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Which is harder: living in the shadow of a beautiful mother
or watching her beauty disappear? by Brooke Kroeger

BOMBSHELL
MOM

Iz was the same before | umed 40 @ it
was when [ was 4. Mo stranger could be-
lieve rtha: the kandioene blond woman
with a syle she hemelf fels sure Jackie
Kemnedy had borrowed was old enowgh
h:!h:ln'rmuﬂm.

Acmaally, she b 2 yeans older, my
brothers came affer at intervals of three

combinmion of ayle e poruge sl the
wary # threw her into sach sharp contrast
with moat other mothers of children my
#ge. Her sppearance provoked resction in
every imaginable sctting. 1 el sometimes
W Age 5 The denim’s office, 1954, “Oh,
bow nke,” the receptionist mays “You're
kere with your sbszer tocey.™ Some varia-
tion of this wene hoppers another 200
o over the next 30 pears. In every
case, my mother cormets the mistake bt
delights in the famtery. As o linke gisl, |
fnd these comments shamefil [ wosry
ithat e one believes [ hove 1 mother,

W Third-pade sring reciation, 1958
Mochers with wghely permed hair crowd
ﬂuhﬂm‘.dﬂkﬁ‘rbﬂﬂ'mﬂn.l‘h
a mall fabricahop displiy of insipid Aol
grints. The late arrival is the oaly ah
blond, hair in a side-parted papeboy dis-
croctly pinned back behind the car on
one side. She wears tailored sdacks in
gale, pale yellew and a motched-collar
blouse the same color, and she sops the
room. Subtle, smanm, sexy withour rying
By 9 years of age 1 am well sccustomed to

Takhen during the auibar's
collegs years— Mem la 41,
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th inevicable remarks. [ have gotten be-
yord the warry over whether | appear
mothersess. But a new one has reared:
why can't she just blend in?
BAg: 15 1964 College bovi hang
aroumndd aur bouse. They love my mother,
amaped by how mach bemer she looks
than their moms. By now | have beard the
pdags, Warst to bonoaw heowr & giel will looke
irn 200 vears? See her mother, Whatever my
ambivalence about this situation—however
mnoving it s that all sorms of poople fexl
rompelled o comment on how she looks
ll the time—] do appeehend the signid:
cance of my hucky dip in the gene poal
Like meost emothers of teenage gels,
mine maker me cray, But [ beam to ad-
mire the way she “presents.” It becomes
a source of sincere pride. And. since | be-
gin 1o believe [ am golng to murn out the
e way, o becosmes part af By wleari-
ty. [ acoept, even feel guite pleased. fo be
the gisl whese mother is aging like tha
B College days. 1008
My mother visits. We'ne
together i a  hotel
lounge. Two kky sales-
men af a table across
the room have the wait-
ef offer ws a dreink
Mom, the consummate
prude, feigani  abock,
gggles, and sells the
men in full vokce and smile we are moth:
er and daughter. We all lugh. She nells
the story o haendred times after, cheilled,
at #), to be mistaken for a college girl
There was a darker side o all this. By
dinz of all the focus on how my mether
lsoked, there was focus from her on how
we all looied. In our Gmily we value hon-
esty far above tact; males oumumber fe-
males theee e o, Evalustions are brstal.
| atill experience dresd petting off the
pline 1o visit my pafents—even now, &t
age 43—knowing that the memtal ape
mcasure will be drown, caloulating how
Full the Bce, how broad the behind. [1 i
mipther’s old agenda, buat we've all gotien
sacked in “fowls!" the older of my beoth-
ers blurted in a mock shrick when | came
ome from college up en pounds [ was
kardhy fag, but given the imposssble famaly
stapsdard, | might as well have swalloswed
an air mattress. AE our house this was very
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fumny, Trnee @& ey 5o we all howled

[ still experience the impact of having
grown up that way: every time passing a
mirror provoles too harsh a self-erici
dsm, every time my brothers and |
catch ourselves oo focesed on one of
their receding hairlines, every time |
subject my own daughter to oo much
scrutiny. [ know betver. | try not 1o da
it. It happens anyway.
® Living abroad, age 31, 1981, Muother
comes o visic She's in a brown straighs
akkr under 3 wmilased brown leaher Blas-
er. She's 53, striding off the plane with
her familisr confidence. | haven't seen
her for almost a year, so the change i
wartling 1 norice thar under the blaser
she can't pet her zipper all the way up
Her stomach bulges under her skim. T ory
b suppress |'|1-mﬂ|.l1: her the bars on the
end of my tongue, bat 1've growmn up une
der her nunelige, w0 1 can’. Mom defiane-
ly sucks her midriff in deeply o

demonatrase how oy her walse il &
She feigns hurt, buz I've hit the tnsh
bunon and, in sn imerant, we aze both
lughing out of coneral.

During the L3 years since them, my
maother has become what ber doctor de-
scwibes an obesa. 16's an overstarement, bt
she really i far. A nonfencrioning thyrosd
went undisgnosed too long, and the re-
wulring impact on her memabolissm has
meant 3 weight gain of mavhe 50 pounds.
Omn a small frame, it's a lof. On the most
wonshiful mom i tewm, o'y & sheck

[ would have expected SMMENe wiih
her Bisporyp=—an ghassrd for w long winh
the subject of appearance—io be thor-
oughly depressed over this development.
Mot s In Bet, | can't get over bhow fully
she seems o bave accepied what hes to be
an unwelkome chanpe. She makes half-
hearted passes ab dieting, worries about

her health, and declaires from Eime 10

A current phote of Mom,

| would have expected someone with her history,
so obsessed for so long with the subject of appearance, to

be thoroughly depressed over this development.

rime on why women need more fullnea
in thelr later vears. Whatever sense of sig-
mihzance her bools may once have ghven
her life, at bottom her walues are beter
than thar. She never speaks winfully of
what was. She has even devcloped this new
personk @ thecary belly laagh has come
from somewhere to complament the new
ginh. Utven her history b a cabture =
consmmed with appearance, it's impresaive.
den't vou ehink?

And for the daughter who had resodved
0 much of her ambivalence and who had
grown pleased to be sgmg—physically, a
beast —in her mother's mold! Ar the doepe
et bevel, | am very prowd thae chis is the
perion she has tumed o 1w be. On ane
ather, "ve had my throid checked Pudoe

Brooke Kroeper i the author of Nellie Bly
Draredesil, Repomer, Fembnist, soon o be
relecsed i pagurback




