmom is nice, everything will be fine; if there are problems, it’s because she’s not trying 
hard enough”—and so we are left comprehending very little. Disliking stepmothers is easy; suspecting them is more or less automatic. Caring about stepmothers, expressing concern about what they’re going through, considering their reality at any length—all this requires a leap of faith.

Even by women with stepchildren themselves. I set out to better understand women having a hard time with stepmothering because the research amply demonstrates that most stepmothers will have a difficult time, certainly in the earliest phases of stepfamily formation and perhaps intermittently for decades. Only a very few women with stepchildren insist that stepmothering has never been difficult for them. For this minority, stepmothering is simply gratifying.

Research indicates that these women aren’t just rare; they’re also lucky. Stepmothering is easy and joyful for the few for whom all the determining factors for success—supportive husbands and cooperative exes who are not permissive parents; children free of loyalty conflicts who happen to be at just the right stage of development to accept a stepparent—are felicitously there. But the planets are unlikely to line up just so for the majority of us. So many of the women I interviewed did in fact seem worn-out from their efforts to “do the right thing” and put the kids first. So many were emotionally exhausted from years of biting their tongues and biding their time in a position that could feel thankless, with the tacit understanding that their own feelings mattered less. Most broadly, my aim in this book is to counter that tendency and to put the woman with stepchildren back at the center of her own life. Stepmonster explores who she is and what she does. It asks what she wants and needs, and why. I have tried to approach the topic—one so often sanitized and sugarcoated—with candor and compassion for stepmothers. In a larger sense, I hope to reframe our culture’s discussion about stepmothering so that it is finally and truly about the woman married to a man with children and not just the idealized version of her—well-intentioned, patient, fun!—we seem to be increasingly expecting her to be. The less perfect and more human parts of us must be considered, too, if we are to understand who we are and what stepmothering is: the mean thoughts that scare even us; the big, impolite feelings about our stepchildren and our husbands 
and our role. At times, the issues and emotions that surface in this most overdetermined role can lead us to act in ways we have never acted before—jealous, angry, “vindictive,” like the classic stepmonster—and do things we never suspected we were capable of. (I could write an entire chapter on wicked stepmother behavior, starting with the time I got fed up with asking my stepdaughter to clean her room. I could make a million excuses—it was a stressful time, just days after 9/11 and two months after the birth of my son—but the long and short of it is that while she was out, I put all the things she had left on the floor in garbage bags and hurled them toward the front door.) It is time to consider these unattractive, taboo aspects of the stepmothering experience dispassionately, rather than simply denying them or insisting that we rush to rid ourselves of them in order to make ourselves better stepmothers, to improve ourselves in the service of others.

As any seasoned stepmother knows, our own feelings and experiences are just one factor in the equation. What of the feelings that stepmothers inspire in others? Whether they are our husbands, our stepchildren, our own children, friends, acquaintances at a party, or strangers on the street, the convictions of others will inevitably bear on us. These convictions are often passionate and unshakable: “My stepmother is a witch, plain and simple,” a surprising number of adults told me. Yet such entrenched beliefs only beg further questions: How old were you when your stepmother came into your life? What kind of adolescent were you? What part might you have played—and might you still be playing—in engineering the current, less-than-perfect relationship the two of you have?

For the past thirty years, we have turned to psychologists for help with stepfamily matters. But stepmothering problems are more than purely emotional or psychological, as the best psychotherapists are well aware. Anthropology, sociology, evolutionary biology, and feminist literary and cultural theory might help us just as much in our quest to understand why having stepchildren can be so difficult. Understanding the history of stepmothering might also help us see that, quite often, the problems we encounter feel bigger than us because they are. In some cases, our stepmothering dilemmas have actually preceded us by thousands of years, and there is likely tremendous relief in this knowledge. Ancient Roman women were sometimes tortured on suspicion of having poisoned their stepsons. Court documents indicate that husbands and wives in the American colonies frequently came to blows over disciplining stepchildren. Suddenly, modern life in a remarriage with kids doesn’t feel so novel or anomalous. And figures that others might find deflating, such as the ones I enumerated at the beginning of this introduction, assure us that we are neither alone nor unusual.

We seldom hear that many of the fundamental stepmothering struggles are nobody’s fault, and so nobody’s particular burden to “fix.” But this is what I heard from a number of experts, who told me that economic, social, psychological, and even biological factors have been pitting women and their stepchildren against each other for centuries. And so it should come as no surprise that remarried families usually take many years to jell in spite of our best hopes and efforts. Stepfamily developmental expert Patricia Papernow, Ed.D., estimates that most stepfamilies take anywhere from four to twelve years to come together. In some cases, they never do, and much of the time, no one can be singled out for blame. In the words of anthropologist and evolutionary biologist Steven Josephson, Ph.D., who shared with me a favorite pedagogical analogy among human behavioral ecologists, “Relatedness matters, period. Imagine telling people in the hospital to give birth, ‘Just pick any old baby out of the nursery on your way out. They’re all the same.’ We would consider that bizarre—criminal actually. Because relatedness matters profoundly.” In general, our bonds to our biological and adopted children are different—stronger—than those to our stepchildren. Bulwarking psychological insights with evolutionary theory this way might help us put our feelings of frustration in perspective and help us understand that what we are up against is not quite so bewildering, incomprehensible, or unique.

