
On Being Raised by a Daughter 

Mothering. I didn't know how to do it. Does anyone? If there really 
were a maternal instinct, as a good many otherwise quite responsible 
human beings have claimed, then would we need men like Dr. Alan 
Guttmacher and Dr. Benjamin Spöck to teach us how to mother, and 
would we be forever scrambling to keep up with the shifts in their 
child-bearing and child-rearing theories? Would we turn, shaken by 
our sense of our female incapacity, to the reassuring instructive voices 
of the fathers, who increasingly come in both sexes, murmuring how 
much weight to gain or lose, how long to offer the breast, how soon to 
toilet train, to send to school? Does the salmon ask for a map to the 
spawning ground? Does the bee send to the Department of Agriculture 
for a manual on honeymaking? 

No, I came with no motherly chromosomes to pattern my gestures 
comfortably. Not only did I not know how to do it, I'm not even sure 
now that I wanted to do it. These days people choose whether or not to 
have children. I am not so very old—my forty-first birthday falls this 
month—yet I can say with the verity of a wrinkled granny that we did 
things differently in my day. I no more chose to have children than I 
had chosen to get married. I simply did what I had been raised to do. 
Right on schedule (or actually a little ahead of schedule, since I hadn't 
yet finished college) I wrapped myself in yards of white taffeta and put 
orange blossoms in my hair and marched myself, in front òf the fond, 
approving gaze of a couple of hundred people, into the arms of a boy in 
a morning coat who was doing what he had been raised to do. After a 
year or so, the fond, approving gaze shifted to my belly, which I made 
swell to magnificent proportions before expelling an unpromising scrap 
of human flesh on whom the gaze could turn. This was Anne, created in 
a heedless gesture as close to instinctual as any 1 would ever perform: 
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satisfaction of the social expectation that I, young, vigorous, equipped 
with functioning uterus and ovaries and breasts, would sanctify my 
union with George by bringing forth a son. (I missed, though I had 
better luck next time.) 

The birth of Anne was dreadful, and at the beginning I hated her, 
briefly, more fiercely than I had ever hated anyone. My doctor, a small 
round elderly GP who delivered whatever babies came along in Bath, 
Maine, told me that my protracted pelvis might necessitate a Caesarian 
section, but he never instructed me what to do during this birth by what-
ever means. I guess I was supposed not to do but to endure. I re-
member, hours into a lengthy and complicated labor that ended in Dr. 
Fichtner's extracting Anne with forceps like a six-pound thirteen-ounce 
wisdom tooth, twisting my fingers through my hair, yanking, raking 
my face with my nails, shrieking at the nurse beside me, "Get this thing 
out of me! I hate it!" Until then I had rather liked Anne, as she humped 
up bigger and bigger each night under the bedsheet, her wriggles and 
thumps giving a constant undertone of companionship to my often soli-
tary daily activities. But now I was sure she was killing me. The nurse 
loosened my fingers and soothed, "You'll feel differently in a little 
while." 

She was right. In a rather long while I did feel differently. 1 was no 
longer in pain. But 1 didn't feel motherly,. In fact, Anne on the outside 
wasn't half so companionable as Anne on the inside, and 1 think I felt a 
little lonely. And frightened. I hadn't the faintest idea what I was doing 
with this mite with the crossed blue eyes and the whoosh of hair stick-
ing straight up. And now, more than eighteen years later, I still have the 
frequent sense that I don't know what I'm doing, complicated now, of 
course, by the guilt that I don't know what I've done and the terror that 
I don't know what I'm going to do. Ilow, I wonder when a young wom-
an comes into my room and speaks to me, her hair blown dry to casual 
elegance and her eyes uncrossed behind round brown frames, how did 
you get here? And where, when you turn and walk out of here, out of 
my house and out of the dailiness of my life, where will you go? 

