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For my mother Helene Steinberg Krasnow






Prologue

It’s a balmy afternoon in late May, and I am pushing my mother in her wheelchair along the lakefront in Chicago, the city where I was born fifty years ago and where she soon will die. With unwavering courage, defying all odds, my mom, Helene, survived the loss of her immediate family to the Holocaust, the loss of her husband in 1986, and the recent loss of her lower left leg. After this heroic marathon, she’s now barely hanging on, plagued with infections, dementia, and total exhaustion.

Yet, we are fully present in this moment and not dwelling on her demise; the sun is brilliant and the breezes off Lake Michigan are gently slapping us into sheer wakefulness. I look down at my mother with the paisley pashmina draped over her stump; she used to wear it as a shawl. Her cheeks are flushed and she is smiling. May is the month when spring is most saturated, the trees are thick, the flowers are lush. We stop at a patch of tulips near Oak Street Beach, a triumph of  purple and yellow, pink and red. Their petals are widely spread, about to scatter on the ground.

“The tulips are going, Iya. But your mother is alive,” she whispers, reaching feebly for a flower. Iya is my childhood nickname, and lately every time she calls me that the confluence of love and imminent loss is almost too much to bear. I know she is thinking what I am thinking—of the tulip beds we had in our backyard in the house where she raised three children, in nearby Oak Park. We are thinking how the span of our lives goes as swiftly as a blast of wind off the lake. We are thinking that flower petals scatter with the seasons and that children scatter across the country. My sister, Frances, stayed in the Chicago area, but my brother, Greg, lives in California, and I settled in Maryland.

I am my mother’s daughter, so I know what she is thinking—because we share a heart.

I reach for her hand, gnarled with arthritis, and make small talk about the mussels we are about to eat at her favorite French bistro and the sterling silver jewelry sale we are about to hit at Lord & Taylor. For twenty-seven years she stood on two feet as a saleswoman at that store on Michigan Avenue. Today she is wheeled in, and when other customers gawk at the old woman with one leg sitting regally in her chair, I am sharply reminded of why I wrote this book on mothers and adult daughters and rage and resolution.

I love my mother unfailingly now. Yet, during a defiant adolescence and my early adult years, I sometimes felt that I hated her. My love for her, so deep this minute it frightens me, was discovered almost too late—as she lay in a near coma two years ago, after the amputation. She fooled her doctors and her three children and eight grandchildren; she  didn’t die as everyone expected. So I got some bonus time to make peace with my charming, formidable, difficult mother who has turned into my friend, my drinking partner, my primary link to myself and my destiny.

Grateful for, and astonished by, the journey that brought my mother and me to this place, I was curious to discover how other midlife daughters are navigating this tough but crucial passage. Are they, too, moving from malaise to reconciliation? Are they able to push through old anger and increasingly draw sustenance from the primal, omnipotent maternal bond? I also wanted to see how other baby-boomer daughters compared the mothers they have now to the mothers they battled at fifteen.

I didn’t have to look far for people to interview. At the mere mention of the title, heads would nod, sighs would heave, eyes would roll. I’d start out with, “So tell me about your mother,” and daughters eagerly spilled everything, from memories of cloying adoration to incidents of unimaginable violence. It seems that every graying woman has something compelling to share about aging along with her mother, power grannies who are living longer than ever.

Over the past year, I’ve collected more than a hundred stories, like precious beads, some as dark as black pearls, others like luminous sapphires, and strung them into an expansive female soul circle. Our conversations lasted from several hours to several days, taking place over cups of coffee or glasses of wine in kitchens across the country, from San Francisco to Dallas to the Adirondack region of New York. The women who generously allowed me to excavate their histories are rich, poor, black, white, gay, and straight and span ages thirty-four to seventy. Although some of the  daughters I interviewed have lost their moms, this is not a book about dealing with death; it’s about dealing with mothers in this lifetime.

The stories on these pages are raw, startling, and most important, true. They resonate with prescriptions on how to kiss and make up and move on. Although the women’s backgrounds vary, their experiences have brought them to this common conclusion: Ditching old baggage and learning to love our mothers must come before we learn to love, and know, ourselves. And the pain that comes from losing a mother you’re still fighting with is a suffering that doesn’t subside. Some of the women requested that their real names be used. Those who wished to remain anonymous picked their own pseudonyms, and identifying details were changed. Here are some of the women you will meet.

