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For the mothers of the world, especially mine, Nancy B.




“For I am my mother’s daughter, and the drums of Africa still beat in my heart.”


—MARY MCLEOD BETHUNE, educator and activist
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TOP 5 WAYS YOU KNOW YOU’VE TURNED INTO YOUR MOTHER


5. You call your child from the other room to change the channel on the TV that’s sitting two feet in front of you.


4. You tell your child, “Shut up, before I give you something to cry about!”


3. You yell for your children to close the doors because they’re “letting all the air out.”


2. You can’t go to sleep until you know your child is tucked safely in bed.


1. You spit on your thumb, then wipe something off your child’s face.





MOTHER WIT


Chances are your mother said it. Or her mother said it. Or you know someone who has a mother who said it—those crazy quotes you could say in unison. In surveying more than five-hundred women for this book, the following sayings kept popping up. Is something your mother said here? Or here’s the real question: do you now spew your own mother wit?


“Gimmie got his neck broke messing with his kinfolk.”


“I’m going to see a man about a dog.”


“If all your friends jump off a building, will you?”


“I ain’t your friend. I’m your mama.”


“Make sure you have clean underwear on, in case you get into an accident.”


“Why would he buy the cow, if he is getting the milk for free?”


“You don’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of.”


“You better eat everything on your plate; there are people starving in Africa.”





INTRODUCTION


You may be a grown-up woman—married, single, satisfied with who you are or still trying to find yourself—but you are still your mother’s daughter. Deny it. You can try. Defy it. You can try that, too. At some point, though, you will acknowledge that your mother has had, and still has, a big influence on you.


Growing up, my mother got on my last nerve. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I loved her, but she drove me crazy. To me, she was the meanest mother in the world. She made me come in the house when the street lights came on (while all my friends were still hanging outside); she made me come home from dates by ten p.m. (when everybody else could stay out until midnight and one a.m.). To this day I still have nightmares about the time my mother showed up at a teen club (in her pink hair rollers) and had the deejay announce for me to “bring my behind on.” Back then, if you were to ask me how I was mothered, I’d tell you “badly.”


I’m not ashamed to admit how I felt about my mother then...because I have such appreciation and respect for her now. I can’t tell you how many times I heard, “You’ll thank me for this one day.” I do.


Many mother/daughter books on the market today will give a textbook examination of our relationships with our mothers. They’ll look at our lives as toddlers—exploring how we threw temper tantrums because Mommy wouldn’t buy us some candy. They’ll dissect our teen years—when we screamed things like “I hate you!” to our mothers and ordered them to “respect our privacy.” Well, I don’t know about you, but I definitely can’t relate.


When my mother said no, she meant no. A temper tantrum only meant you would get your butt beat—right there in the candy aisle. And I shudder just thinking about what my mom would do if I ever screamed, “I hate you!” (She’d probably do ten to twenty in a maximum-security facility for attempted murder.) No, for me, and most of the girlfriends I talked to for this book, things just didn’t work like that.


See, our mothers are unique. A loving-nurturing-but-still-don’t-play type of uniqueness. That’s why I decided to write this book. To explore the complexities—the good, the bad, and the ugly—of our relationships with our mothers. And to find a way to improve those relationships, even those that we believe may need no improvement.


It is my hope that the book will prove beneficial to mothers and daughters from all walks of life. Because regardless of race, chances are you’ll see yourself, or your mother, somewhere in these pages.


At some time or another, almost all of us see our mothers in ourselves and cringe. If you would’ve told me I had turned into my mother ten years ago, I probably would’ve tried to cut you. Call it maturity or whatever, but today I would take that as the sincerest form of flattery. Don’t get me wrong. My mother has some issues. She’ll probably curse me out just for writing this, complaining that I’m “telling the whole world her business.” But that’s just one of the things I learned to appreciate about her. That’s what I hope you walk away with. The ability to appreciate and grow from the good and the bad of your own relationship with your mother or daughter.


By no means is this book designed to give you a clinical or psychological analysis of your relationship with your mother. It’s simply an avenue of discussion among girlfriends. Hopefully, some of the stories the women here so graciously share will help you build a stronger foundation so that when someone tells you that you’ve turned into your mother, your reply will simply be, “Why, thank you.”





PART I


Oh my God, I’m just like Mama!





CHAPTER ONE Because I said so!



“I grew up in a predominantly middle-class suburban neighborhood and I would watch as all my suburban girlfriends inquisitively asked their mothers question after question. They got patient, loving responses. My mom’s response every time I’d ask her ‘why’—’Because I said so!’ ”


— CARLA, twenty-seven


Like Carla, “Because I said so” was a staple in my mother’s conversations. It was the answer to every question from “Why is the sky blue?” to “Why can’t I go outside?” Every now and then, my mother would feel a little patient and I’d get some actual answers. But generally, I had a three-question limit before she reverted to her standard response of “Because I said so!”


