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… from the Editor’s Desk

by Ernest Dempsey

Hi everyone and welcome to the new issue of RTS! In this issue, themed Family, we continue to present contributions from writers who have stayed with us as well as some who are new or fairly new to RTS. As expected, given the theme, there are heartwarming stories of bonding and family connections as well as opposing views underscoring independence and balance in personal life at the cost of breaking away from overbearing familial bonds. But the core of thinking and feeling in all these stories, articles, essays, and poems is the keyword—family.

For our feature in this issue, we have our very dear all-time contributor Holli Kenley’s story of relationships in family. Veteran and writer Don Bodey has contributed a powerful story that was rather difficult to read without stopping and taking a breath. Neal Calvert from Canada and Huey-Min Chuang, who hails from Taiwan, share interesting cultural perspectives on growing experiences in those societies. Some good poems too run as always in the issue, includeing a couple from our former review Patricia Wellingham-Jones.

I also want to take a moment to welcome our new reviewer Aaron Ratliff, a brilliant young student from Florida, who will henceforth contribute to the Review section of the journal. Aaron writes well and has an eye for detail as well as good reviewing skills.

Finally, our next issue is themed “Profession”—what is it that you do, and how it impacts your life and your health, both physical and psychological. We want your stories of work and health, work and relationships, your profession and the things it taught you about yourself or life, or in whatever way it added to you or robbed you of as a person. I am sure you all have a lot to say, no?

Merry Christmas in advance! Peace to all!

In healing spirit,

Ernest Dempsey

editor@recoveringself.com

November 1, 2017





A Growth Spurt Like No Other

by Gerry Ellen

Going through internal changes at the ripe young age of 57 isn’t for the faint of heart. I’m not referring to the older women’s natural crossing over of life either. I’m reveling in some discomfort regarding my DNA and how I operate in this world.

For the past three years, I have been living in the downstairs basement-like apartment of the home my brother and his partner have owned for over 15 years. It’s a sweet setup, in that it has most of the amenities I need, the confines are simple enough to appreciate the sanctuary garden right outside the French doors, and I take care of the property whilst they live in Arizona full-time.

The manner in which this arrangement came to me was rather serendipitous. I was living in Austin, had recently split up with my longtime boyfriend, and I was bouncing around from one temporary live-in spot to another. Basically anyone who was generous and kind, and understood my situation, opened their doors to me. I had soul sisters and colleagues who offered rooms and stays in the most unusual of settings; yet it was a balm that I sorely needed. I was living as a nomad, whittling my personal belongings down to a nub and enjoying not knowing what my next step was. I had written down affirmations and hopeful manifestations, professing them loudly to the universe of what I would love to happen; yet it was always an unexpected invitation and that worked out even better.

Before I moved to San Diego and inhabited this small dwelling that accommodates nothing of mine, except the basics with clothes and creative chaos of my personal hobbies, I was living in a makeshift yoga studio on the backyard property of one of my colleagues. One Sunday afternoon, when we were both working at the wellness center, she heard the plight of my situation, how I had just returned from a month-long road trip needing some space to clear my head, and how I was turned away and rejected from my boyfriend whom I left to reevaluate our relationship. She offered her studio, suggested I take a peek at it and see if it was something I could feel comfortable in, and sure enough, I moved my limited belongings in the next day.

It was the hottest time of summer in Austin. Mosquitoes were on full capacity, and I had no air conditioning in the comfy studio. But I had a fan, a window or two, definitely a yoga mat, and a dresser to store what clothes I brought with me that I hadn’t left in a small storage unit on the other side of town. It was a temporary home for a month. I was able to use the shared bathroom inside the house. I was mindful not to keep any doors open as the pesky mosquitoes took no prisoners, and we were all allergic to their bites. I was able to cook in the kitchen, yet that time of year in Austin, I wanted only cold foods. As a matter of fact I stuck my head in the refrigerator any chance I got; I was that hot and sweaty. At night I would lie in bed with a frozen bag of peas on my forehead until I nodded off, just to ease the lack of air flow that never made it into my small abode. I laughed a lot, mostly at myself and how I managed to end up in the most extraordinary situations.