Janine grew up on a farm in Georgia with a mother who beat her with a horsewhip. Ellen became a binge eater to fill up on the love she never got at home. As Adrienne’s mother lay dying, she flipped her estranged daughter the finger. Chynna speaks of feeling emotionally abandoned by her rock-star mother, Michelle Phillips, one of the mamas in The Mamas and the Papas. Rebecca’s mother hollered so much during her childhood that this daughter is raising her own kids in a home where raising your voice is forbidden. Grace’s mom carted around a heavy toolbox and could build virtually anything, from couches to carports. Grace is now dealing with the agonizing transition that many adult daughters are going through—the morphing of a supermom into a sad, needy widow. Erica came out as a lesbian around the same time her mother outed her own secret, that she was engaged in a long-term affair.

Despite their diverse histories, all of these daughters have embraced their mothers. And if they can’t forgive them for unforgivable acts, at least they are willing to forget the past and move forward. This takes enough maturity to understand that the meanest of mothers is often the product of her own lack of mothering or her own stormy past. Along with horror stories, this book also contains lots of love stories, such as the one about Juanita, a daughter in her sixties who never left her mother’s house, becoming her nurse until she died of Alzheimer’s. Then there’s Rita, a brilliant executive who spent many years frustrated that her mother, a voluptuous blond widow, goes to bars at night instead of tackling intellectual pursuits. At the age of fifty, Rita stopped obsessing about their differences and now joins her mom at the neighborhood pub. During these Cabernet-laced sessions of honest girl-talk, Rita has discovered what many grown daughters I interviewed are finding out about their mothers: “The mirrors are everywhere.” The book also contains sagas filled with more subtle annoyances that routinely come up between mothers and daughters, scuffles that reflect the line I heard time and time again: “My mother is a pain, but I love her anyway.”

Thanks to medical advances and the rise in senior fitness, we, their daughters, have an elongated second chance to smooth out the connection and to get it right. Women in their nineties are the fastest-growing segment of the aging population. That means a daughter of fifty may be sitting at the holiday table with her mother for the next twenty years, marking a new, previously undocumented passage in the female life cycle. Your own mother may be a tennis champ with a younger boyfriend and not on her last leg, like mine.

But that doesn’t mean you can be lazy and put off working on the relationship. I know this firsthand, because I was late in the game to patch things up, and I am now racing to love my mom as much I can, while I still have her within reach. The best time to start the process of pushing through antique pain and vintage blame is when your mother is healthy, and not when you’re on deathwatch, like me. Your reward will be precious bonus years of a supportive friendship with the woman who has known you longer and better, and loves you more, than any other person on earth.

On these pages, menopausal daughters talk about giggling with mothers they used to despise, swapping stories about arthritis and eyelifts and dating. Even those with the most horrific pasts have chosen to suck it up and accept their imperfect mothers, lowering their expectations and opening their hearts. Those women who come to healthy completion in their relationships speak about how a mother’s death can even be emancipating. When a mother passes on, a midlife woman is freed to take the best of her, leave the worst behind, and become wholly her own person. The journey can be lonely, but it is also a rich adventure, as grieving daughters turn to spiritual exploration, tackling new dreams and deepening their friendships with other women. I know that my girlfriends, my personal soul circle, will be there to help me heal. They already have.

I am just back from three days in Santa Fe where four women I’ve known for thirty years gathered for a reunion at a mountain retreat. We are all fifty and our mothers are still alive. We laugh and cry about everything: old boyfriends, current husbands, good mothers, bad mothers, and how we will cope when we are orphans. It’s a Saturday morning, and we  are lying naked on a cedar deck, wet from the hot tub. The air is cool, but we are warmed by the blazing sun and snug in the womb of the cliffs that encase us. At this instant, I have a clear vision of four fifty-year-old women being reborn.

We have emerged from the water, and we are wet, like infants newly plucked from the amniotic sac. Only this rebirth in New Mexico is not as daughters but as wise women accountable only to ourselves. Like babies, we will always crave comfort and love, but we can get that by staying connected to our long-standing circle of goddess girlfriend energy. As I continue to age and lose other loved ones, I will always find solace with the cluster of sisters I met in my youth, who still anchor me with light and love. Our mothers may move out of this world, but their spirits will be part of that circle, as will the spirits of grandmothers, great-grandmothers, and Mother Earth.