I have been mystified by motherhood largely because motherhood 
itself has been mystified. Perhaps before Freud I might have raised my 
children without knowing consciously my power to damage their spirits 

64 beyond human repair, but the signs have always been there: the Good 
Mother and the Terrible Mother; the dead saint and the wicked step-
mother waiting to offer disguised poisons, shoes of hellfire. The one is as 
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alien as the other. If you live in a culture where all children are raised 
by mothers, Nancy Chodorow points out in The Reproduction of Moth-
ering, and if half those children are males who must separate with sortie 
violence from the mother in order to establish their different gender, 
and if the males have the power to determine, through the creation ol 
symbolic systems like language and art, what culture itself is, then you 
will get a cultural view of mothers as others, on whom are projected 
traits that even they (who speak some form of the language, who look 
at the pictures even if they don't paint them) come to assume are their 
own. We live in a culture of object-mothers. The subject-mothers, cul-
turally silenced for millennia, are only just beginning to speak. 

The voices of authority tell me I may harm, even ruin my daughter 
(in large measure by spoiling her for the pleasurable uses of men). At 
first they issue from the eminences of science, in measured tones like 
those of Carl Jung: "Thus, if the child of an over-anxious mother regu-
larly dreams that she is a terrifying animal or a witch, these experiences 
point to a split in the child's psyche that predisposes it to a neurosis." I 
am the stuff of my daughter's nightmares. Gradually the pronounce-
ments trickle down into the market place and are reformulated for 
popular consumption by voices like Nancy Friday's in that long whine 
of sexual anxiety My Mother/My Self, which was on the bestseller list 
some years back: "When mother's silent and threatening disapproval 
adds dark colors to the girl's emergent sexuality, this fear becomes erot-
icized in such strange forms as masochism, love of the brute, rape fan-
tasies—the thrill of whatever is most forbidden." I make of my daugh-
ter's life a waking nightmare as well. A book like My Mother/My Self, 
in dealing with our earliest relationship, out of which our ability to 
form all other relationships grows, taps a rich subterranean vein of 
desire and disappointment, but it does so only to portray daughter as 
victim. 

The real danger these voices pose lies not so much in what they say 
as in what they leave out about motherhood, whether through igno-
rance or through incapacity. Jung was not a woman at all, at least 
socially speaking (archetypally, of course, he had an anima, which 
doesn't seem to have caused him much trouble). And Friday refused to 
have children on the grounds that if she chanced to have a daughter, 
she'd ruin her child just as her mother had ruined her (such an as-
sumption suggests that her choice was a wise one). But neither these 
two nor the vast crowd of fellow motherhood-mystifiers between them 
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takes into adequate account the persistence of human development, 
which keeps the personality malleable indefinitely, if it is allowed to, or 
the implacable power of six pounds thirteen ounces of human flesh 
from the moment it draws a breath and wails its spirit out into the 
world. 

Among all the uncertainties I have experienced about myself as a 
mother, of one point I feel sure: that I am not today the woman I would 
have been had Anne not been born one September evening almost 
nineteen years ago. I cannot prove this hypothesis, there being no con-
trol in this experiment, no twenty-two-year-old Nancy Mairs that night 
who had a son instead, whose baby died, who had had a miscarriage, 
who had not been able to get pregnant at all, who never married and 
lives now in a small, well-appointed apartment on the Marina in San 
Francisco, walking her Burmese cats on leashes in Golden Gate Park. 
There is only this Nancy Mairs who, for nearly half her life, has in 
raising been raised by a daughter. 

Anne can't have found her job an easy one. Raising a mother is diffi-
cult enough under the best of circumstances. But when you get one 
who's both crippled and neurotic—who doesn't do her fair share of the 
housework, who lurches around the house and crashes to the floor in 
front of your friends, whose spirits flag and crumple unpredictably, 
who gets attacks of anxiety in the middle of stores and has to be cajoled 
into finishing simple errands—then you have your work cut out for 
you. Of all the things Anne has taught me, perhaps the most important 
is that one can live under difficult circumstances with a remarkable 
amount of equanimity and good humor. It's a lesson I need daily. 