I hated those four little words and vowed that if I ever had children, I would be loving and patient. I would understand my child’s inquisitive nature. I would answer my child’s endless questions no matter what.


Yeah, right.


That lasted until my first daughter could fully form sentences. Don’t get me wrong. I tried. I really did. But one day, after trying five times to calmly explain to my two-year-old that a chocolate chip cookie would ruin her dinner, that childhood promise went out the window. It was the last time that did it. Her repeated question was like the small spark that sets off the fireworks on the Fourth of July. Her tiny, whining voice, drawing the question out, “Buuuttt mommmyeeee, why can’t I have the cookie?”


I lost it and simply yelled, “Because I said so!”


And you know what? It worked. She shrugged, stuck her bottom lip out, then quietly went back to watching Rugrats.


I was standing in front of the mirror at the time. When I looked up, I saw my mother and gasped. The reflection in the mirror smiled. A cunning, I-told-you-so smile. It was eerie. But it would be one of many times my mother would creep into my psyche.


My girlfriend, twenty-seven-year-old Carla, remembers similar experiences.


“My mother was the queen of ‘because-I-said-so’s.’ I used to think she was like a god or something since the snow was white because she said so. Night turned to day because she said so. Rain made you wet because she said so. At first I was in awe, then as I got older, that started to drive me crazy. I felt like my mother just didn’t want to be bothered with my questions,” Carla says.


But Carla says with adulthood has come clarity.


“In my suburban neighborhood, I would watch my friends’ relationships with their mothers and wonder why my mother couldn’t be as patient in responding to my questions. What I didn’t understand then, that I do now, is my mother was a single, working mom. She would work nine-hour days, then come home to care for me and my siblings. So I guess the last thing she felt like doing was answering a hundred meaningless questions from her three children. Many of my friends’ mothers didn’t work, and if they did it wasn’t a matter of die-hard necessity like it was for my family. So they were a lot more tolerant of their children. I’m not saying that makes it right, but I definitely understand,” Carla says.


For thirty-two-year-old Tammy, “because I said so” has become a staple in her vocabulary simply because her four-year-old daughter challenges everything she says. Just like Tammy says she did her mother.


“I’ve turned into my mother and my daughter has turned into me.” Tammy laughed. “I used to do the exact same thing to my mother. If she said two plus two was four, I would ask why. My mother would try to explain that that was just the way math worked. I’d keep asking why and she’d finally snap, ‘Because I said so!’ My daughter now does that to me. And I respond just like my mother, by saying ‘Because I said so!’ ”


DO AS I SAY, NOT AS I DO


My parents divorced when I was ten years old and I would’ve bet my Wonder Woman Underoos that my mother lived a celibate life. My sister and I never saw any men traipsing in and out of our home. The only man we ever saw my mother with would later become our stepfather. So imagine my surprise when, as an adult, my mother shared how she was “getting her groove on” back then. After getting over the initial shock that my mother actually had sex with someone other than my father (and that was only tolerable because they needed to create me), it brought a new level of respect for me. My mother respected her position and chose to exhibit standards by which she wanted us to live. Too often in child-rearing, mothers tell their daughters, “Do as I say, not as I do.”


“It sends conflicting messages,” says thirty-nine-year-old Jacqueline. “My mom would tell me how I needed to stay away from drugs...all the while she’s shooting up. She’d give me this spiel about wanting better for me and I’m looking at her high ass like, you’ve got to be kidding me. I got hooked on drugs myself. And I think—no, I know—it started from me sneaking some of my mother’s weed when I was only thirteen years old. While I know my drug problems are my responsibility, I blamed her for my drug addiction because she wasn’t setting any kind of example, and it totally destroyed our relationship.”


Even though most children raised in traditional homes are taught the importance of honesty, the lesson is undermined when parents are not honest. Growing up, many of us saw that grown folks didn’t always practice what they preached. Many didn’t exhibit the same honesty they told us was so important. Or, many times, we would tell the “truth” only to be punished for such talk.


“I remember I got my behind tore up,” says twenty-seven-year-old Veronica. “I told our next-door neighbor that the casserole she had given us tasted horrible. My mother slapped the taste out of my mouth, then beat my behind. I couldn’t understand it because she was the one who had talked about how nasty it was. I was just being truthful because it was God-awful. But after that, and to this day, I just keep my mouth shut and don’t say anything in situations like that.”