Listening to the rousing voices of the women who animate these chapters reinforces the urgency of working hard to form a mother-daughter bond built on compassion and surrender. By learning to love our mothers, we are free to become our strongest, truest selves. May this book propel you on your own urgent journey to find peace with your mother and peace with yourself.






chapter one

I LOVE YOU, I HATE YOU, I AM YOU

To become optimally healthy and happy, each of us must get clear about the ways in which our mother’s history both influenced and continues to inform our state of health, our beliefs, and how we live our lives.

—CHRISTIANE NORTHRUP, M.D.

 



 



 




I CAN’T SHAKE A RECENT CONVERSATION with a forty-four-year-old neighbor who is seeing her mother at Thanksgiving for the first time in eight years. This reunion also marks the first time an eighty-one-year-old grandma meets her two  grandchildren, ages six and eight. I told my girlfriend to kiss and make up over a glass of wine, that it may be the last time she ever sees her mom, and you can’t say “let’s work this out” at a funeral.

My father’s shocking death at the age of sixty-seven and my mother’s increasing frailty after the recent amputation of her leg have taught me the importance of meeting our parents with surrender and softened hearts while we have them within reach, and not when all we are left with are faded photographs and regrets.

The final meal I had with my dad was Thanksgiving, nineteen years ago, in our family home in downtown Chicago. Our relationship was solid; there was no rift. Yet, if I had known this was our last supper, I would have said “thank you” a thousand times for his unrelenting support, as I wedged my face into the crook of his neck, my comfort spot as a child. I tell him lots of things now that I never got to tell him, and I hope he is listening and still feels his daughter’s love. I will not make the same mistake with my mother, whom I never loved as much as I did my dad—until he was gone and she was the only parent left. He used to protect me from her sharply shifting moods; now I must face her naked, honest, and alone.

In my last book, Surrendering to Yourself, I looked hard at the need to live urgently, as if this day were our last, through the eyes of people who suffer from terminal illnesses or who have endured the sudden loss of loved ones. Keenly aware of the eggshell-thin line that separates the splendor of life from the ravages of death, they speak of taking swift action now to fix relationships that are broken. I am taking swift action to  discover the lingering mysteries surrounding my mom, now a wisp of her former self and in and out of dementia.

The Thanksgiving confluence of emotions and tradition seems to trigger epiphanies about my parents. Two Thanksgivings ago, my eighty-three-year-old mother, who at the time had both legs, is visiting my Annapolis home from Chicago. She is sitting at the head of our mahogany kitchen table, surrounded by four grandsons, then thirteen, eleven, and nine-year-old twins. I am kneading clumps of hot sweet potatoes and drizzling the mixture with butter, as I listen to my mother tell the boys to finish every speck of food on their plates, to sit up straight, to say thank you when food is passed. Hearing her nag and poke resurrects piercing childhood memories, and I feel my stomach lurch the same way it lurched when she harped at me as a girl. Something stops me from biting back, and in that moment—suspended between getting mad or letting it slide—I am deeply thankful on Thanksgiving. At least I still have a mother.

My husband, Chuck, is an orphan, and despite our bounty of noisy kids, every holiday, indeed part of every day, will forever be somewhat hollow for him. So more and more, I let my mother “be,” as the Buddhists tell us to do; I flow with the currents of the river instead of flailing against them. She will not change. The only change I have the power to control, I am realizing, is how I react to her. So I am learning not to attack when she says someone is fat or ugly or should be wearing lipstick—always when that person is within earshot. I do not snap back when she tells me my hair is too gray or that my clothes look cheap. Knowing that soon, too soon, she won’t be here to complain about, I grasp tightly to the moments when I  am with her. Indeed, I have come to love her in ways I never before loved her, as I’ve unraveled new layers of her character that are mischievous and whimsical.

On my last visit to Chicago, my mom told me that as a teenager in Warsaw she used to ride on the back seat of motorcycles driven by boys, her long, curly hair flying. They would “get lost” in the Polish countryside. “My mother couldn’t control me,” she said with a little wink and a wry smile. I love that image of her, in defiant abandon, and it leaves me wondering, What else did she do? What else should I know? The intrigue is seductive and makes me hungry to root around in her past, but sadly these girl-talk sessions are dwindling as her banter is increasingly random and indecipherable. Having finally achieved an easy and fun friendship after years of strife, and some staggering wars, I already feel the lonely sting of loss that lies ahead.

