


WHEN PARENTS HAVE PROBLEMS



You

You can stand behind the elephant and push till your head
explodes 
but the elephant is rocksolid in his position.
You can light your hair on fire and fly off a tower
or twist yourself into a tuba and blare “I AM SORRY” 
for everything.
Apology is required 24-7, 
for one foot placed before another
for blowing your nose, hair combed too high,
being late, or early, for tacos with friends.
How dare you?  Hard words stick to your skin.  Sensitive,
selfish, liar, bitch.  

You cannot dig the hole deep enough
to hide yourself, 
you who have refused to rescue, winced at worship. 
What worth have you in this scheme of things?
Dig
Dig deeper
You have not even begun.

Or
sigh deeply
abandon effort
float up for air.
Feel the wind caress your hair
as if it just happens to fancy you,
sense the sunshine’s delight in drizzling love letters across
your back.
Take a selfie with a friend.
Can you believe that nothing is wrong?
Earth and breath are your birthright
I kid you not.

Susan B. Miller
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PREFACE

in writing the third edition of this book, i have made changes throughout
in order to update and refine my ideas. i have also added two chapters.

The first addresses parents who tell lies. Dishonest parents are motivated in
a number of different ways, but all dishonest parents pose special problems
for their children. The second chapter i have added discusses the idea that
all parents have problems some of the time. in this chapter, i help young
people look at the challenges posed by recognizing that all parents, even ex -
cellent ones, have shortcomings. recognizing and accepting a parent’s short-
comings is a difficult part of normal development. i try to help readers dif-
ferentiate between the ordinary shortcomings that all parents have and more
serious problems in parenting.

many books have been written for adults who grew up coping with trou-
bled parents. often the adults who read these books say, I wish someone had
told me that when I was a kid; it might have helped me so much. unfortun ately, not
much has been written for the kids who are coping in the present with dif-
ficult or troubled parents. in part, that’s because young people may be hesi-
tant to read books about tough subjects, so publishers hesitate to invest
money in publishing them. it’s also because kids sometimes get their books
from parents and troubled parents may be slow to recognize their own prob-
lems or are reluctant to encourage their kids to read books about living with
those problems.

it’s also true that young people with troubled parents sometimes feel
funny about recognizing their parents’ shortcomings. They may feel even
more uncomfortable about bringing home a book that talks about troubled
mothers and fathers, or keeping a book like that in a school locker. some
kids or teens would feel guilty or disloyal reading such a book, even though
it’s a smart, sensible thing to do and it isn’t something that will hurt their par-
ents. so there are lots of reasons few books have been written for young peo-
ple who have parents who are ill, alcoholic, abusive, or troubled in some
other way.

There are also some very good reasons to write such a book and to
encourage young people to read it. Difficult childhoods often lead to unnec-
essary pain and struggle later in life. This book is written out of the belief
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that intelligent kids can use sound ideas to improve their lives, either on their
own or with the help of healthy adults. in the chapters ahead, i try to offer
help in sorting out whether a difficult situation may be a result of a parent’s
problems.

my goal isn’t to belittle or undermine your parents or to blame them for
things that are your responsibility. my aim is to be realistic about the sources
of a problem. if a parent’s difficulties is one of those sources, you may ben-
efit from some help dealing with your situation. i try to give you an idea of
the kinds of problems or challenges your parent’s troubles can cause for you.
i also offer you ideas on how to deal constructively with your parent’s prob-
lems so that you can keep on track with your own development.

You may agree with some of my ideas and disagree with others. some
you will find useful and others may not be of value to you because they do
not relate to your situation. Take what is of use to you and leave the rest. i
hope that reading the book and considering the ideas presented will help
you take some steps along a road worth traveling.

s.b.m.
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Chapter 1

GETTING STARTED

i’ve written this book for kids whose parents have
problems. of course, all parents at times have prob-

lems, but some parents have problems that are serious and lasting,
which makes them poor parents a lot of the time. This book is espe-
cially for kids whose parents have major, lasting problems. if you are
one of these kids—whether a younger child, a teenager, or even a
young adult—you have special challenges in growing up since your
parents often are unable to help you; sometimes they stand smack in
your way. i’ve tried to write this book in plain language so it will be
within reach of kids not older than ten or eleven, but the ideas pre-
sented hold true for people of all ages.

Troubled parents are not all the same. some parents are abusive
or neglectful; their kids may find them cruel or uncaring. some par-
ents suffer a great deal because of a mental illness or a painful loss or
a difficult set of experiences they’ve not been able to overcome; their
children may pity them and feel helpless about their suffering. other
parents have dangerous habits such as drug or alcohol abuse, shoplift-
ing, lying, or gambling; or they do distressing things such as carrying
on extramarital affairs. You wish they’d stop what they’re doing, but
they don’t, no matter how much they hurt the people around them. i
will look at the special challenges that come with each of these situa-
tions. 

You may be wondering why you should read a book like this one.
Thinking about parents’ problems isn’t pleasant. many kids work hard
to believe their parents have no serious problems, even when the evi-
dence points in the other direction. You may love your parents very
much, or want to love them, and feel it’s not right to think of them as
troubled. but, unless you’re an ostrich, it’s best not to stick your head

3
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in the sand (actually, real ostriches don’t do that!). seeing what’s true—
even if that truth isn’t pretty—helps you to cope better with the real sit-
uation you’re in. seeing an unpleasant truth is never a reason to feel
guilty. recognizing what’s there doesn’t make you disloyal or unkind;
it doesn’t mean you’re trying to hurt or shame your parent. You’re not
creating the problem; you’re just seeing it, which is better than closing
your eyes and your mind.

another approach kids may take to their parents’ problems is to
try to live as if their parents mean nothing at all to them and as if they
need no parents. That’s an understandable strategy if your parent
causes you pain and difficulty, but it has its limitations. all young peo-
ple need parenting. Nature designed us that way. We grow up gradu-
ally, over many years, and we need a great deal of help along the way.
That help can come from people other than our parents, but it is nat-
ural that we look first to our parents for support and advice.