[image: Image]

The roosters next door would cockadoodle-doo at dawn, the leftover partiers from the house on the other side would still be talking at the highest decibels when sunrise hit. I barely slept; it was that loud and it was that hot; and I wasn’t sure what my next step was. Then I received an email from my brother-in-law. “Would you be interested in living in our San Diego home while your brother and I move to Arizona? I got transferred and would appreciate someone living in the house.” Those words were music to my ears. My family came through for me. My family, the same emotionally distant brothers and mother who only contacted me when they needed something, or on holidays and my birthday, and perhaps when I was in search of someone close and familiar during the grieving of a lost beloved pet.

Everyone says they have the most amazing close-knit family, and I could be generalizing here, yet I never had that feeling. I am the youngest and the only girl. I had to fight tooth and nail to be heard and understood. I was a bit of a black sheep of the family, the creative one who never saw herself at a 9–5 job, or sitting behind a desk, or living traditionally with the same man forever. My two divorces are a testament to that. I tried to fit into society in such a way as to please my family. And receiving an email with an open invitation to have a place I could call home for as long as I needed, well that was something so unusually wonderful.

Now, three years later, I have managed to build my own wellness business with my newly adopted dog. I have accumulated shells and heart rocks that adorn my tiny abode and have become signature as to who I am, as they deliver inspiration and energy that allows me to write from my heart. This recent growth spurt I mentioned has brought all this to the surface, the gratitude of living in a place that’s simple and surrounded with lush flora, my little dog by my side. I understand from the depths of my being that it can’t last forever, and I feel the end coming near. Not so much as arising from an uncomfortable emotion, as I am ready and willing to move on. This temporary abode has been the most epic respite for my healing and my growth. I have climbed out of years of setbacks in every sense of the word. Now the abundance I feel inside and the apparent purpose I have to help others and stay on my mission with my pup is front and center. I have my family to thank. Never in a million years would I have concluded that a single email from a family member set me on the course to change my life, but that’s precisely what happened. And I’m closer to all of them as a result.

Family is gold. The older I am the more I bear witness to every moment we share either separate or together, and how each one goes into the memory banks to be stored and revisited with the utmost in love and compassion. Maybe we don’t talk all the time, or visit at the drop of a hat, but we care and we do what we can to help each other. I’ve learned in this lifetime that the overall health of each of my human family members are directly related to how we behave in this world and how we give and are of service, not only to each other, but to society at large. It’s written in our blood.

About the Author

Gerry Ellen is a freelance writer, storyteller, wellness advocate, nature explorer and animal lover. She has authored and published two books, Ripple Effects(March 2012) and A Big Piece of Driftwood (April 2014), which are both available on Amazon.com.





Anatomy of an Anchor: Exploring a New Dimension to Parenting

by Leslee Tessmann

Parenting is difficult—to say the least. From the moment children emerge from their mother’s womb, the question is asked many times, “Would someone please give me the manual on how to raise my child? You know, the one with all the RIGHT answers to my questions.” The bad news is that there isn’t one—and the good news is that there isn’t one. Well, there are hundreds of books and opinions about what does and doesn’t work when it comes to parenting—from infancy to toddlerhood, to adolescence. But there isn’t necessarily a ‘right’ way to raise our children. There can’t possibly be because each child/parent relationship is unique, with its own set of circumstances, challenges, and lessons. So mostly we’re left with addressing the common issues we have ourselves—the doubt and fear we struggle with, the angst we experience when their lives don’t match our hopes or expectations, and the suffering we self-inflict by constantly berating ourselves for missing the mark in the past and not having a crystal ball that lets us peer into and solve our child’s future before it even happens.

As the parent of a 43-year-old, I am amazed that the lessons I learn from my daughter and her four children never cease to present themselves. Sometimes it’s a long time before I find my way to some resolution of a new issue, conflict, or dilemma. Sometimes the “aha” moment is mercifully quick and painless. More often than not, though, the lessons come slowly and painfully.