Yet even after the nastiest of exchanges, we kissed and made up and moved on. The fists-up hostility I used to feel is all but gone. But there are still times when the old, bad blood surfaces. This ironically occurs when I’m enjoying my sons, hands in dirt, planting seeds, or hands in clay, getting filthy, laughing. In these transcendent moments I am reminded of how few sentimental vignettes involving my mother I can conjure up. Helene Krasnow did not play with me. Nor did she mentor me in her domesticity or style, of which there was an abundance.

She wore beautiful gold jewelry but never spread out her treasures on the bed and told me about each one of them, as my girlfriends’ moms did with them. My mother’s jewelry chest was hidden under piles of underwear in her top drawer, her sign to “keep out.” She wore Shalimar, a spicy  and intoxicating fragrance I adored, but she refused to spray any on me—“It’s expensive,” she would say. I am a good cook, but not because of her culinary skills. No child was allowed in her kitchen when she was preparing meals. I first turned on an oven in my fifth-grade home economics class.

While my mother made supper, my sister, Frances, and I would each practice thirty minutes of piano to the cold tick of the metronome. This was a surefire way to keep us out of my mother’s warm kitchen, and believe me, it was her  kitchen. And so my signature dishes, from Caesar salad to garlic roasted chicken, I copied from recipes of other mothers who let me huddle next to them at their stoves. I have no daughters to display my jewelry for or to dab with my favorite rose oil scent. But I encourage my sons to stand shoulder to shoulder with me in our kitchen and learn my secrets for potato pancakes or a meat loaf of ground beef and black beans. When I’m gone, my recipes will live on, and my boys will be fathers making meat loaf with their children, remembering how Grandma Iris was crazy about cooking, and how she turned their kitchen into a sacred, shared space.

To this day, when I smell roasting garlic or Shalimar, I have to catch my breath as some of the hurt of my girlhood wafts through me. Mashing the sweet potatoes during my mother’s Thanksgiving visit, I am tempted to snarl about how different we are—I being the generous and open mother, and she the closed, selfish one.

“Remember how you used to mash potatoes and I couldn’t come near you,” I nearly blurt out. But thankfully, I hold my tongue. I am melting at the sight of an old, failing lady sitting at the table with four hardy grandsons. They are rapt, mouths open, hypnotized by the sheer force of Grandma, her Slavic  accent, and stories of resilience and survival. Every chance she gets, she tells them how lucky they are to be fed, clothed, and free—luxuries they take for granted and that she had to fight for when she was young.

During the German occupation of Europe, seventeen-year-old Helene fled her hometown of Warsaw for Paris. Her parents and older siblings with children of their own stayed behind, too settled in their professions to move and not believing the buzz among Jews that the Nazis were determined to exterminate every one of them. My mother was taken in by a Catholic woman named Pupette, who encouraged her to burn the papers that said “Helene Steinberg” and become the non-Jewish “Helene Moreaux.” The pseudonym allowed my mom to live openly with Pupette in Paris for the next twelve years, going to church every Sunday and working as an usher in a movie house. Each day, when she escorted the Nazi soldiers to their seats, her heart would thump in fear that one of them had come on a tip that the curly-haired usher with the deep dimples was actually Jewish. My mother often tells stories of fooling the Nazis at the movies, always ending it this way: “I should have brought a knife in my pocket and stabbed them all.”

While she lived safely in Paris, her mother, brother, sister, and seven nieces and nephews were rounded up and murdered in Hitler’s death camps. (Her father died of heart failure before their deportation.) As a young child, I didn’t understand why my mom was so callous, because she only revealed her horrific history slowly, over many years. As an adult, I see that her early and unspeakable loss encased her in an often-impenetrable shell. She knew too well the danger of loving too much: People you love could be gone in a  finger snap. When my father died in 1986, rather than succumb to a black gloom, my freshly widowed sixty-five-year-old mother dressed up in blazers and silk scarves and sold men’s clothing at the Lord & Taylor on Chicago’s Michigan Avenue, a job she held until she was eighty. She says of her ability to spring back, again and again: “If the Nazis didn’t get me, nothing can.” I may not have always appreciated the direction she was going in, but one thing is certain: Her ability to keep moving forward, pushing through enormous pain, is astounding.

