Like a Weaning

‘d like to write about babies

because | know that many of you

nave babjes, but I don't [ have

teens, and ] want to scream. [
think 1t may have to do with being
ghort, Maybe if [ were a taller parant
.. .- Maybe if I were a married par-
ent. . .. Maybe if. ., . Where have we
gotien the ides that we can control
humasn beings? Why do we belisve
our virtue end good intentions can
create perfect children? Which one
of us was a perfect child? Cmne ang-
Iyst I kmow says she sess more "par-
fest children” in her chair than those
wino relsed hell

Something sbout parenting teens
is reminiscent of the early years of
parenting. Things are all askew, and
you feal ag if you've artived in a for-
wign land whete vou certainly don't
knaw the territory and haven't yet
learned the languapge, The things
that used o werk don't work any-
more, and yeou suddenly realize that
you got maore than you bargained
for. And, no one alks sbout it Mot
really. Mot the scary ssuff. We're all
afraid it might be our faule
When they are babias, you can

keep their outrageous behavior fo
yvoursell, You dog't have to tell amy-
one that your daughter cut her hair
with pinking shears and then shut
her baby brother up in the toy chest.
And you don't have to mentien
what vou did when you found eut.]
The behavior of tesns is a much
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maore pubkic affair

Your friends see your teens down-
town in black, plaving coel with
cigarettes. Your cowaorkers report on
your teens’ driving prowess. Other
parents form alisnces to report teen
drug and alcohal transgressions.
Your daughter's friend’s mothar
calls in the middie of the night to say
that someons you thought you kaew
very well has just clisnbed out of her
window, The authorities arres! teens
for shoplifting just to give them e
taaee of jail. Therapist friends sug-
gest addiction counseling for things
you suspect mey just be normal
experimentetion. You wonder if in

this self-obsessed, entisaptic sodety,
teens have a right to experiment
anymore, You wonder about teen
bashing. But you're not sure. And
YOu WOTTY.

Then you lock at your teens. These
are the same sweet children you
have loved and trusted cver the
vears. The ones you have intimate
communication with, The onss vou
hawve, in fast, learned reladonship
with. ¥ou have always trested them,
You have spent years bullding trust
with them. Do you stop trusting
them noaw because the temptations
are greates, the risks riskier? Can
vou afford to let them learn through
their own experience, the way you
learned, the way anvthing important

: is legrmed when the risks are so great
" and when you den't have any other

choice anyway?

When they were litile, you wor-
ried about them falling into the
swimming peel. You breathed 2 sigh
of relief when they all learned to
swim. Now you worry abouat the
whole ocean. There are cars, New
Mexico has the highest rate of
drunken driving in the country, Car
accidents are the leading canse of
death among teens. There are ciga-
rettes, You wonder about 2 seclety
that sells something more addictive
than heroin in vending tmachines.
You worry about drugs. Are they
really availabie in scheolyards? You
worry about food. How can anyone
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e long on Hershey's Kisses, crange
soda, and potato chips? Why don't
they remember to take their viia-
mins? Mo wonder thev're coughing.

1 1alked recentiy to a waman whose
name you would know. She spoke in
nushed tones about her marriage
and her teens. The whole thing was
going to hell in & handbasket, but
she was not specific, I'm sure she
was afraid to tell me, Ms. Perfect
Farent, what was really happening. 1
was dying to tell her what was really
happening hers, Like in the early
days of parenting, we keep our patn
and confusion to ourseives, fearing
that conflding in others will confirm
aur fears of gur own inadeguacy,

It helps me to talk to other parents
of teens, and especially to talk to
parents of grown children, | cried
with relief over an article by Eda
LeShan about litte monsters who
Erow up to be rabbis and attorneys. T
was ecstatic when my neighbor told
me ahout the five foreign cars his
grown deughter had wrecked when
she was & teen, And 1 leughed up-
roasiously when this same neighbor
described the time he eame upon his
teenage son smoking and playing
pinball in a Iocal convenience store.
My neighbor calmiy walked owver ta
him and had a casual conversation
while his son hid the burning cige-
ratte in his pocket. ] feel comfortad
when [ hear that peesive-aggressive
and manic-depressive are normal in
the besn years. My favorite feassur-
Enge is that the closer you've been
with your child, the harder the tean
vears ara. | wouldn't have believed
that earlier, when | could still esntral
their behavior, but it makes sense
now,

It makes sense now because |
understand what is happening. The
teen years are like » weaning. Al-
though we still love these children
&5 we did when we held them in our
BIInE, fhey must leave s, And for
them to leave us with their self-
Eﬁe:uf intact, they must sometimes
fight their way ouet At eight or nine,
they assure us that they will live
with us forever—or 2t most, build
thelr own house right next door to
aurs. We are all ralieved, This, how-

oVer is not what is best for them.
They must somsetimas fight their
way out,

This summer | will have threas
teenagers. Send maney, flowess, son-
dolences. Fray that [ don't take to
drink. I've tavght them excellent

boundaries and now they are using
thesn agningt me. Thev've caught me.
at my game. Thew are batter at it
than [ am. They challenge me to
trust them. And trust 1=, afisr all, all
thet ] have.

1 heve ralsed my children to have
certain values, and now it is time for
themn to test and make them their
own, | have tried to shield them
from society; they want o jump in
festfirat. And vet, [ hold on tight.
Unlike some parents who seam to
abandon thetr children once they

* become te2ns and attribute to them

mare worldly experience than they
could have, [ do not. [ am only the
bumper rails, though. Thev are now
in the driver's seat, and the air is
lowr in the tires, and they have little -
experience with snow end ice, and
they are in the hands of God,

These are the same teens who
sometimes &till want to get in bed
with me after a bad illnezs or &
stressful week, The same taens who
demonsitate against the war in the

" Middle East and in support of high-

er teacher salaries. The same teens
who work weekly with the home-
less. The same teens who have in-
tense lovalty to their friends and
campesstonate tolerance of intolerant
adults, The same teens who hold a
baby with the tendernsess of Mother
Teresa,

[ am on a roller coaster of my own
sreation. | have no choice but to hold
on, [ am 2 parent of teeng, and | do
not know the way. They bring out the
worst in me and have seen my best.
All alze that has come before in our
relationship—the sleepiess nights, the
hospital stays, the antrums, and the
rocking chair—has prepared me for
this trusting, For no one else would ]
rang on so tHghtly with one hand
while [ loosen the goip of my longing
with the ather.
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