It is time, then, for a radical reconsideration of what we might realistically expect women with stepchildren to feel, think, and accomplish. For example, we cannot always make our husbands’ children love or even like us. Sometimes the feeling may be mutual, and it is time to strip away the veil of distorting sentiment about “female nature” and “the inherent openness of children toward all good women” 
that have thus far compelled and confounded us on this topic. Will we feel shut out, angry, or jealous? Sometimes. Although parts of the wicked stepmother legacy are outrageous, gender-biased distortions, others are, I have come to believe, inescapable, true, and even edifying. University of Oklahoma anthropologist and family expert Kermyt Anderson, Ph.D., explains: “In some cases—like allocation of resources and access to the husband/father—the conflicts of interest between stepkids and stepmothers are ancient, fundamental and very real.” Canadian evolutionary psychologist Martin Daly, Ph.D., who has written extensively about stepfamilies, concurs. “Let’s face it,” he told me, “in many ways stepchildren and stepmothers are rivals.” And sometimes we act like it. Is that so surprising, or so tragic? Is it not, perhaps, even normal?

 

My stepdaughter joined us for our wedding dress excursion. Initially enthused, she eventually became annoyed and impatient, and so did I. After all, picking a wedding dress, even one for an elopement, is a labor-intensive process. At one point, her father bought her something, probably to assuage her sense of being excluded, and she lamented, “She gets a beautiful, expensive dress, and all I get is a cheap belt? How come?”

Maybe because I’m the one getting married? I thought to reply tartly. I didn’t, of course. I knew it wasn’t my place, and so I waited for her father to say something. And as usual, I waited in vain. I might have been every stepmother just then as it sank in, between dress number four and dress number five, that, dress it up however I wanted to, the simple truth was that the girls sometimes acted entitled and jealous when I was around, and their father, perhaps because he felt guilty for giving them something to act entitled and jealous about, did nothing to put a stop to it. I hated all three of them in that ugly, revelatory moment and wondered whether I should even be getting married. And then came a powerful wave of disbelief and self-loathing. I was becoming what I believed I would never be: a stepmonster! Me. How was this possible? That day was full of drama, resentment, and hostility, much of it engineered—albeit unwittingly—by me. I have made hundreds more mistakes since that day when I fought with my husband, 
made my stepdaughter feel unwelcome, and was myself pushed aside on an excursion that should have been all about me. No one was precisely in the wrong there; everyone was, in some sense, wronged. It’s like that sometimes in a remarriage with children.

But improbably enough, my story does have a happy ending. Nine years later, my husband and I are still going strong. I am typical in that, with the passage of time and the birth of my sons, my life and my heart have been rearranged. Focusing on my marriage, which seemed more consolidated and secure with each passing day, I was able to relax my unrealistic expectations of my stepdaughters, tone down my hopes, and better see and appreciate them for who they are. For their part, my stepdaughters, interesting young women now, are more focused on their own lives and goals than on the drama of where they fit in with us. They are accomplished people and, quite often, lovely company. Many of my subjects and much of the literature describes similar shifts of feelings after the first five years or so of a remarriage with children.

Yet as a great deal of research now indicates, and for a number of reasons explored in the pages that follow, some children and adult children simply never come around to their stepmothers. And in spite of what we read and what we suspect and what we’re often told, the drama, difficulty, or simple indifference that is likely to enfold us when we marry a man with kids is not necessarily an indictment or a referendum on our value as people, wives, or stepmothers. This realization can be life altering. I hope that we will learn to stop giving our stepchildren the power to make us “good” by liking us. It only confuses them and sets us all up for a fall. The women with stepchildren who make it with their personalities and self-respect intact, I have learned, are very good at negotiating with their own hopes and adjusting their expectations, and they have learned to simply ignore the opinions of the uninformed. Of course, the need for approval—especially in matters regarding children—runs deep in women, and it is no easy thing to buck. Maybe that’s why, once we have gotten to the place of caring a little less about how others view us, once we have decided, on some level, to focus our hopes in directions other than winning his kids over no matter what it takes and put our energies elsewhere, we sometimes 
refer to ourselves, with knowing smirks, as “stepmonsters.” “I hear you’re interviewing women for a book called Stepmonster. I definitely am one!” a doctor, mother, and stepmother e-mailed me, and I knew immediately she was not. Over and over, I was struck by the way my subjects looked to themselves for answers about why stepfamily life was often so difficult, rather than focusing on the entire system they were only one part of.

 

This is not a book about how I learned my lesson or won my stepkids over or became a better person by marrying a man with children. My reality, like that of the women with stepchildren I interviewed, is not nearly so neat or cut-and-dried. This is not a book about how to change yourself or how to act in order to be a better stepmother. I have learned that there is no one recipe for success, no single “right way.” Rather, my goal has been to synthesize and distill some of the less readily available studies and insights from experts in a number of disparate fields. This work, generally published in academic and professional journals, might not be easily accessible to the very women who would benefit from it most. I also have sought to suggest a few alternative lenses through which to view stepmothers and stepmothering, and I have drawn on my background in literary and cultural analysis in an attempt to understand the elusive, frightening, and fascinating character who is the stepmother, as well as the force field of social relations, emotions, and cultural associations from which she emerges.