Reflecting on the shades and twists and texture of her life, I picture an Indian-print tapestry, swirled with somber colors, rippled with knots where it has been sewn, some swatches worn so thin they are about to tear. My mother has lasted so long; she is winding down and will be leaving soon. This I know, so I am much better behaved than I used to be, as on this day in my kitchen when my entire past fuses into one intense flash of awareness that the tomorrows with her are few. I am more grateful about who she is than incensed by who she is not. More and more, I allow her to have the final word during any heated conversation, whereas in the past, getting in the last stab meant everything to me.

I am relieved that we didn’t spar over that Thanksgiving weekend when she was digging into my kids, because three months later, my self-absorbed and indestructible mother would be lying in Chicago’s Northwestern Hospital, her lower left leg amputated, close to death from the shock of the procedure. I slept at the hospital the night of her surgery and was standing by her bed the morning she woke up, missing one foot and half a calf. She looked at the empty space on the sheet where her full left leg should have been and  then looked at her daughter. This was a stare of such burning despair that it shot through my body like shrapnel. A mother reassures her child, “Don’t worry, honey, it’s going to be all right.” In that instant, I wanted to mother my own mother and assure her, “You’re going to be just fine.” But no words came out because I knew she wasn’t going to be just fine again, nor would I. My invincible mother was now little more than a broken doll, who could not move unless she was moved, who could not eat unless she was fed, and who could not walk because she had one foot. Although dulled by the anesthesia, she was sharply aware that horror had struck her once again.

“What did they do? Why did you let them? Oh my God,” she said, reaching with a shaking hand for her shortened leg. When she fell back asleep I forced myself to pull up the white cotton blanket to see the cast that ended four inches below the knee. Exhaling sharply, my heart exploding, I put my forehead on her thigh and cried, wishing like a child that her leg would grow back. “Mom, I love you, I love you,” I said over and over. She looked down at me with dead brown eyes and whispered, “I know you do.”

My brother, Greg, says it is a gift from our mom to her three children that she is dying one piece at a time and not all at once. It gives us a jump start on the process of grieving and acceptance while she is still around. Knowing that the end is near slaps us into urgent action to work out any remaining rage we have festering between us. I know that the only way I can be a woman, a lover, and a nurturing mother who is grounded and whole is to resolve and complete my relationship with Helene Krasnow, whom I love now and often detested in the past.

Seven months after her surgery, the weekend before Thanksgiving 2004, my tipsy mother is being twirled in a black wheelchair in the center of a dance floor at the Annapolis Marriott on the Chesapeake Bay. Some two hundred guests at my son Isaac’s Bar Mitzvah are doing a frenzied horah around her, clapping and sweating, laughing and crying. My mother’s mouth is wide open, her arms are outstretched in a triumphant V, and her remaining leg is kicking wildly. In one hand, she is swinging the maroon cloth dinner napkin, her pinky is arched—always the lady, regal. Not much has changed over the decades she has been my mother. She is still Her Majesty Helene, and Her Highness still reigns.

“I ain’t dead yet,” she tells me when the last stanza of “Hava Nagila” sounds; she is clutching a martini, her fingernails glistening in the opal lacquer she has always worn. She did it—she confounded the doctors and her kids and didn’t die as she nearly did a dozen times over the past months, from loss of blood, infections, fevers. She lived to upstage her grandson at his Bar Mitzvah.

“What Lola wants Lola gets,” she says, winking and grinning. “I told myself ‘Helene, you will live until your grandson’s Bar Mitzvah,’ and here I am. I resisted death.” Here she is, indeed—in bright red lipstick, a black Chico’s pantsuit, with a red and turquoise silk scarf twirling around her neck. A month earlier, she was lying in a near coma in a Chicago hospital with a temperature of 103.

Tonight she’s at a party, and I bend down to her wheelchair, inhaling the scent of Shalimar, and whisper in her ear: “Don’t die yet, Mom. You gotta dance at the twins’ Bar Mitzvah two years from now.” I think of her unwavering courage, of not caving in to depression after losing parents, siblings, husband,  and now a limb. I still smell her perfume as I walk away to get my own martini, teary and wondering, “Who will I be when she is no longer here?” I love her now more than ever.