My education began, no doubt, from the moment of her birth. Per-
haps even before. Perhaps from the moment I perceived her presence in 
the absence of my period, or from the instant (Christmas Eve, I'm con-
vinced) of her conception, or even from the time I began to dream her. 
But then she was anonymous. As soon as she appeared, she took me 
firmly in diminutive hand and trained me much as I've come to see that 
my cats have trained me, rewarding my good behavior (what difference 
a smile or a purr?) and punishing my bad (they've both tended to bite). 
But I don't think of my education as being under way till about nine 
months later when one day she heaved herself up in her car-bed, raised 

66 one arm in a stiff wave, and called, "Hi there!" A baby who could talk 
with me was beyond my ken. After all, I was raised before the days 
when dolls had electronic voice-boxes in their tummies and quavered 
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"Hi there!" when you pulled the string. And anyway, Anne didn't have 
a string. She chose to speak to me. 

I've never been the same. 
Birth is, I think, an attenuated process, though we tend to use the 

word to describe only the physical separation of the baby from the 
mother. Fortunately, those first hours of birth were the worst, in terms 
of pain, or I don't think I'd have lasted. Each phase of the process 
involves separation, which may or may not be physical but always car-
ries heavy psychic freight. For me, Anne's speech was a major step. It 
set her apart from me, over there, an entity with whom I could, literally, 
have a dialogue. It made her an other. 

Feminist psychologists note that psychical birth, the process of differ-
entiating self from other, is particularly problematic for female chil-
dren. As С ho doro w writes, 

Because they are the same gender as their daughters and have been girls, 
mothers of daughters tend not to experience these infant daughters as 
separate from them in the same way as do mothers of infant sons. . . . 
Primary identification and symbiosis with daughters tend to be stronger 
and cathexis of daughters is more likely to retain and emphasize nar-
cissistic elements, that is. to be based on experiencing a daughter as an 
extension or double of a mother herself, with cathexis of the daughter as 
a sexual other usually remaining a weaker, less significant theme. 

The consequence of this feeling of continuity between mother and 
daughter is that "separation and individuation remain particularly 
female developmental issues." But "problematic" doesn't mean "bad," 
a leap that Friday makes when she lifts "symbiosis" out of the psycho-
analytic context in which Chodorow uses it and applies it to noninfan-
tile relationships, giving it then not its full range of meaning but that 
portion of meaning which suits her program: symbiosis as a kind of 
perverse parasitism: a large but weak organism feeding on a smaller 
but strong host which, as it grows, weakens until the two are evenly 
matched in size and incapacity. According to Friday, the mother limits 
her daughter's autonomy and independence, extinguishes her sexuality, 
terrifies her witless of men, then packages her in Saran Wrap to keep 
her fresh and hands her over to some man who, if she's not careful, will 
get on her a daughter on whom she will perform the same hideous rites. 

I'm not saying that no mother does such things. Apparently Nancy 
Friday's mother did, and I recognize any number of my own experi-
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enees in hers. Nor am I saying that, through some virtue or miracle, I 
have avoided doing them to Anne. Of course I would want to think so; 
but God and Anne alone know what horrors I've perpetrated. All I can 
be sure of is that if Anne handed me a list of grievances, most of them 
would probably surprise me. If they didn't, I'd be a monster, not a 
mother. 

What I am saying is that such things are not intrinsic to the mother-
daughter relationship. As Chodorow notes in her study "Family Struc-
ture and Female Personality," women in societies as various as those in 
Atjeh, Java, and East London, where their "kin role, and in particular 
the mother role, is central and positively valued," have experiences and 
develop self-images very different from those of Western middle-class 
women: 

There is another important aspect of the situation in these societies. The 
continuing structural and practical importance of the mother-daughter 
tie not only ensures that a daughter develops a positive personal and role 
identification with her mother, but also requires that the close psycholog-
ical tie between mother and daughter become firmly grounded in real 
role expectations. These provide a certain constraint and limitation upon 
the relationship, as well as an avenue for its expression through common 
spheres of interest based in the external social world. 

