Daughters

I have three daughters. The oldest is from a first marriage and 14 years senior to her half sisters.  The two from my second marriage are 18 months apart.  They couldn’t be more opposite.  When they were born one emerged bright eyed and curious while the other appeared sleepy and unbothered.  The older cried about everything while the younger was quiet and more content.  The older would eat the noodles while the younger would only eat the soup and so it went throughout their childhood.

My first was our party girl.  A child of divorce, her teenage years were a series of problems with authority, drugs, grades and stepfathers.  Her anger was palpable.  It’s hard for me to believe that she made it past 20.  Her mother and I divorced when she was eleven.  It was tougher on her than on either of us.  We were just young and self-centered enough not to realize just how tough, but somehow she managed to finish high school.  She spent a little time at home with mom after school and a little time living with my second wife and me when mom couldn’t handle her anymore.  Naturally, she hated my second wife and probably anyone her mother liked.  Eventually, when kindness, anger, cajoling, guilt, bribery, or threats didn’t work she went off on her own to Miami.   She bartended and waitressed her way through life, living on tips and never planning for the future or the problems that inadvertently attend that or any lifestyle.  Bad boy friends, bad jobs and bad debts seemed to be her only choices for almost 12 years. Through it all, her mom and I tried to be there for her, giving advice, pleading for change, arguing our case and bailing her out (figuratively not literally).  I had reached the point of believing that this was all she would ever be when she suddenly started to change.  She went back to school, dumped her latest looser boyfriend and started talking about the “future”.

My second wife and I had daughter number two, what a joy.  As her mom’s first, she was tended meticulously and with all the love a child deserves.  Even as early as two years old she exhibited the creativity that now permeates her unusual lifestyle.  I have a videotape of her at that age telling a long involved story about a bunny that we still marvel at today.  

She was also our athlete, giving years to gymnastics and growing into a strong and beautiful girl.  She never let her grades suffer; bringing home honor roll report cards throughout her time in school.  The proudest moments were her years in Pom.  Her beautiful smile, hard work and grace helped her high school team win three state championships.  I choked up every time I watched her perform; her strength, dedication and bright eyes were just overwhelming for me.  Always surrounded by friends she outwardly had the perfect teenage life.  Somehow though, none of that seemed to matter as her strength of will and discovery of boys collided with dad’s sense of authority.  And those seemingly idyllic high school years later were remembered as a hell on earth.

Daughter number three went through the early years fairly self-contented.  She could spend hours entertaining herself with crafts and coloring, tea parties and toys.  She never seemed to be any trouble at all.  Quiet and self-contained she also had honor role grades throughout school.  She was our sweet one.  Always easy going, smiling and happy she seemed to slide through school without a great deal of effort.  

It was her teenaged years that proved the toughest on all of us.  Friends seemed harder for her to find so she sometimes settled for the ones that weren’t the healthiest in a moral sort of way.  Our first clue came when the police called for us to pick her up.  Stopped in a car with three or four young men, a bit too old for her, we got the wake up call, but she didn’t.  From then on it was one small crisis after another. Chasing her down in places she shouldn’t have been.  Middle of the night rides looking for her when she wasn’t in places she should have been.  And finally, a series of misguided girlfriends that culminated in vandalism to her car, several court appearances and a protection order against one of the so-called friends that threatened to kill her.  To her credit though, she maintained honor roll grades and varsity cheerleading honors through it all.  

Today, the oldest lives near her mom again in the Midwest.  She left the party life two years ago and has settled down.  She still hasn’t quite found the perfect job for her but is trying very hard.  She’s apologized to my wife for her years of hateful behavior and calls me almost daily for advice, moral support and just plain talk.  She has a male friend that seems dependable, honest and hard working and she always tries to do the right thing.

Daughter number two is 21 now.  She graduated high school with honors and started at my old college alma mater but somehow in that first year got waylaid.  

Assured by my wife that this is just rebellion I worry deeply over her choices which appear conflicted and dangerous.  Professing the need to help others; the good part, she has immersed herself in slum-like living; the bad part.  Her clothes and hygiene have deteriorated to vagrant status and her living quarters barely escape official condemnation.  We’ve wondered whether drugs or a cult have claimed her but her sisters and outward expressions seem to indicate otherwise.  She and I are in constant conflict and I am at a loss as to why a smart, educated, talented, strong and beautiful young woman would think that living in these conditions is a good thing.  I’m proud of her need to help and dismayed that she can’t see the harm and counter productiveness in her present course of action.  As with her older sister, all I can do is pray for her.

Finally, our youngest, at 19, seems to have found her stride.  Her troubled years have passed.  She is working at an excellent job in which she seems to excel.  She is attending the University of Michigan, full time, and has just moved into her own apartment.  She spends a good deal of time visiting us, saving her money and reveling in her new home.  School starts again soon and she only has two years left to complete that degree.  

They have all become close to one another as well, especially the oldest and the youngest.  It’s sometimes overwhelming to see them interact with such love for each other, despite their disparate personalities and lifestyles.  I’m thankful for that, they are as a family should be: devoted, supportive and loving.  Their mother deserves most of the credit for this, but I like to think I might have had a little something to do with it too.

This, of course, is a story in progress, but as of this writing all three are relatively happy.  They call and visit regularly and exhibit responsibility in various degrees but all in a positive way.  I love them all dearly and do all I can to stay close and available to them whenever they are in need or not.  And the best feelings come when each says, “I love you, dad,” a sentiment they each express every time we talk.  These words are unbelievably precious to me, how could I ever ask for more.