For this project, I interviewed eighteen women with stepchildren, twelve adult stepchildren (six men and six women), and several men with children who had divorced and remarried. I also had more informal conversations with at least a dozen other people. I used the snowball method of recruitment—first interviewing friends and acquaintances married to men with children, who then told me about friends or acquaintances of theirs who also were stepmothers. This is a strategy social scientists frequently use with populations that are wary of “outsiders,” an apt description of stepmothers who are having difficulties. Two of my interview subjects were both stepdaughters and stepmothers, bringing a valuable “double vision” to the table. Instead of trying to recruit a representative sample, I spoke to women with 
stepchildren of all ages and to adult stepchildren in order to bring real voices into the book and hear basic issues framed in human terms. I filled in the gaps by turning to the comprehensive longitudinal studies on stepfamilies conducted by psychologists and social scientists and to interviews with experts on the experiences of women with stepchildren.

All the women I interviewed were asked to answer the same questions. Interestingly, all but one of them wanted to talk longer than the one and a half hours that I had told them the interview would take, and all but one gave expansive and detailed answers to my questions. Many women were anxious to remain anonymous, as they felt that what they were sharing was “controversial,” “not pretty,” and “brutally honest in a way that might make me look bad.” Several told me that this was “like therapy” for them. To protect the privacy of the many women who were so forthcoming and helpful to me, I have changed their names and identifying details.

My interview subjects were largely upper-middle-class white women living in the Tri-State Area (New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut). However, many were originally from other parts of the country, lending some regional diversity. I also interviewed subjects currently living in California, Hawaii, and the Caribbean. Because I have a number of friends who work in the mental health field—as psychologists, psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, and psychiatric nurses—and because a number of them are stepmothers or stepchildren, my interview pool included a fair number of people from these professions. This slant may be helpful because it demonstrates that even the experts struggle with stepfamily realities.

In the end, it was difficult for me to interview the lower-income and minority women who expressed an interest in being part of this project because they had less control of their work schedules, fewer child-care options, and less free time. I ended up speaking to experts and reading research on the stepmother experiences of Latina, African American, and lower-income women. The research of Francesca Adler-Baeder, Susan Stewart, and Margaret Crosbie-Burnett, among others, helped fill this unfortunate but typical gap in my work. Lesbians in partnership with divorced mothers are another under-
researched group whose numbers are growing. “Under the radar” might best characterize this family form, but in my informal recruiting, I spoke to several such women. I found that they shared many of the essential stepmother issues outlined in the chapters that follow, with an added dose of role ambiguity and lack of social and institutional acknowledgment and support, making things even more difficult for them. Until more work is done with all these women, our understanding of stepmothering is contingent, and our ability to help women with stepchildren is compromised.

 

I found a wedding dress that day. It was my husband’s idea, really. He said, “Let’s go over here and look a little more.” I was ready to rush out, feeling defeated and guilty and resentful that his daughter was obviously not enjoying herself, was in fact miserable with our excursion, and so “ruining” what I had hoped would be my special day. But he insisted, and there it was. “It won’t fit,” the saleswoman tut-tutted, but she was wrong. It was divine, and I loved it. I still wear my knee-length, riotously patterned, colorful Pucci wedding dress occasionally. Every time I put it on, it feels fresh, irreverent, and appropriate all at once. And I remember the day I got married, how perfect it was—the blazing heat, the blue sky, the red rocks in the desert—not just the bickering, the feelings of betrayal, and my unhappy epiphany about how hard it was all going to be. Against the odds, things have worked out better than fine for my husband and me, and for millions of other women as well. I hope that Stepmonster might help readers feel that if someone as impatient and imperfect as I am can survive the most statistically harrowing of all step-situations, there is plenty of hope to go around.




Part I

The Stepmothering Script



  1


A Wall of One’s Own

Becoming a Stepmother

MY VERY FIRST ACT as a stepmother was to build a wall. Literally. Things had already become serious, and my boyfriend of less than a year and I were talking, not for the first time, of merging our possessions and lives. Why don’t you just move in? he asked.

I was crazy about my boyfriend—he was kind and accomplished, sexy, smart, and reliable. Everything about him—his love of cooking, his deadpan sarcasm, his trustworthiness, his nerdy micro-knowledge of New York City history—was endearing. But there were complications. Two of them. They were almost fifteen and eleven. The younger one, who had tousled blond hair and a depth beyond her years, lived with him; the older one, who had a guarded, beautiful smile, lived with her mother. I knew the fact that I was not the first serious girlfriend after their father’s divorce might make things a little easier. But I had heard what being a stepmother was like. I had read the stories and seen the movies and listened to the gossip about friends’ stepmothers. Surely, I wouldn’t be like that, I thought. But my happiness was already weighted with caution.

Why didn’t I just move in? It was complicated, the idea and the reality of him and me and his daughter under one roof, in ways I both could and couldn’t put my finger on. It was also largely unspoken. “It’s a lot to think about that you have two daughters,” I said quietly and carefully as we sat on the couch and I mulled over his suggestion. His 
younger daughter was upstairs, and I didn’t want her to hear us. Editing myself was already becoming a habit.

