Jane Maher

Girl


I don’t remember exactly when I began to be offended when my father called me, or other girls or women, “girl.” I guess he always did it; at least I don’t remember him ever not doing it. He’d often use it as a term of affection: “How’s my girl today?” But just as often, he’d use it carelessly or callously, the way some men use the expression “sweetie.” “Listen girl,” my father would say, “I make the rules around here.”


Women, girls, were perceived by my father as less than men: less important, less intelligent, less capable, less in need of education or direction. In fact, for a long period of my life, I was so indoctrinated by my father’s views, and by society’s confirmation of those views, that I agreed with him.


But as I grew older, the term “girl” began to hurt me and make me angry. As my father became aware of my strong and growing aversion to the word, he’d use it even more often. “What’s the matter,” he’d ask. “You don’t like it anymore when your old man calls you girl? You’re my daughter; I’ll call you whatever I want.” Or he’d ask my mother, pretending I wasn’t in the room, “What kind of daughter did you raise that she wants to become a man? Is she ashamed to be a girl?” The word took on stronger and stronger connotations for me as I began to realize how permanently, and adversely, my father’s attitudes had affected my life. I had been sent to an all-girls commercial high school. “Listen, girl,” my father declared, “as long as you know typing and stenography, you’ll never starve.” College was not mentioned very much in our house. I was one of three daughters. If one of us had a date, my father would tell my mother to remind us “what can happen to a girl if she’s not careful.” When I got married, I heard my father joking with my uncle: “One down, two to go.” We were objects to be dispensed with, burdens of no conceivable use to him. 


This does not mean that he did not love us or care for us; for my entire childhood, he worked two jobs so that he could afford to send us away to the country every summer. But it was the terms upon which he loved and cared for us which were so distressing to me. Nor did I always get angry when he used the term. When my first daughter was born, he arrived at the hospital carrying a silver dollar he had saved in his collection for many years as a gift for her. “Now I’ve got four of you girls instead of three,” he said, knowing that I knew at this special time he was only teasing and did not intend to hurt me. 


I saw less and less of my father after I moved to Connecticut in 1980. He and my mother kept their house in Brooklyn but spent most of the winter months in Florida. Sometimes when I called on the phone, I could tell how happy he was to hear my voice. “Hey, girl, is that husband of yours taking as good care of you as I did?” But other times, over Thanksgiving dinner or while opening Christmas presents, he’d use the term as he had when I was young. “Girl, get me a little more coffee will you?” Or when I enrolled my daughter in an expensive private school: “Why spend money you don’t have to, girl? She’s just going to get married the way you did.” I’d keep my countenance at those times; I had grown wise to my father.  I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing my anger. That’s not to say he didn’t keep trying: “So now you like it when your old man calls you girl, huh? You’re finally getting wise to the fact that men aren’t so bad to have around when you need something.”


And I suspected that secretly he was proud of me. Soon after I got married, I returned to college, part-time, in the evening, and graduated magna cum laude. By then, both of my daughters were in school, so I earned my master’s degree from Columbia University, again part-time. It was my father who picked up my daughters from the school bus stop on the day I took my comprehensive exam. When I began to teach part time at a local community college, my father asked my mother, again pretending I wasn’t in the room, “if there was a girl around here who thought her father was going to start calling her Professor.” 


My father had always had a heart condition, exacerbated by twenty-two years as a New York City fireman, two packs of cigarettes a day, and my mother’s delicious Italian cooking. When he suddenly became seriously ill, my mother got him home from Florida and into a hospital in Brooklyn in less than 24 hours. But it still wasn’t soon enough. My father died before they could perform a triple bypass and before I got to say goodbye to him. 

I had left Connecticut at nine in the morning, intending to wait out the surgery with my mother and to be with my father when he awoke. Instead, when I arrived at the hospital, one of my sisters and my mother were in a small, curtained off section of the intensive care unit being told by a busy, preoccupied young resident that my father had experienced very little discomfort before he died. It sounded too pat, too familiar, too convenient for me. I was overcome with the fear that my father had been alone that entire morning, that no one in that overcrowded municipal hospital had even known that he was dead until they arrived to prepare him for surgery.


They left us alone to say goodbye to him, but I was so concerned over my mother’s anguish that I didn’t take the time I should have to kiss him or even to touch his forehead. A nurse came in and suggested, gently, that it was time to leave. She was right, of course––another moment and my mother would have collapsed.


I thanked the nurse and asked her, nonchalantly, if she knew exactly when my father had died, secretly convinced that she didn’t have an answer, that he had been alone all morning. “I didn’t see him this morning,” she replied, “but I’ll get the nurse who did.”


A young, pretty nurse appeared several minutes later. “My shift is over,” she said, “but I was waiting around to see the family.”


“Was he in pain?’ my mother asked.


“No, not at all. He even teased me a bit. I remember his exact words. “Go take care of the patients who need you, girl,” he said. “I’m perfectly fine.”


I wasn’t exactly fine, but I have never felt more comforted in my life than when I heard that word.

Reprinted by permission of the author.


4