Of the more than five-hundred women surveyed for this book, seventy-six percent say they were pleased with the way they were raised. At the time though, most say they didn’t understand/appreciate/respect the way they were mothered. It took becoming adults, even mothers themselves, for that transformation to take effect.


There were some women who endured physical, mental and emotional abuse...they had different perspectives on the way they were mothered. Many said their current relationships were strained by their mother’s failure to protect them as a child. But overall, most agreed that their mothers are by nature strong and loving; they simply have different ways of showing it.


One of the main ways some mothers say they show their love is by providing. Patricia Hill Collins, noted women’s studies lecturer, writes that one of the central concepts of motherhood is being a provider. She writes: “Mothers experience the dual goals of needing to help their daughters survive physically, yet wanting to encourage them to transcend the boundaries with which they are confronted. Mothers, who are often described as ‘strong disciplinarians and overly protective parents,’ succeed in raising self-reliant and assertive daughters.”


But for some women, that providing comes at a price.


“My mother and I don’t have an extremely close relationship. Growing up she was never there. She was always at work,” thirty-three-year-old Sonya says. “I resented her for it. Now I see myself doing the exact same thing with my three kids. But I have to work two jobs just to support us because their father isn’t around. I guess my mom probably said the same thing.”


These days, many women, particularly black women, are trained early with the notion that they must work to support themselves and their families. Several researchers who describe the important role mothers play in raising their daughters have found that today’s mothers rear their daughters to be economically independent, strong, self-confident and capable of handling family responsibilities. They tend to place less emphasis on cultivating stereotypical qualities of femininity and more emphasis on encouraging a combination of self-sufficiency and the traditional roles of childcare.


“I went to a predominantly white university and I was absolutely amazed at the number of women who were there simply to find a good husband. That never crossed my mind,” says twenty-nine-year-old Tammy.


The vast majority of minority women in the United States know in girlhood that they will be workers. In Hard Times Cotton Mill Girls, author Katie Geneva Cannon remembers: “It was always assumed that we would work. Work was a given in life, almost like breathing and sleeping. I’m always surprised when I hear people talking about somebody taking care of them, because we always knew that we were going to work.”


Like older generations of women who struggled, we were taught not only that we would be workers, but there was to be no “shame” in our game. We did whatever it took to make ends meet.


Those women who are major providers in their households, both in those where men are present and where they are not, often feel it is up to them to keep it all together. The women work, then return home to what sociologist Arlie Hochschild calls, “the second shift,” that is housework and childcare, often without the help of male partners.


“I think that’s where I got my work ethic,” says thirty-five-year-old Kia. “My mother has always done whatever it took to put food on the table. No job was beneath her. I feel the same way. I’m an accountant by trade, but if I need to go work at McDonald’s to feed my son, I’ll do it without hesitation.”


For women in general, it’s been about making a better life. But Patricia Hill Collins says for black women in particular, it’s about a better life and surviving.


“The black woman has had to implement survival skills since her days on the plantation,” Hill Collins says. “So mothers, by nature, pass those survival skills on to their daughters.”


The mothers I interviewed, black, white and brown, say they have supported their daughters, pushed them to succeed, and have set high expectations for them, in part because high levels of achievement are more possible than ever before. In Overcoming the Odds, Marcia Gamble writes, “Each generation sets higher expectations than the preceding one. Many of these mothers were themselves expected to attend college, even though their mothers did not. These mothers expected their daughters to go to graduate school.”


“My mom cleaned houses,” says forty-four-year-old Ida. “She was determined that I would not follow in her footsteps. She swore if anything, someone would be cleaning my house. She wanted me to have a better life. She was strict, so much so, that growing up, I hated her. But I see now what she was trying to do.”


Jada, who is now an ob/gyn, plans to push her daughter the way her mother pushed her, even though she knows that may be an exceptionally high standard.


“I want my six-year-old daughter to have an even better life than me,” she says.


But it’s important to find a balance, Hill Collins says. Many mothers were never afforded the opportunity to pursue prominent careers and by the time those doors began opening up, they were not equipped with the skills nor the time or money to go back to school and acquire those skills. So instead, many focused their energies on making sure their children could go through doors they couldn’t. But mothers today—the doctors, lawyers, etc.—pushing their child to even higher standards may find their plans backfiring.


“Every generation of mothers has wanted their children to live better than they did,” adds sixty-three-year-old Ruby Hicks. “My grandmother simply wanted my mother to have babies and be a good wife and mother. Education was never an option. Then my mother just wanted me to learn a trade, be a secretary or a nurse. And I wanted my daughter to shoot for the stars. I pushed her to pursue an advanced degree, which she has. Something like that was unheard of for my mother.”
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