“Don’t worry,” my boyfriend replied, hugging me. “It’ll be fine.”

It’ll be fine. I stiffened against the cushion behind me. His optimistic nonchalance, his non-answer to my non-question—it felt like an evasion—added to the anxiety that had been slowly taking over a corner of my mind. Maybe because we didn’t talk about it, this whole issue—his relationship with the girls, and mine with him and his with me, and mine with them—slowly got twisted up in and mapped onto his house. The house had made me wary from the beginning. The first time I saw it, he showed me two beautifully decorated rooms on the second floor, explaining that he had moved there so that each of his daughters could have her own bedroom. “I want them to know that they can always come live here with me,” he told me solemnly. The house, I found myself thinking from then on, was less a place where people lived and slept and ate, and more a stage set—hushed, meticulous, waiting for life to happen in it. Or was it a shrine to the past, a cordoned-off memorial to a happier time when he lived with his children in a less complicated way? I wasn’t sure.

And then there was his bedroom. It didn’t have a door. Or a wall to put the door in. It was just an open, loftlike space at the top of the stairs on the third floor. There was no privacy whatsoever—anyone on the first or second floor could hear everything going on up there. “Are you serious?” my girlfriends demanded, incredulous, when I described it. Every time I was there, I found this absence of a boundary, the permeable nature of the house, uncomfortable. All these months into our relationship, all these weekends and days and nights with his daughters later, the architecture of the house still made me feel vulnerable and exposed.

It didn’t help that I literally could not get my bearings there. It was five or six times bigger than the apartment I’d been living in, and I was constantly losing things—my keys, my agenda, my purse. I seemed to spend half my time walking around in circles, frantically retracing my steps and trying to find what I’d misplaced. One evening after my boyfriend had left on his weekly six-hour trip to drop off one daughter and pick up the other, I searched for a can opener for almost an hour. I 
was, I felt, the outsider in many ways. I bumped my shins, tripped on carpets, struggled with locks. In the house—the beautiful, quiet space that led virtually anyone who visited to remark, “Oh, it’s so peaceful!”—I was virtually never relaxed. And so on that winter morning, as we chatted about my moving in, I considered the future and announced, “Not until you get a door.” After a moment I added, “And something to put a door in. Please?”

 

Like a lot of women who become stepmothers, I was trying to block out the stress, trying to make a peaceful place. Because stepfamily life is chaotic, confusing, and exhausting, especially in the beginning. One woman I know likened it to being thrown into the ocean during a storm. “Everybody screams, ‘Swim!’ and walks away from you,” she said with a laugh. Another woman compared stepmothering to “setting up housekeeping on an ice floe.” The analogies of trying not to drown and slipping on a constantly moving, inhospitable surface are apt. The pressures on women who partner with men who have children—to blend, to love, to come together, to fix it, to take the high road, to put his kids first, to have a sense of humor in the face of repeated rebuffs—are overwhelming. Perhaps the most intense pressure of all is to win his kids over. Our husbands love them. We hope we will love them. We hope they will love us. But everybody knows that nobody wants a stepmother.

Nobody wants a stepmother. A less frequently acknowledged but equally potent truth—and one that is without doubt more unsettling to those who stand outside it—is that nobody wants to be a stepmother either. Just as our stepchildren do not choose us, we do not choose them. They are incidental and, if we are lucky, also supplemental, a kind of add-on to the man we love. We may tell ourselves that we will love them, that we will be patient with them, that we will befriend them, that we will not have much to do with them (if they are grown), that we will let things take their own course. Regardless of what we hope for, the relationship with our stepchildren always starts from this mutual lack of choosing. They are as unessential to us as we are to them, accidental even. It is not exactly an auspicious beginning for a story. The story does not always end badly, of course. But for the majority of women, the ones who find stepmothering difficult, it may be helpful—even a tremendous relief—to get the unhappy truths about that difficulty on the table. “We wasted so much time blaming each other, feeling like failures,” a woman married to a man with children told me. “If only someone had said, ‘Just about everybody with stepkids goes through this, you know.’”

A litany of how and why it is difficult may send the woman considering marriage to a man with kids running—or at least give her serious pause. But for those of us already in such partnerships, the details that seem so discouraging, even depressing, to others may sound almost like an affirmation. “Aha,” we think, “so this is just how stepfamilies are!” And for those of us who don’t have friends who are stepmothers, and the sanity-saving reality check they can provide, knowing that we’re not alone in the difficulty can help us through the day. Meanwhile, an exploration of precisely why it can feel so tough, sometimes for years on end, might help us take the struggle with his kids less personally, increasing the chances that something can be salvaged, or built, something like a friendship, or perhaps just a friendly enough, good enough, polite yet distant mutual caring.