Depending on the particular parent you have, some parts of this
book may be more meaningful to you than others. For example, if you
have an overanxious parent who is generally kind and attentive, the
part of the book about mistreatment may not speak to you as much as
other parts will. if you have an abusive parent who terrorizes you or
your brothers or sisters, the parts of the book about feeling sad about
your parent’s suffering may not be what you need, since you may feel
much more angry than sad. on the other hand, some kids with abu-
sive parents do feel sad for their parents, and also angry. if some of
the sections don’t seem to apply to you, you can skip them or you may
want to read them anyway. maybe they will help you better under-
stand a friend.

You might wonder why i got interested in writing this book. one
reason is that i am a psychologist and my work has given me many
opportunities to see how often kids with troubled parents can make
good use of a little advice and a bit of support. i’d like to offer those
things to more young people through this book. a second reason is
that i myself was one of the many kids who grew up having to cope
with a troubled parent. i know how confusing it can be and how much
a young person can use some help sorting things out. kids with trou-
bled parents have strengths they can use to cope with their situation.
i’m hoping this book can help you make fuller use of your strengths.

i want to say a bit more about the particular kinds of problems
parents can have. sometimes a parent’s problems show up most clear-
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ly as behaviors a child wishes the parent would stop, but the parent
doesn’t stop. For example, your mother drinks too much and gets
nasty or sexually inappropriate when she’s drinking. or your father
gambles and wastes the family’s money and tells lies about his behav-
ior. because of his gambling, there’s not enough money for rent,
school expenses or good food. or maybe your father or mother has
affairs, making for lots of tension between the two adults on whom
you rely. often they seem to hate each other and you may wish (but
fear) that they would just divorce. or your mother uses drugs and may
be spaced-out or doing irresponsible, frightening things like feeding
your baby sister food that’s not good for her or driving recklessly;
maybe she gets arrested or she makes you angry by lying in bed all
day.

Parents’ problems can come in less obvious, more subtle forms as
well. some parents are always unhappy and they complain to their
children about how miserable they are. kids worry that their mother
or father might go on feeling sad forever or might even commit sui-
cide. some parents feel very anxious and jittery, or they can’t go out
of the house without getting panicky. and some parents have a men-
tal illness so they can’t function at all normally; they have odd expe-
riences, like hallucinations, that their kids don’t understand; or they
talk a mile a minute about crazy-sounding things and stay up all night;
or they’re convinced against all reason that the neighbors are trying to
poison them. a mentally ill parent may have too much on his mind
or too much wrong with his mind to take care of you. he may neglect
you entirely or confuse your needs with his own or your brother’s, or
he may attend to you but give you bad advice that’s due to his mixed-
up thinking. For example, a paranoid parent may tell you to wear a
disguise if you have to go to the neighbor’s to borrow the lawn mower,
or to watch out for the woman that lives in the green house because
she’s trying to kill your family, or to listen in on your thoughts. or a
manic parent may insist you go out shopping with him at four in the
morning. or he might want to spend hours showing you sexy pictures
on the internet and think that’s incredibly funny and fun but then
snap at you if you’re not amused.

some troubled parents have no obvious illness, but yet something
seems to be wrong with them. They may get along poorly with other
adults. For example, your mother may get into arguments and she is
rude to people so that you feel nervous and embarrassed when you’re
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out in public with her. she may blow up at a waitress over some tiny
thing or insult your schoolteacher. some parents show their problems
by being overly critical of others. They get down on everyone around
them; or they may pick one child or adult on whom to harp, for no
good reason; they may choose one person to fault today, and some-
one else tomorrow. other troubled parents are overprotective and
over anxious, or they are huge perfectionists who are cannot relax and
can’t let you relax. They’re nice enough but you don’t feel very good
around them.

You may feel confused about whether the problems you experi-
ence at home are yours or your parent’s. That distinction can be hard
to make, especially because both you and your parent may be making
a contribution. Nevertheless, it can be valuable to try to sort it out,
especially if you are the kind of person who tends to take blame for
everything that goes wrong.

let me give you a few guidelines that can help you get a better per-
spective on whether you have a troubled parent. These guidelines
focus less on extreme behaviors (such as drug abuse or physical mis-
treatment) than on how your parent feels about you and acts toward
you. They concern the relationship between you and your parent. let’s
start with the idea that all people, whatever their age, have their own
unique feelings and thoughts and their own needs and wishes. each
person has the right to expect that her feelings, thoughts, needs, and
wishes will be treated with respect and taken into consideration by the
people around her, especially by the adults who are there to care for
her. having your feelings and needs respected and considered does
not mean that you’ll always get what you want or that your needs will
be put above everyone else’s. it does mean that your parents will have
an interest in knowing what your feelings and needs are and that they
will not ignore or ridicule them.

one clear sign that a parent has serious problems is when the par-
ent cannot look at the needs and wishes, feelings and thoughts of his
or her child. The “not looking” may take a variety of forms. The par-
ent may be too preoccupied with himself or caught up in the symp-
toms of his mental illness or addiction to notice or care. or she may
resent that her child’s needs and feelings are different from her own,
so she ridicules the child. or he may pay close attention to the child
but come up with a very distorted view of the child’s inner self, so that
the child does not even recognize herself in the picture her parent
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