Yet, I’ve often felt that I hated my mother. A couple of years ago, irked to the edge, I even did the unthinkable: I said “F—k you” to her, right in my driveway, on a sunny Saturday in April, just before 3 P.M. We had taken my sons shopping at the Annapolis Mall, and when we returned home, instead of patiently waiting for Grandma—who was agile then—and helping her from her seat, they slammed the car doors, bolted in four directions, and ignored her.

“Your sons have no manners. They’re brats,” she hissed, and made a face like she was sucking on a lemon (in Yiddish this look is described as a Ferbisinapunim). Well, my kids are a lot of things, including sloppy and loud. But they are not brats, and they are not ill mannered. In fact, their behavior is downright worshipful toward their grandmother, who holds court at my kitchen table, as the kids fetch olives for her martini and serenade her on the piano with Beethoven’s “Für Elise.” Her attack brought up a geyser of hurtful memories. I am ten again, and she is calling me a “brat full of venom.” So I shot out the F-word, decades after the first time I wanted to say it.

I will never forget the look she shot back. Her face turned gray, her mouth quivered. Then words burbled forth like hot lava. “I know that you hate me. You have always hated me. I am leaving,” she said, walking quickly into the house and into the guest room where she flung her black suitcase onto the bed, its roller-wheels sticking out from the mattress’s edge like a dead animal’s feet.

I stared at the wheels. Wheels mean movement, that someone is going away, and maybe this pissed-off mother of mine is going away for good. Maybe her plane will crash, or disintegrate at 32,000 feet. Then I will writhe forever in agony about our last time together when I said the worst thing you can say to your mother. And she will look down at me from her throne in heaven feeling smug and satisfied that she got me last.

She flew home to Chicago a day early and did not die, and our relationship didn’t wither either. In fact, out of the ashes of that fire a better relationship was born. In the phone conversations that came after our explosion, I said I was sorry over and over, sorry for the words, but not sorry that I had erupted. Because it gave me a chance to exhume my truth. And from this explosion came the death of the fantasy mom and the birth of what is real—a necessary step to moving a relationship along. When the F-word went flying, all artificial niceties between us were dissolved, for good.

I got to tell my mom that she had been too harsh on me as a girl and that there was no genetic license allowing her to rip into my sons. “They are mine to reprimand, not yours,” I told her, and then told her more. That she was unmotherly, had never baked cookies with me, had never lain on my bed and read to me, had never taken me to fancy stores for girly things, that the only school clothes she bought were ordered from Sears catalogs. I told her that Terry Schwartz’s mother used to fold love poems into her bag lunches and that all I got was bologna and cheese.

I told her I felt my father was my mother while I was growing up. He was the one who took me to the zoo, drove  me to art lessons, sat patiently outside the dressing room at Marshall Field’s while I tried on white button-down blouses and Villager wool kilts. He was the one who put his arm around me while we watched Walter Cronkite deliver the evening news, stroking stray wisps of hair off my forehead. He was the one I ran to in the middle of the night when a bad dream shook me awake. I would sit on the top of the stairs, and he would go downstairs in his navy-plaid bathrobe, warm a pot of milk on the stove, spoon honey into it, and then lie next to me in my bed while I sipped this calming brew and was lulled back to sleep. I dreaded the days he was out of town on business trips because I knew if a nightmare hit at 2 A.M. I was on my own.

I did not dare to wake my mother for something as piddly as a bad dream, because if I did, she would order me back to bed, reminding me that I was a big girl who could take care of myself. When I was six and sobbing on the porch because our family friend Ruth had died, the first time someone I actually knew had died, she scolded me for grieving.

“Stop crying. Everyone dies,” snapped this witness to the Nazi purge of an entire civilization.

Throughout our talks, she listened stoically as I went on. Her ultimate response to my long list of gripes was brief: “You didn’t turn out so bad. There was always food on the table, and I did the best I could.” Those words were as bracing as an icy shower. I’m struck by the memories of visiting friends’ homes when I was in elementary school. No adult would be in sight, and we were left to scrounge around the kitchen to piece together our own snacks or dinners. My mother may not have wanted company in her kitchen, but unfailingly, she was in there, like a machine, slicing, spreading,  juggling hot pans. She fixed three complete meals a day for three children and set them at our places at the Formica dinette table, alongside glasses of milk, until we each left home at eighteen.