Although it’s a disappointment, it’s no real surprise that when wives of men with children and those children come together, regardless of our good intentions, we are on a collision course of sorts. “These children have become so close to their parents,” Patricia Papernow, a leading stepfamily expert, explains. “The challenge then is to transfer the seat of decision making and intimacy from the parent-child dyad to the couple dyad. And that can be a lot of work.” The lack of rules and privacy in my husband’s house pre-me, the weekends devoted to searching out stores the girls wanted to shop in, movies they wanted to see, and restaurants they wanted to have dinner in, were all par for the course for postdivorce dads. They were also routines that were hard to reconcile with romance. Just by coming into the previously child-centric picture, the stepmother-to-be changes things, and she is bound to be resented heartily for the palpable shift in priorities and the overall family culture as it segues (if all goes well) into the healthy configuration Papernow describes, in which the bond between husband and wife (or partners) becomes central. My younger stepdaughter could 
have been speaking for stepkids everywhere when she told me recently, “When I was eleven and you showed up, I didn’t want Dad to be with anybody. I didn’t think he should have a girlfriend!” The sense that you are taking something away, detracting from the amiable situation that Dad and kids have finally worked out after already adjusting to a divorce, is there no matter how kind you are.

“I had my dad all to myself and then you came along, and I felt like I was losing him,” my stepdaughter explained simply. “It was like you stole him away.” You want romance; they want all the attention. Nobody’s in the wrong here, but it can be remarkably difficult to strike a balance. “When the stepmother-to-be joins in the weekly Friday pizza and pajama night ritual that Dad and the kids have, she sits down next to her boyfriend in front of the TV. And his little girl comes and plops right down between them, shoving her to the side,” Papernow told me, explaining that this “battle of who’s an insider and who’s an outsider” is a typical dynamic from the earliest stages of coming together (if you can call it that).

From the perspective of the woman with stepchildren, being shoved to the side eight or ten or a hundred times is hard to ignore. And her understanding of what the kids are going through becomes tinged with resentment the longer her partner pretends that none of this is happening. By ignoring problems with his kids’ behavior and adjustment—a disease to which every father who divorces and re-partners seems prone—he leaves the woman in an unenviable position, with a few equally unappealing options: she can fend for herself, feeling unsupported; tell the man something about his child that he may hear as criticism; or go silent. “I did a lot of quiet fuming, to tell you the truth,” Kelly, a teacher who married a man with a ten-year-old daughter, told me. “It just seemed too petty to bring up the things she did that felt hurtful or rude. So I swallowed it.” Staying quiet eventually made Kelly feel angry, hurt, and alone. This dynamic, addressed in chapter 6, can be lethal for a partnership.

A woman seriously involved with a man with kids is bound, sooner or later, to begin lobbying, subtly or not so subtly, for changes around the house. Even though she is asking for things that make sense—divorced dads are notoriously permissive—there will almost certainly 
be fireworks. Like millions of other stepmothers, I fell into this trap with hardly a push. Once my fiancé and I were engaged and I was spending all my time with him and his daughter, I came up against the fact that there were no discernible rules about bedtime, homework, TV, or computer use. That didn’t bother my fiancé, but my needs regarding privacy, order, and especially sleep were different. I began to push, gently and then not so gently, for structure. I didn’t try to enforce new rules myself—I knew that would not go over well—but instead asked my fiancé to. He was unaccustomed to asking his daughter to do things that did not suit her, however, which put us constantly at cross-purposes and reinforced my sense that she was indulged because he couldn’t draw the line. In my mind, I was only trying to make the household run more like her mother’s and help us all get a decent night’s sleep.

But as reasonable as these attempts at change seemed to me, they caused huge upheaval—between her and me, between him and me. “No TV until your homework’s done, remember?” I would urge him to remind her on my way out for the evening, inciting a tantrum. The TV would go off, but the second I was out the door, I would discover later, my fiancé would let her turn it back on. I told him that yes, she should have to go to school the next morning, but he would tell her that if she wanted, she could stay home. On and on it went. I felt undermined and grimly determined, some days, to “win,” though I wasn’t exactly sure what winning meant. We argued and pushed and negotiated—with each other, with her—constantly. There were clashes and preteen tantrums and tears; the house roiled with drama. Contractors being contractors, the wall was still just a concept for much of our coming-together period, and that only made matters worse.

“Please tell her to go to bed,” I would say some nights, frayed and impatient from listening to the TV blaring downstairs, unable to close the door that didn’t exist in a wall that had yet to be built.

“Oh, just relax,” he would reply, implying that I was overreacting.

And the fight was on.

Stepmothers become the bad guys in the family system quickly. In pointing out problems, we become the problem. We come to seem shrill, rigid, and intolerant almost overnight. Compared to laissez
faire dads, we are party poopers par excellence. We fight with our partners about how the kids behave, feel resented by kids who resent us (and perhaps resent them in return), and are quickly villainized by everyone in the household, including ourselves. Seeing ourselves transformed this way—turned into stereotypical stepmonsters when we have the best intentions—can take a tremendous toll on our self-esteem. “I felt like an awful person,” at least a dozen women with stepchildren told me in describing the early months and years of stepmotherhood.