In the 21 or so years that our children evolve into adults, so does our parenting—as our lives and values ebb and shift, so do our thought processes, words, and actions. While honing and developing our own parenting skills, we are simultaneously letting go of our parents’ values and parenting styles and forging our way toward new patterns of communicating and interacting with our adult children. This process can be an amazing, magical, even beautiful transformational process. It can also be extremely frustrating, challenging, confusing, annoying, and painful.

Our emotional attachments to our children run as deep as the ocean—fueled by endless ebbs and flows, sometimes clear and bright with hope for the future; yet often dark and murky, muddied by today’s dramas and yesterday’s traumas. We will always be the parent and they will always be the child—not in the sense of an innocent infant or curious toddler, but as our offspring, legacy, and living expression of a desire that their lives have less pain and more joy than ours. Unfortunately, life isn’t always that accommodating. It takes unexpected twists and turns that offer both rocky and smooth paths for our grown children—paths that distract and confuse us when situations challenge us to behave and think differently, process differently, do and say less, and ‘be’ more.

Unfortunately, as much as our adult children would like it, there is no magical switch that can be flicked to the off position and have us stop parenting. We don’t have the luxury to not care or worry about our children. Parents are not wired that way. No matter how well they’re doing, or how much we live our own lives and explore our own interests and passions, our innate desire to be connected to our grown children remains steadfast—like an anchor. Not hard and impenetrable, but a living and breathing tether that passively provides the stability and security that we actively provided when they younger. Much of this phase of our parenting effort is unseen or unspoken. It happens often in the subtle ways of role modeling: communication, affection, intimacy, respect, self-esteem, confidence, spirituality, work ethics, financial values, and family values. The list is long, and all of it—both the healthy and not so healthy—gets acted out in our own lives and then frequently re-enactedin the lives of our grown children.

Observing our sons and daughters bumping up against values that may or may not work in their lives can be painful. The desire and urge to give advice, offer opinions, and step in and solve what we foresee as a problem can be overwhelming. However, the most destructive thing we can do for our grown children is not allow them the dignity, process, and time to create their own lives, based on values and standards they come to respect and claim as their own. Yet the heartache of watching the unfolding of a life that is plagued by drug or alcohol addiction, laced with struggling or failed relationships, or tormented by mental or physical handicaps can be unbearable. Our minds tell us that things should be different for them—they shouldn’t have it so hard or it shouldn’t take so long for them to figure things out, although we’re really not quite sure what it is that they should figure out! We want them to dream and have lives in which those dreams are realized. We just don’t want to watch them struggle or be disappointed when things get messy and don’t go the way they want them to. We want to protect them from the inevitable pain and heartache of life.

Even as write this, I realize what a ridiculous, albeit human, statement that is.

If I’m honest with myself, it’s very evident that it is an illusion to think that my life will ever be completely free from pain and heartache, disappointment, or grief. There is no place in life that offers an eternal respite of bliss and happiness. As I get older, the more I can accept and be comfortable with this reality. But for a long time I vehemently thought that there would be a time when everything would be easy—when the pain and suffering would stop and everything would be okay. I’m now 64 years old, and I’ve slowly and painfully learned that the key to being at peace with life—and perhaps parenting—is in the acceptance and eventual surrendering to the realization that everything comes and goes. Life is not stagnant and each of us, including our grown children, deserves the dignity to forge our own path as we navigate the turbulent and unpredictable ups and downs of life. As our grown daughters and sons become more emotionally distant, the natural process of healthy, emotional detachment begins to mold and shape us into anchors—solid, steadfast, resilient, powerful—frequently silent but yet an unyielding emblem of connection and strength.

The shift to being an anchor is one that comes when we release our early identity as an active participant in the lives of our sons and daughters and accept and embrace a more passive role—someone who is always there, always loves and forgives, and always remembers who we are and what we stand for.

For me this is where the emotional process gets complicated and difficult. Maybe it’s because I’m a woman, although as I talk to other parents, it’s clear that men and women alike struggle with this transition. There seems to be a natural order to our emotional growth and development, but when it comes to parenting, the shifts and transitions are often blurred and elusive. They can take place in a split second, with the simplest or most complicated situation or issue. If we, as parents, continue our own evolution and development, those inner shifts lead to bold new modes of behavior and communication, which in themselves can threaten and upset a family system and have everyone else scrambling to maintain the old sense of balance and familiarity. What in actuality is a shift in our inner, personal power, may be misconstrued as a parent/child power struggle.