Thus, although the problem of differentiation exists wherever mothers 
mother daughters, its implications vary from one social setting to an-
other. If a woman like Friday's mother teaches her daughter that sex is 
risky at best and in general downright nasty, she does so not because 
she is a mother but because she is the product of a patriarchal or-
der that demands that its women be chaste and compliant so that men 
may be sure of their paternity. In fact, such a concern is extrinsic to 
the mother-daughter relationship, which exists in essence outside the 
sphere of men. As soon as one can identify it for what it is, the concern 
of a particular group of human beings for maintaining a particular kind 
of power, one is free to choose whether or not to perpetuate it. 

Thus, Friday's rationale for refusing to bear children, that she would 
inevitably visit upon her daughter the same evils her mother visited 
upon her, is off the mark, rooted in a sense of powerlessness in the face 
of the existing social order which seems to stem from belief in a biolog-
ically predetermined parasitism. Mothers, inexorably, must eat out the 
hearts of their daughters alive. Neither a mother nor a daughter has the 
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power to avoid the dreadful outcome. They are only helpless women. 
But if we step outside socially imposed injunctions, then Friday is 
wrong, and daughters and their mothers wield powers for one another's 
help as well as harm. They may even make of one another revolution-
aries. 

Symbiosis is a spacious word. It may encompass parasitism and 
helotism (though the Shorter Oxford Dictionary disallows this meaning 
by requiring that the entities involved be mutually supportive). But it 
also—even chiefly—means commensalism, mutualism, "the intimate 
living together," says Webster's Third, "of two dissimilar organisms in 
any of various mutually beneficial relationships." The crux is the liv-
ing-withness the word demands: We may live with one another well or 
badly. To live together reciprocally, each contributing to the other's 
support, in the figurative sense in which symbiosis represents human 
relationship, requires delicate balance, difficult to establish and to 
maintain. Both partners must give to it and take from it. Both must 
flourish under its influence, or it is no longer symbiotic. For these rea-
sons, a symbiotic relationship between a mother and her growing 
daughter—or between any other two people, for that matter—may be 
rather rare. For these reasons, also, emotional symbiosis is not an as-
cribed characteristic of a relationship; rather, it is the outcome of the 
dynamics of some relationships between some people some of the time. 

Symbiosis as I am now using the word—not like Chodorow to repre-
sent the phase of total infantile dependence or like Friday to suggest 
emotional vampirism but rather as a metaphor for the interdependence 
characteristic of living together well—does not result in identity. On the 
contrary, every definition I've found requires the difference of the en-
tities involved. Thus, after the demands of infancy have been made and 
met, individuation is necessary if a true symbiotic system is to be main-
tained. Otherwise you get something else, some solid lump of psychic 
flesh whose name I do not know. 

All the analyses I've read of mother-daughter relationships fail to 
account for my experience of Anne's power in our mutual life. The 
assumption seems to be that I'm the one in control, not just because I'm 
older than she is and, until recently, bigger and stronger, but because I 
have society's acknowledgment and support in the venture and she 
doesn't. I'm engaged in the honorable occupation of child-rearing, and 
if I can't figure the procedures out for myself, I can find shelves of 
manuals in any bookstore or library. No one even notices that Anne is 
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engaged in mother-rearing, much less offers her any hot tips; indeed, 
books like My Mother/My Self only reinforce her powerlessness, mak-
ing her out a victim of maternal solicitude and submerged rage, whose 
only recourse is more rage, rebellion, rejection: not an actor but a reac-
tor. Such lopsided accounts arise, I suppose, from the premise—the 
consequence of a hierarchical view of human development—that adult-
hood signifies completion. But the fluidity, the pains and delights, the 
spurts of growth and sluggish spells of childhood never cease, though we 
may cease to acknowledge them in an effort to establish difference from, 
and hence authority over, our children. Out of the new arrivals in our 
lives the odd word stumbled upon in a difficult text, the handsome 
black stranger who bursts in one night through the cat door, the tele-
phone call out of a friend's silence of years, the sudden greeting from the 
girl-child—we constantly make of ourselves our selves. 