As for the kids, there are new household rules, new household members, changes in the usual routines—all of which seem custom designed to incite confusion, insecurity, and hostility in a child. Feeling threatened by the changes, the kids will surely respond by making it clear that you are the outsider, the interloper, and they are the ones who belong here with Daddy. After all, experts point out, it’s so much easier for his children to be angry at expendable, unnecessary Stepmom, to blame her for changes, than to confront beloved Dad or process the fact that they’re mad at him, too. This intense polarization of the household (discussed at length in chapter 6) can create a sense that Dad is somehow a passive and torn victim caught in the middle as his wife and child battle it out. In fact, by not making it clear to his kids that Stepmom is here to stay and working with her to form a coalition, Dad may actually be orchestrating much of the household tension in these initial stages of stepfamily formation. (This is discussed at length in chapter 5.) Other dads/husbands may unconsciously enjoy being in the middle, since it means being the object of everyone’s attention and desire. One woman told me that when she got home from work every evening and walked over to greet and kiss her fiancé, his ten-year-old daughter would rush past her to sit on his lap. Don’t even think about it, the girl’s actions said. The woman’s fiancé never said a word, contributing to her sense that she was “making a big deal out of nothing,” which in turn made her enormously resentful. “There was just this big, unspoken tension I couldn’t even mention,” this woman explained.

Transparent as it is, this possessiveness and territorialism about Daddy—especially if the couple never finds a way to acknowledge and defuse it—can be wearing for a woman trying to adjust to life with a 
new partner and his kids. It is likely to be particularly difficult if she has no children of her own to counterbalance the sense that they are the family and she is the party crasher. These feelings are only exacerbated by the typical scenario in which a childless woman moves in with a man with kids from a previous union and winds up finding herself on unfamiliar ground in all kinds of ways.

Even if a woman doesn’t make the mistakes I did—even if she has the smarts or the self-control to hold back, to go with the flow, to surrender to the way things are in the household for a while before coming up with a reasonable, strategic plan to change things slowly—she is likely to be resented in the first tumultuous years of becoming a stepmother. This is not only because she’s a convenient screen for the kids’ anger at Dad for changing the order of things. Prominent stepfamily researchers Marilyn Coleman, Ed.D., and Lawrence Ganong, Ph.D., of the University of Missouri are among the many who note that when a stepparent, particularly a stepmother, comes on the scene, children begin to feel intense conflicts of loyalty. “Liking the stepparent raises their anxiety and makes them feel guilty about being disloyal to their [mother],” Coleman and Ganong explain. These tortured feelings intensify if Mom communicates to her kids, directly or indirectly, that Dad’s remarriage (and hence Stepmom) is making her miserable. If stepmoms think they can overcome this conundrum simply by liking their stepkids and being likable themselves, and by giving the kids time to come around, they are wrong. Experts such as Coleman and Ganong have found that the nicer, the more appealing, and the more attractive a child finds a stepmother, the worse these feelings of divided loyalty will be, and the more intensely the stepmother will be rejected. Counterintuitively, then, our niceness often backfires. “The more I try, the more he retreats,” Laynie sighed, while describing her relationship with her nine-year-old stepson, Teddy. “And when he has a good time with me, he feels guilty.” It is hard, thankless work to reach out to a child in a loyalty bind.

Thirty-eight-year-old Brenda described her initial hunch about how her relationship with her husband’s son would unfold: “My friends’ kids like me. I’m a young, approachable, and fun person. I do 
things a kid might consider cool, like hang-gliding. And I don’t want to replace [my stepson’s] mom; I just want to be his friend. So he’ll like me, and I’ll like him.” But after ten years together, her stepson has yet to warm up to her, and Brenda is getting tired of the rebuffs, which she largely attributes to “him thinking it’s not fair to his mom to like me and him just hating all adults in charge right now. I don’t really try to have a relationship with him anymore.” Brenda’s case is especially hard because she is now dealing with a teenager. Those of us who come into our stepkids’ lives when they are preadolescents or adolescents will, experts such as psychologist E. Mavis Hetherington tell us, have the hardest time of all, but not necessarily because of anything we do. The developmental imperative of the adolescent, researchers who study stepfamilies explain, is to separate, while the stepmother and her partner are likely feeling the imperative to blend. So when a family is forming at just this moment in the child’s life, it gives new meaning to the concept of being at cross-purposes (see chapter 3). “Kids are at great pains to show they have no use for a parent at this point in their lives,” Manhattan psychoanalyst Stephanie Newman, Ph.D., told me. “They’re rejecting and impossible even to the people they love most. Can you imagine how they’re going to treat a stepparent?” Brenda can. “I’ve never had anybody be so rude to me in my life,” she said flatly.

Even if the stepkids aren’t teens, yet another factor puts stepmothers and stepchildren or stepchildren-to-be at odds. The thing that gives a woman with stepchildren such great happiness—her partnership—is the death knell of the kids’ fantasy that Mom and Dad will get back together. There is a reason, the experts tell us, that kids love movies such as Disney’s The Parent Trap, in which resourceful twin girls drive their stepmother-to-be out of the picture, effecting a mother-father reunion. Such fantasies of reconciliation are not just the stuff of fiction; they are profoundly real, if unconscious, often even into the adult years. British psychotherapist Sarah Corrie, Ph.D., who treats adults with stepparents, reports that even well into middle age, her patients are sometimes devastated to belatedly confront the reality that Dad and Mom will not be getting back together. Stepmom is the proof that the dream is over, and often it is held against her. If Dad is a widower, Stepmom is living proof that he is moving on, and this, too, can create tremendous sadness or resentment in both children and full-grown adults.

