


LIVING WITH HIS CHILD 

Continued 

had been camp counseling as a teen
ager and intermittent duties as an aunt 
through the years. And while I have al
ways gotten on famously with my two 
nieces and one nephew, I didn't see 
much of them when they were really 
young, and our times together have 
been numbered in hours rather than days. 
We're friends more than anything else, 
and I've never felt responsible for their 
psychic or emotional development. But 
with Adam, there appeared in my life a 
young creature over whom I would have 
a certain amount of influence for good or 
ill. The enormity of that responsibility, 
that trust, I found terrifying. 

Happily, my lover has helped me get 
over a large part of that feeling-he has, 
after all, been a parent for seven years. 
No, he told me, it would not necessarily 
cripple Adam for life if I got angry with 
him for some bad behavior, if I did not 
show the patience of Job at all hours of 
the day and night, if I did not always
feel like playing "The Muppets Game." 
And my lover went further than mere 
talk. He backed me up when, early on, 
my timid attempts at authority needed 
reinforcement. He let me know in a 
hundred ways that he trusted me to be 
a good influence on his son. He gave 
me the sense that we three were a unit, 
however long- or short-lived, however un
orthodox. I love him for that. 

There are still times when I feel like 
an outsider, but this feeling, I recog-

. nize, is more in my head than anybody 
else's. It is especially strong when my 
lover and I are having a difficulty of 
some sort, and I feel as though Adam 
is receiving the love and attention that 
I, at the moment, am denied. At such 
times I am, frankly, jealous. Like seven
year-old Adam, grown-up Bette-Jane has 
had to learn the lesson that with his 
daddy, my lover, it is not a question of 
either I or; he does have love enough for 
us both. 

I have learned other lessons as well 
over the past year and a half, lessons 
about myself that have surprised and 
delighted me. While his daddy is ob
viously the more important authority 
figure in our weekend menage, Adam 
comes to me for other things. I am the 
one who is sought out Jn a rainy after
noon in December to help devise a pup
pet theater. I am the one who comes 
up with the idea of turning the game 
into a puppet magic show, who helps 
think up the characters and tricks for 
that show, who cons the A&P out of a 
prime carton for a stage, and who, feel
ing happily like a minor-league Olivia 
Walton, actually helps sew up the pup
pets and color the scenery. All this, it 
somewhat astonishingly turns out, I am 
pretty good at. I can imprnvise games 
and the tools for them at an i;npressive 
rate. I have, it seems, the kind of 
imagination a child can share, enjoy and 
learn from. I also have, it aopears, more 
patience than I suspected, a:1d more 
warmth. These are nice things to know. 

All this has started �e to think of 
myself as rather good mother material, 
a thought both pleasing and disruptive. 
The desire for a child of m:; cwn, festered 
by my relationship wi!h Adam, is pro-

hibited by the lack of formal commitment 
between his father and me. It is a Catch 
22 situation, one that has more than once 
made me resentful and set me wonder
ing whether I should seek an alternative 
relationship in which bearing children 
would be viable. 

There is also the problem of what 
happens when Adam's needs and mine 
conflict, when he wants companionship, a 
playmate, but I want privacy, or when 
both of us want his father's attention at 
the same time. I am frankly still hot used 
to having a child knock on the bedroom 
door as I lie in my lover's arms savoring 
a lazy Sunday morning chat, nor to sit
ting intimately over a candlelight dinner 
for three. I wondered at the beginning 
whether this were indeed my cup of tea, 
and I learned very early that it would 
have to be my decision alone, that it was 
one complexity I would have to work out. 
For this was his beloved child, and there 
was no way the man could accommodate 
me at the boy's expense. I had to decide 
whether the package deal was one I 
could handle, or I had to get out. I de
cided I could handle it, and I was right. 
I don't suggest that this would be the 
correct decision for every woman, but 
for me it was. 

This does not mean that there are 
not difficult times. But handling those 
difficulties has given me confidence in 
my ability to love and to cope. And the 
situation as a whole has given me a 
clearer knowledge of the man in my life, 
has enabled me to see him in a role 
most women can only imagine their 
men in. Much of what I have learned 
has made me very happy. I have seen 
how devoted and patient and loving and 
fair he can be with a child. I have seen 
him grapple with complex parental de
cisions and do well with them. This has 
given him a dimension unshared by the 
previous men in my life, and it has 
sharpened our relationship in a way that 
doesn't happen when two people are 
lovers only. 

My lover and I do not always see 
eye to eye on how a situation involving 
Adam should be handled. But I can say 
with pleasure that he has always listened 
openly to my evaluation of the situation 
and my assessment about how it, and 
Adam, should be handled. This is an
other expression of his trust and an
other quality for which I am grateful. 
It has enabled us to share and learn 
from each other. So I have learned 
how to joke Adam out of his disappoint
ment at missing a promised fishing ex
pedition, and my lover has learned to 
explore the reasons behind an after
noon's explosion of seemingly childish 
anger. 

In this and other ways, Adam is a 
bond between us. To a large extent we 
share the experience of him. We laugh 
at his terrible second-grader's jokes, at 
his circuitous reasoning when it comes 
t'.: cxp'3ining why he should be allowed 
to d·J something to which we are op
posed. We feel with him the pain of 
h;s occasional pouts and the pride of his 
successes. 

And I have found that a child can 
provide unique moments of pure plea-
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sure. Drying a freshly-bathed 
seven-yearold body, for instance, can be 
sweet indeed. And hearing a little boy 
say spontaneously as we leave for a party, 
"Oh, Bette, you look beautiful," can mean 
a surprising amount, especially when the 
big boy in your life is inclined to take 
such niceties for granted. 

But as I worried about coming into 
Adam's life, so I worry about possibly 
leaving it. There are no guarantees on 
relationships, and the one I share with 
Adam's father is far from settled or 
sanguine. How much influence can I 
allow myself to exert on a child whose 
life I may drop out of as quickly as I 
dropped into? What will be the effect 
on Adam if I disappear tomorrow? Will 
he learn a cynical lesson about trust 
and the ephemeral nature of love? I am 
part of his life now, I occupy pages in 
his photograph album, my presents 
mingle with his other toys, my values 
with those of his parents. If I am sud
denly gone, will he be telling a psychi
atrist twenty-five years from now how he 
was warped by that woman his father 
brought into his life when he was six? 
(I'm good at guilt-majored in it at col
lege-and it's easy for me to project it 
a quarter of a century into the future.) 

These are questions that have no 
immediate answers, but I am comforted 
by the fact that the whole nature of 
my relationship with Adam seems to be 
a lot less problematic for him than it 
does for me. I got happy proof of this 
only a few weeks ago. We were leaving 

, his father's apartment building togeth
er, just the two of us, when one of the 
doormen made a bantering remark in 
which he referred to me as Adam's 
mother. I stood there frozen, unable to 
think of anything to say that would not 
seem awkward and strained. But Adam 
piped up immediately, completely un
abashed if mildly annoyed at the door
man's ignorance: "She's not my moth
er," he said, "she's my friend." 

So be it. 

Editor's note: Bette-Jane Raphael is a 
tree-lance writer. 

THE 10 MOST 

COMMON 

SEXUAL PROBLEMS 

WOMEN HAVE

FIND OUT 

HOW TO HANDLE THEM 

Don•tMISS 
OCTOBER GLAMOUR 

ON SALE 

AT NEWSSTANDS 

SEPTEMBER 19 