That she was doing the best that she could never occurred to me. Today I see that her regimentation and resolve formed my strongest qualities. Having a mother who didn’t hover over me forced me to realize early on that I was indeed a big, strong girl who could take care of myself. Her stories of survival gave me the will to tackle life with purpose and perseverance. The slaughter of her family gave me the impetus to go out and replace the lives that were lost and to build a family on the foundation of Judaism. Four children that resulted from this fervor are blessings, my loves, my life.

My mother used to snap our window shades open at 6:45 A.M. as a wake-up call—no gentle nudges or morning kisses from this woman. Breakfast was at 7, lunch was at noon, dinner was at 5:30; bedtime was at 9:15. I shuddered at her drill sergeant precision. But decades later as I raise my own children on an identical schedule, I see that her obsession for routine gave my life structure and stability. You could count on my mother; she was always there. Yes, it is not so bad being her daughter. And we are probably more alike than I want to admit.

When we are sitting around my kitchen table, kids flying in and out, my mom often tells me that her happiest times were when my brother, sister, and I were all at home. “I had you all to myself,” she says in a wistful whisper. “You kids were my life.” I tell her that she sure had me fooled, because when I returned home from school she would be doing crossword puzzles and smoking Kents and sighing so deeply  her shoulders would shake. She looked glum, not happy, wearing a red-checked dish towel over her shoulder, always ready to mop up the dirt we would track into the house. She was a fanatic about order and cleanliness; my girlhood home had plastic covers on the couches and chairs in the living room. In the summer, we had to strip off our sweaty clothes before entering the house.

My mother was smart and organized and could have run a company, or even a country. But she was trapped in that kitchen of the 1960s, along with most wives and mothers of that era. The highlight of the week was walking down the block to play Scrabble with her friend Shirley. To fill the time and to keep herself distracted from the pain of her own girlhood, she became an obsessive housekeeper—a “maniac housekeeper,” as Simone de Beauvoir calls this brand of woman in The Second Sex.


I remember my mom whipping the dish towel off her shoulder to wipe up milk the second it spilled, or falling on her knees to pick up cold macaroni from under the kitchen table. Yet, in this last lap of life, she reflects on the mad feeding-cleaning frenzy of young motherhood four decades ago as a blissful state. And I can see why.

The Severn River glistens outside my window in the early sun, and I’m thinking of how much I love my own kitchen. The children are clamoring for cereal and bowls, and I sit with them at the same battered mahogany table where four babies sat in high chairs, as I spooned mashed peas into their tiny pink mouths. This Tuesday morning, my sons are devouring the fried eggs I just flipped out of a buttery pan, in a hurry before school. I am soaking in every nuance of every  child, knowing that soon they will be college kids with stubble on their faces and girlfriends in their cars. And I will no longer control the kitchen that nourishes them. Just like my mother, I turned out to be a woman whose greatest joy comes from fluffing her nest.

My six-foot-three firstborn, a fifteen-year-old who doesn’t let me kiss him anymore, gets up too quickly and knocks over his glass. As milk drips onto the floor, I flick the dish towel off my shoulder and get down on my hands and knees, all the while bitching at him about how clumsy he is. His black Converse shoes are near my face, and I shudder at their size—a size thirteen, my baby wears.

Chuck enters the kitchen, surveys the scene, and mutters to himself: “The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. She’s just like Grandma.” Ha! I resented her as a child; she was always complaining, always cleaning. Now I am my mother, huffing about the mess in my kitchen, all the while wishing my kids would show up at my table for meals forever. I get angry over little things, like when they forget to put their napkins in their laps, because I love them so much I want them to be perfect. It hurts to love this much; I understand my mother’s odd behavior much better now.

When do we become our mothers? The transformation creeps up on us silently—or was it always there?

It’s January 1, 2005, and I’m in Chicago celebrating New Year’s Day with my mom in her apartment. She is pasty and bony but alive. Her wheelchair is pulled close to the kitchen table, which is still her favorite place to sit. We are eating bulging mussels left over from our dinner the previous evening at a French bistro. With a shaky but determined  hand, she clutches half a shell, scoops up garlicky wine broth from the bottom of the bowl and slurps it down noisily. She is wearing a black terry-cloth sweat suit, and I open my eyes and my heart to drink in everything she is—her hunched shoulders, the pant leg hanging over her stump, the girlish glimmer, be it ever so slight, in her cloudy brown eyes.
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