And what about us? It certainly can be disorienting to realize that the most important development of your life, a relationship that you perhaps feel you cannot live without, is shattering another person’s dream. “When we told my husband’s two girls that we were getting married, they started crying hysterically,” forty-year-old Cindy told me. “Then came weeks of acting out. They were nine and thirteen. I had put in a lot of effort with them and had lots of good times, but I had also put up with a lot of rudeness and anger. And I remember thinking, Can’t it be easy just once?”

The big day itself is likely to be fraught, to put it mildly. I heard a number of stories about grown children crying through the entire wedding ceremony and children old enough to know better throwing tantrums at just the wrong moment. Before becoming a stepmother myself, I had never considered how disconcerting and hurtful that sobbing and acting out, or even a simple lack of enthusiasm, could be for a woman who was supposed to be at the center of something beautiful, and who may have been looking forward to this day for decades.


Simple and Complex Stepfamilies

Women and men with children from a previous relationship consolidate their lives in different ways, but none of them are easy. A “simple stepfamily” (quite a misnomer) is one in which a childless woman marries a man with children; he is often older than she is. She generally moves in with him, and custody arrangements being what they are, she is more likely to be a part-time (or “nonresidential”) than a full-time (or “residential”) stepmother to his kids. If it sounds “simple,” it isn’t. Research confirms that, counterintuitively, part-time stepmothering is the most difficult arrangement of all. First, part-time status leads to confusion about your role. Are you a weekend mother figure? An every-other-holiday friend? Balancing being a friend and being an adult who gets respect can be difficult indeed, but doing so at 
infrequent or unpredictable intervals is more difficult still. “We just never got into a groove, because they weren’t around much. Now that they’re young adults, it’s even harder to figure out how to be with them when they’re around,” one woman told me about her stepsons.

Uncertainty about how to act dogs nearly every stepmother, but particularly the nonresidential ones. Experts even have a special term for their confusion about how they should be with their stepkids: “role ambiguity.” Think of yourself as another parent. Think of yourself as a friend. Think of yourself more like an aunt. The advice goes on and on. It’s no wonder stepmothers don’t know how to act or who to be.

These part-time arrangements also leave women with very little time to build a relationship with his kids. Being together for intense, weekends-only increments ratchets up the pressure—I only have two days!—and the exhaustion. “We just ran around trying to keep them happy and entertained all the time, because that is what my fiancé got them used to,” forty-five-year-old Hope told me about the first year of her relationship with her husband and his seven-year-old twins. “I have always really cared about his kids. But it got exhausting with our weekends always revolving around them.” All of what experts call our “affinity-seeking behaviors”—that is, our attempts to get our stepkids to like us, attempts we are likely to have all the more energy for and optimism about when we don’t have kids of our own—can be draining indeed. “In my practice, I’ve seen stepmothers jump through all kinds of hoops to get on the good side of their stepkids,” Stephanie Newman observed. “Overextending yourself this way is depleting and can lead you to really resent them when they reject you in all the ways that are pretty normal.” Trying to discipline stepchildren too early can be disastrous, yet being walked on doesn’t feel good either. Women whose stepchildren are there only part-time are more often expected to “just let it go—they’re only there once in a while.” This often means that these women are expected to swallow their feelings, while the stepkids’ snippy remarks or hostility go unchecked for years.

Overall, simple stepfamily partnerships are often characterized by imbalances of power. According to Jamie Kelem Keshet, Ed.D., a step
mother, author, and psychotherapist in private practice in Newton, Massachusetts,

 


The husband who is older is often more successful than his wife. He often expects her to move into his home because he owns it, it is bigger than her apartment and/or his children are already accustomed to spending time there. Several wives in this position expressed the sense that their husbands merely wanted them to fill an empty place in their lives, rather than to build a new life together from the ground up. The women felt they were blocked when they requested changes in the family home or lifestyle.



 

Like the women who spoke with Keshet, I began, eventually, to chafe at the way I perceived I had been shunted into my husband’s life on his terms. I had donated my furniture, sold my car, and moved in with him and his daughter, turning my entire life upside down, I felt, while he hadn’t altered so much as a throw pillow. Compounding the problem was the fact that my husband lived near his extended family, while I lived far from mine. And so at big family dinners or on stays at the family vacation compound, the kindness of my in-laws notwithstanding (and they were kind), I sometimes felt like a barnacle that had affixed itself to a coral reef: tacked on, overwhelmed. Often I had the sensation that the old me had been swallowed up, disappearing without a trace. Going out with my friends was a wonderful counterbalance. They were my version of family, and among them I felt myself in familiar, friendly territory again.

The house was another matter. It had become a hostile environment. In an attempt to help me feel more at home, my husband had agreed to a little redecorating, something many couples in such a position undertake, it turns out, as a way to try to reset the balance. But these changes—representing, as they did, far more profound ones—did not go over well with his girls. “This looks totally weird,” my husband’s daughter pronounced acidly when she saw how we had altered the living room. “And I like my mom’s curtains better.”

“I hate this room. I hate your bedspread, and I hate your lamp,” her sister told me when she walked into our bedroom. “That’s okay,” I responded flatly, by now worn down their hostility. “It’s not your room.” I wanted to add, Feel free to stay out.