Our natural evolution as human beings occurs at many physical and emotional levels. Physical limitations and hindrances are easier to identify and work with than the areas of emotional development that interfere with healthy brain development, and the eventual establishment of mature communication and coping skills, and clear, realistic/logical thought processes. Ideally, each human being is tasked with the responsibility for her or his own personal development. If we create environments for ourselves in which development is delayed (i.e., abusive relationships, dysfunctional family systems, and drug or alcohol addictions), we’ll eventually find ourselves hitting walls over and over, wondering why we can’t seem to push through to a place in our lives where there is balance and workability in our decisions, choices, and relationships. By balance and workability I don’t mean perfection. I mean a point where our methods of communication, problem-solving, thought processes, and emotional processing provide the experience of moving forward. This state of being is often symbolized by an ongoing sense of fulfillment and peace, and a life where calm significantly overshadows drama and chaos. When conflict does arise, there is a willingness to minimize suffering and focus on resolution rather than dwell on the problem.

I’ve been on this journey of self-discovery for a long time and there is always more to uncover, discover, and transform from a past riddled with difficult relationships, alcoholism, periods of unemployment, financial struggles, and becoming a single parent at a very young age.

I grew up with two wise and yet very human parents and five siblings (one recently deceased). I have many tender memories of family gatherings and holidays filled with cousins, aunts, great spreads of food my mother and aunts prepared, games played outside with my siblings and neighborhood kids, trips to our cottage in northern Wisconsin, and so much more. Unfortunately, it didn’t go that way with my husband and daughter. My idea or perception of what a family should look like was shattered early on when I divorced her father when she was just four years old. She was an only child and remained so after two painful and traumatic tubal pregnancies that eventually resulted in the difficult choice to not have any more children. From that point on, our ‘family’ was a much smaller unit with an entirely different collection of memories than what I experienced as a child. This always troubled me—it was like something was always missing, but I could never put my finger on it. Now, in retrospect, I can see that one of my greatest challenges associated with parenting has been to let go of and grieve my concept of what I thought a family should look like. I’d always dreamt of having several children, a husband, and a flock of grandchildren surrounding me when I grew old. I suffered tremendously for many years and gave far more energy than necessary (or healthy) to questioning why my life looked the way it did when it came to family. This constant questioning eventually translated into deep suffering for myself and my family.

Later on, when my daughter was in her early 30s, I struggled with wanting to be the one who created gatherings and experiences that would bring that same sense of family I experienced during my own childhood and early adult years.Unfortunately, the apartments I lived in as a single woman didn’t offer the space and luxury of a large home and kitchen that my daughter’s home did for family and holiday gatherings. So the routine or tradition became to have celebratory dinners at her home, rather than in my less spacious and functional apartment. I enjoyed the times we came together, but each year I struggled emotionally, wishing I could do more, and be the ‘mom’ who hosted the traditional family gatherings. My expectations for myself were high, and I felt like I wasn’t doing what I thought a mom ‘should’ do for her family, which ultimately caused arguments, tension, and stress when planning meals and activities. Now, there’s nothing wrong with having the desire for an experience that offers a sense of being connected—no matter how far in the past it occurred. However, when that particular quality of the past becomes the measuring stick for one’s own success at creating family and parenting, it becomes an issue—not for our grown children, but for ourselves. And when the measuring stick becomes the instrument we use to punish ourselves for supposedly failing, the issue begins to cause harm. And that harm takes the form of deep (mostly unconscious) self-inflicted suffering whose ripple effect is a dark, conflicted, dissatisfied, fragmented context to the quality of our lives. We don’t get to experience the wholeness and completeness of our lives just the way they are, and the experience of peace eludes us. Instead, that fragmented quality becomes the context to our parenting and the root of our unfulfilled desires and expectations. Furthermore, it takes a lot of energy to monitor how the moment-at-hand measures up to one’s past. The process is exhausting and unfulfilling.
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