When Anne waved and called out to me, she made an other not only 
of herself but of me. Language is the ultimate alienator. When she 
spoke she created for herself a self so remote from me that it could 
communicate with me only—imprecisely, imperfectly—through 
words. Shortly thereafter she named me, and went on naming me, into 
place, a slowish process. When she was not quite two, I left the world. I 
went into a state mental hospital and stayed there six months. During 
that time Anne lived with my mother, another Anne, and the two of 
them built a life around a space that they both expected me to come 
back to and fill. One afternoon, sitting in a basket in the checkout line 
at the IGA, Anne struck up a conversation with the man behind her 
who, gesturing toward Mother, said something about her mummy. 
"That's not my Mummy," Anne informed him, drawing herself high 
and fixing him with one crossed eye. "It's my Grandma. My Mummy is 
in the hospital." When Mother told me this story, I heard the message as 
I've heard it ever since: I'm the Mummy, the only Mummy (though I've 
grown up to be Mom, that hearty jokey apple-pie name, for reasons 
known only to my children), and that's who I've got to be. 

As Mummy I have emphatically never been permitted to be Anne. 
Whatever fantasies I may have had, at some subliminal level, of my 
new daughter as a waxen dolly that 1 could pinch and pat into my 
likeness, Anne scotched them early, probably when she first spat 
pureed liver into my face (not to mention when she became the only 
one in the family who today eats liver in any form), certainly by the 
time she shouted out "Hi there!" (not "Mama" or "Dada," no private 
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communiqué, but a greeting to all the world). Nor can I ever make her 
me. She wouldn't let me. Hence the possibility for our symbiosis, a 
state that demands two creatures for its establishment and mainte-
nance. Anne has schooled me in the art of living well together by letting go. 

Like any daughter's, hers hasn't been a simple task, but I don't think 
that the kind of gritty spirit it's called up in her will stand her in bad 
stead. She has been hampered by my own terror of separation, brought 
on perhaps by my early separation from my mother because of illness 
or my somewhat later permanent separation from my father through 
death. She has been helped, I think, by my curiosity to see what she 
would do next and by the fact that I've worked at jobs I enjoy since she 
was nine months old and that I've remained married, in considerable 
contentment, to her father, for as Chodorow points out, when "women 
do meaningful productive work, have ongoing adult companionship 
while they are parenting, and have satisfying emotional relationships 
with other adults, they are less likely to overinvest in children." And at 
least I've always wanted to let go. I just haven't always known how or 
when. Anne, through her peculiar quiet stubborn self-determination, 
has time after time peeled my white-knuckled fingers loose and 
shrugged away from my grasp. 

Neither of us has had a whole lot of help from the world at large. We 
live in a society that still expects, even demands, that mothers control 
and manipulate their children's actions right into adulthood; that 
judges them according to the acceptability or unacceptability of their 
children's appearance and behavior; and that ensures their dependence 
on maternity for a sense, however diffuse, of self by giving them pre-
cious little else of interest to do. The mother who does let go, especially 
of a daughter, is still often considered irresponsible at best, unnatural at 
worst. 

When Anne was sixteen, for instance, she decided to join a volunteer 
organization called Amigos de las Americas, training in Spanish and 
public health for several months and then going to Honduras to vacci-
nate pigs against hog cholera. United States policies in Central America 
hadn't yet created thoroughgoing chaos, and George and I thought this 
a wonderful way for her to begin inserting herself into the world. But 
George's parents, on a visit during her preparations, challenged me 
about Anne's plans. She ought not to be allowed to go, they said. It 
would be too much for her. The shock of entering a new culture would 
make her emotionally ill. "Ugh," Mum Mairs shuddered, "girls 
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shouldn't have to dig latrines." (At that time, Anne hadn't yet received 
her assignment, but I presume that girls shouldn't have to slog around 
in pigshit either.) I was so startled by this attack, in terms I had not 
thought of before, that I doubt I said much to allay their fears, though I 
did ask Anne to tell them about her training in order to reassure them 
that she wasn't being thrust into the jungle naked and naive. Mean-
while, I thought about those terms, those feminine terms, forgotten at 
least momentarily by me, foreign as a source of motivation to Anne: 
nicety, physical and emotional frailty, passivity: all rolled into that 
statement that girls shouldn't have to dig latrines. (The logical exten-
sion of this attitude, I suppose, is that if a girl is all you've got, then you 
don't get a latrine. Ugh.) 