Unfortunately, our sense that we are extraneous, unnecessary, and excluded and that our stepchildren seem to want to drive us away or split us from our partners may dog us for years. Patricia Papernow coined the term “intimate outsider” to explain the paradoxical nature of our position, the sense of simultaneous exclusion, estrangement, and enmeshment with “them” that stepmothers invariably describe. Most insidiously, our outsider status can leech away our sense of ourselves as good, loving, and lovable people, rendering the most self-confident among us insecure, off-kilter, occasionally even bitter. The outsider role is the special burden of women who come to their husbands without children of their own.

But women with children of their own who marry men with kids also face many of the same pitfalls I did, plus a few others. They confront the daunting task of trying to bring two family cultures together and of dealing with the inevitable conflicts that will arise as man and wife and kids and kids try to reconcile many different rituals (What time is dinner? Is the seder long or short? What day does the Christmas tree go up?); expectations (“Why do I have to share a room?” “Do we have to go to Florida for vacation just because that’s what Stepdad and his kids always do?”); and philosophies (“You’re strict with us, but Stepdad’s kids never get in trouble!” “We have to do chores, but his kids don’t.”). Not to mention the agonizing turf wars over deciding who will live where, and the wear and tear on the couple as different kids change their minds and their residency again and again (as research indicates is typical in remarriages with children).

More than just logistical matters, there are emotional ones as well. Many mothers who married men with kids told me they felt that their husbands’ kids, having fewer rules, were a bad influence on, or even hostile toward, their own kids. Sally told me that her husband’s kids were “very angry and very defiant, and they weren’t careful with toys and things. My kids were mild and got steamrolled sometimes. It made me feel guilty!” The upside of this type of merger, then, is also its downside. In having kids, the woman feels part of what Jamie Kelem Keshet calls her own “mini-family,” rather than simply feeling excluded 
from his mini-family. This can give her a sense of belonging, but it can also create pressure to protect her kids, and it can factionalize the household as each parent sticks up for his or her own kids in disputes (see chapter 6).

Fortunately, there is some good news here. The man with kids who divorces and remarries “is very likely to be doing it for the right reasons this time, and to want to get it right,” Mary Ann Feldstein, Ed.D., a Manhattan psychotherapist who has worked with couples with stepchildren, told me. Many of my interview subjects felt lucky to have husbands who had learned the value of communication and the need to work at a marriage, a quality they said they didn’t see as often in first-married men. As one man told me, “The first time was a disaster. Then I got this second chance. Why do it again if I wasn’t going to commit to it and make it the most important thing in my life?” The numbers bear him out. Although the divorce rate for remarriages with children is dramatically higher than that for remarriages without children in the first three years, such marriages, having passed the three-year mark, are actually more likely to survive than first marriages. In fact, after about five years, researchers have found, a remarriage with children is more likely to succeed than any other type of marriage. The extraordinary effort of coping with the ordinary struggles of stepfamily life, it seems, cements couples who do not succumb to the pressures early on. Passing through this crucible is more than worth it, my subjects who managed to come out on the other side told me over and over. “Marriage is hard, but marriage with stepchildren is so much harder,” a stepmother in her late sixties told me over lunch one day. She went on to describe her own experience as “hell that makes you happier and stronger after the fact. My husband and I are so much closer for all the drama his kids brought to the picture and all the arguing we did.”



What Kind of Stepmother Are You?

There is not a single way to be a stepmother. Nor, it turns out, is there a “right” one. Some women embrace the role, throwing their entire beings into forging a relationship with their husbands’ kids; other 
women, like Laynie, think of stepmothering as a “not-me experience, something I want to get right out of a sense of duty to my husband and his son, but it’s not central to who I am.” And often, a woman’s experience of stepmothering, and of herself as a stepmother, will change over the years. “Things were easy when they were little, but now they’re on the verge of becoming stormy preteens. So I’m trying to strike a balance between being kind of a mommy and a reliable friend,” Ella told me.

The simple fact that there are many ways to be a stepmother may seem pretty extraordinary to those of us who have had it drummed into our heads that there is one “best” way to do it. Soon after I married, I told a friend over the phone that “my daughter” was with us for the weekend, feeling that my use of the term “stepdaughter” might strike her as unfriendly. My friend was completely flummoxed—had I suddenly had a child?—and my older stepdaughter and I both cringed the moment I said it: she, I imagine, at my presumption, and I at my hypocrisy. That model of stepmothering—the one where the line between mother and stepmother blurs—was not for us. My younger stepdaughter, however, sometimes refers to her father and me as “my parents,” other times we are “my dad and my stepmom” or just “Dad and Wednesday.” Different kids, different days, different stages, different roles. Nothing about being a stepmother is written in stone.

One-size-fits-all expectations of what’s “right” only increase the tensions in a stepfamily, fueling feelings of inadequacy and resentment with every perceived failure to do things “correctly” or make the family just like a “real” (first) family. As it turns out, there are actually several ways to be in a marriage to a man with children. Some presage better outcomes. Some are not so much stepmothering styles as reactions to specific circumstances and experiences. But in general, researchers seem to have discovered that who we are, who his kids are, and who the other players in the remarriage scenario are all
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