Later, comparing notes with George, I learned that his parents had 
never mentioned the matter to him. I was at first hurt, angry, feeling 
picked on; later I came to understand that 1 was the natural target of 
their misgivings. George couldn't be counted on to know what girls 
should or shouldn't do, or to communicate his knowledge if he did. But 
I could. 1 was Anne's mother. And in letting her go to Latin America to 
live, if only briefly, in poverty, perhaps in squalor, and to perform man-
ual labor, I was derelict in my duty. 

Thus challenged, I had to rethink this duty. To Mum and Dad Mairs, 
obviously, it entailed the same protection 1 received growing up: keep-
ing Anne safe and comfortable, even keeping her pure, at bottom prob-
ably protecting her maidenhead, though this mission is buried so deep 
in our cultural unconscious that I think they would be shocked at the 
mention of it. I recognized a different duty, a harsher one: to promote 
Anne's intellectual and spiritual growth even if it meant her leaving me. 
I didn't think that safety and comfort tended to lead to growth. As for 
protecting her maidenhead, I figured that was her responsibility, since 
she was the one who had it, or didn't have it, as the case might be. My 
duty, I saw, might in fact be dereliction, in the form of releasing her into 
the flood of choice and chance that would be her life. I thought she 
could swim. More important, she thought she could swim. Nonetheless, 
while she was gone 1 ran around distracted and stricken with guilt, 
mumbling primitive prayers to Our Lady of Guadalupe to take up the 
watch I had left off. Then she came home, bearing rum and machetes 
wide-eyed right through customs, with a new taste for mangoes and a 
new delight in hot showers but without even the lice and dysenterv and 
other gruesome manifestations of tropical fauna she had been 
promised. 

On Being Raised by a Daughter 

She came back but never, of course, all the way back. Each depar-
ture contains an irrevocable element of private growth and self-suffi-
ciency. For the most part I have thought her departures thrilling: the 
month she spent in New England with her grandparents when she was 
eight, flying back to Tucson alone; her first period; the first night she 
spent (quite chastely) with a boy, and later her first lover; her excel-
lence at calculus; her choice to leave lover and family and lifelong 
friends to go to college on the other side of the country. As long as her 
new flights give her joy, 1 rejoice. Where 1 balk—and balk badly—is at 
those junctures where the growing hurts her. 

One night a couple of winters ago, I woke from heavy early sleep to a 
young man standing in the dark by my bed: David, Anne's boyfriend. 
"Mrs. Mairs," he whispered, "1 think you'd better come. Anne is drunk 
and she's really sick and I think you should take care of her." Clearly 
David wasn't drunk, hadn t been at the same party, he explained, but 
had met up with Anne afterward. He'd taken her to a friend's house, 
and though Chris wasn't at home, his mother had kindly taken them 
in, given them some tea, let Anne throw up in her toilet. But it was 
getting late, and David had a deadline. He had to bring Anne home, 
but he didn't dare leave her alone. 

1 hauled myself out of bed and padded to the other end of the cold 
house, where Anne was in her bathroom washing her face. When she 
heard my voice, she hissed, "David, Fll kill you," then came out and 
burst into tears. I sent David along as I held and rocked her, listening to 
her wretched tale. She certainly was drunk. The fumes rising from my 
sodden lap were enough to make me tiddly. Gradually I got her quieted 
and tucked into bed. The next day she felt suitably miserable. To this 
day she prefers milk to alcohol. 

The children were surprised that I wasn't angry about this episode. 
In a way I was surprised myself. After all, I had forbidden Anne to 
drink alcohol outside our house, and she had disobeyed me. Wasn't 
anger the appropriate response to a disobedient child? But though I 
specialize in appropriate responses, I did not feel angry. Instead, I felt 
overwhelmingly sad. For days I was stabbed to the heart by the thought 
of Anne reeling and stumbling along a darkened street, her emotions 
black and muddled, abandoned by the group of nasty little boys who 
had given her beer and vodka and then gone off to have some other fun. 

By that one act she stripped me of whatever vestiges of magical 
I Linking I was clinging to about mothers and daughters. Until then, I 
think, I had still believed that through my wisdom and love I could 
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protect her from the pains I had endured as a child. Suddenly my shield 
was in tatters. It was a thing of gauze and tissue anyway. She has taught 
me the bitterest lesson in child-rearing I've yet had to learn: that she 
will have pain, must have it if she is to get to—and through—this place 
I am now and the places to which I have yet to go. For, as Juliet Mitchell 
writes, "pain and lack of satisfaction are the point, the triggers that 
evoke desire," that essential longing which marks our being in the 
world, both Anne's and mine, as human. 

In teaching me to be her mother, Anne has, among all her other gifts, 
given me my own mother in ways that have often surprised me. For, as 
the French theorist Julia Kristeva writes in Desire in Language, "By 
giving birth, the woman enters into contact with her mother; she be-
comes, she is her own mother; they are the same continuity differ-1 
entiating itself." Old rebellions have softened, old resentments cooled, | 
now that I see my mother stereoscopically, the lens of motherhood su- J 
perimposed on that of daughterhood. Every child, I'm sure, takes stern ? 
and secret vows along these lines: "When I grow up, I'm never going to| 
make my child clean her room every Saturday, wear orange hair rib-
bons, babysit her sister, eat pea soup. . . "; and every mother must 
experience those moments of startlement and sometimes horror when 
she opens her mouth and hears issue forth not her own voice but the; 
voice of her mother. Surprisingly often, I have found, my mother's voice 
speaks something that I, as a mother, want to say. I can remember that, 
when I had accepted a date with Fred—squat, chubby, a little loud, 
French kisser, the bane of my high-school love life—and then got 
better offer, Mother told me I had only two choices, to go with Fred or t 
stay home. I vowed then that I would never interfere with my child' 
social life. But I have had occasion to issue the same injunction, no 
because I can't tell where my mother ends and I begin, nor because 
want Anne to suffer the same horrors I endured in the course of becom 
ing a woman, but because I believe that the habit of courtesy towar 
one's fellow creatures is more durable than a fabulous night at th 
prom. Mother may have thought so too. 

I gave Mother more trouble throughout my years at home than Ann 
has given me because, through some psychic and/or biochemical abe 
ration, I was a depressive, though neither she nor I knew so at the tim " 

74 I recognized that my behavior was erratic and that she got very angr; 

with me for it. What I didn't see, and maybe she didn't either, was th 
behind her anger lay the anxiety and frustration caused by her hel 
lessness to protect me from my pain. When, finally, I cracked up su 
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ciently to be sent to a mental hospital, I sensed that she was blaming 
herself for my troubledness (and no wonder in the disastrous wake of 
Freud), and I felt impatient with her for believing such silliness. But she 
was only exhibiting that reflexive maternal guilt which emerges at the 
infant's first wail: "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry I pushed you from 
this warm womb into the arms of strangers, me among them. I'm sorry 
I can't keep you perfectly full, perfectly dry, perfectly free from gas and 
fear, perfectly, perfectly happy." Any mother knows that if she could do 
these things, her infant would die more surely than if she covered its 
face with a rose-printed pillow. Still, part of her desire is to prevent the 
replication of desire. 

Because I knew I had so often infuriated and wearied her, when I left 
for college I thought only of Mother's relief, never of the possibility that 
she might miss me. Why should she? The house was still crammed 
without me, my sister Sally still there, and my stepfather and the 
babies, and my grandmother too, not to mention an elderly Irish setter 
and a marmalade cat. As soon as I'd gone, Mother bought a dish-
washer, and I figured that took care of any gap I'd left. Not until Anne 
began the process of selecting a college, finding a summer job in 
Wisconsin, packing away her mementoes, filling her suitcases did I 
think that Mother's first-born daughter (and not just a pair of hands in 
the dishpan) had once left her, and she must have grieved at the sepa-
ration too. I love to visit her now because I know at last that she is 
delighted to have me there — not just glad of the company — but 
warmed and entertained by me, one of the daughters who raised her. 

I am aware, too, that she once raised a mother, Granna, who lived 
with us for many years. And Granna raised a mother, Grandma Vir-
chow, with whom she and Mother lived for many years. And Grandma 
must have raised a mother as well, left behind in Germany in the 
1890s, who must herself have raised a mother. "For we think back 
through our mothers if we are women," writes Virginia Woolf in A 
Room of One's Own. Anne has helped me in that backward dreaming. 
When she tells me that she doesn't plan to have children, I feel sad, but 
not because I won't have grandchildren. I mean, I'd welcome them, but 
1 have quite enough characters populating my life to keep me enter-
tained. Rather, I would like her to have this particular adventure, this 
becoming that a daughter forces. 

Overall, I think Anne has done a pretty good job with me. Even 
without encouragement, in a society that doesn't consider her task au-
thentic, she's done her share of leaning and hauling, shaping me to her 
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leeds, forcing me to learn and practice a role I have often found weary-
ng and frightening. Maybe some women are mothers by nature, need-
ng only an infant in their arms to bloom. I'm not. I've needed a lot of 

nurture. And still I hate it sometimes, especially when she makes me 
into an authoritarian ogre rumbling disapproval (just as I did to Moth-
jer, oh, how many times?). But she's firm and often fair. She doesn't 
coddle me. Years ago, before I got my brace, I used to have a lot of 
trouble putting on my left shoe and she would help me with it; the right 
shoe she'd hand me, saying, "You can do this one yourself." But on my 
birthday she bakes me lemon bread and, when I ask her what I smell, 
tells me she's washing dishes in lemon-scented detergent. I believe her 
and so am surprised by my birthday party. She is tolerant when I stamp 
my feet (figuratively speaking—if I really stamped my feet I'd fall in a| 
heap and then we'd both get the giggles) and refuse to let her take my; 
peach-colored gauze shirt to Honduras. But she is severe about suicide 
attempts. She has no use for my short stories, in which she says nothing 
ever happens, but she likes my essays, especially the ones she appears 
in, and sometimes my poems. She admires my clothing (especially my 
peach-colored gauze shirt), my hair, my cooking, but not my taste in 
music or in men. When my black cat, Bête Noire, the beast of my heart, 
was killed, she let me weep, hunched over, my tears splashing on the 
linoleum, and she never said, "Don't cry." 

Before long Anne will have to consider the job done. A daughter can't 
spend a lifetime raising her mother any more than a mother can spend 
a lifetime raising her daughter; they both have other work to get on 
with. I can remember the liberating moment when I recognized that it 
was no longer my task to educate my mother in the ways of the real 
world; she'd just have to make the best of what she'd learned and 
muddle along on her own. Mother muddles well, I like to think because 
I gave her a good start. Anne deserves such a moment. 

And I deserve her having it. It's what we've come this way for. Last 
summer, when George was visiting his parents, his mother sighed, 
"Life is never so good after the children have gone." George is her only 
child, and he's been gone for twenty-five years. I can't imagine sustain-
ing a quarter of a century of anticlimax. Anne and I both confront 
transformation into women with wholly new sets of adventures as we 
learn to live well apart. I feel pretty well prepared now for muddling 
along on my own. 


