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			ANN IMIG

			Founder and National Director, Listen to Your Mother

			Listen to Your Mother: It’s a cliché, it’s the fifth commandment, and it’s an imperative for curbing children young and old from poor life choices like jaywalking and sixty-four-ounce sodas. Because I am a mother myself, the word “listen” looms largest in the phrase, and not only due to my constant attempts to redirect my children’s faces from a screen to my eyes, to hear my words, for the love of God. I listen for and seek out the wisdom in my mother’s words. In the glorious moments when my mom friends and I get a reprieve from patrolling our young, meting out sustenance, and Tetrising our family schedules, we listen to one another’s truths, and to the experiences we share as women navigating motherhood, daughterhood—and, well, peoplehood in general.

			Listening, in fact, makes for effective mothering—whether we heed advice passed down from our grandmothers, obey a parent, attend to a child, companion a loved one through a difficult time, or expand our experience of the world through the simple act of hearing someone else’s story. Listening forges bonds between people, strengthens connections, and builds community.

			Listen to Your Mother is also a spoken word phenomenon—a live-staged reading series born of women who write online and now sweeping the nation’s stages, leaping from the Internet to podiums across the country in community celebrations. Listen to Your Mother gives motherhood a microphone, voicing the realities of mothers and mothering, of non-moms and caretakers, of sons and daughters—many of whom never considered themselves writers or performers—with stories so urgent they press from the hearts of people to the page and then to the LTYM stage, a small selection of which return again to the page, here in this book.

			Geographically speaking, modern motherhood has become more isolating than ever, finding many parents without the benefit of extended family living under one roof or even in the same city. For some, the Internet likely feels as revolutionary as the first long-distance calls must have felt generations ago—connecting us with catharsis, commiseration, information, support, and, best of all, laughter, at any hour and from the comfort of our own homes.

			Thanks to the Internet, however, now we need only Google parenting keywords like “special needs,” “single parents,” or “my four-year-old growls at anyone who says hello to him,” and might find ourselves less alone by forming connections through reading blogs as varied in topic as the aisles in any bookstore. We create online peer-support networks, chat over virtual cocktails, and collaborate in online writing groups. Some of those connections bloom into confidants and friends. For some of us, writing through our days and nights, we not only make pen pals, we also find encouragement and inspiration, sometimes leading to professional connections and even careers.

			My mothering coming-of-age coincided with the mom-blogging boom. My husband traveled constantly for work, and parenting a baby and preschooler alone through six-month-long Wisconsin winters (plus crib sheets, times stomach viruses) drove me to desperation. I took solace in squeezing humor from my sleep-deprived stay-at-home existence, and found comfort in writing through the chaos of a daily obstacle course that often started with a child poking me awake by my armpit stubble before 5:00 a.m., and by 5:00 p.m. found me laid prone on our Lego-strewn shag rug, allowing my darling sons to quite literally walk all over me. I shared my stories first with friends over e-mail, and then by staking out a little Internet carrel of my own—a blog that I named Ann’s Rants.

			For me, blogging reconnected me to an audience I didn’t even realize I missed from my young-adult life as a stage actress. Instead of memorizing scripts, I found my own words to make sense of my experience of marriage and parenting in our overwhelming world. The richer my online life became, the more I wanted to bring all the creative vitality and peer support of the blogosphere to my real-life community, and release the literal voices from those online voices. I created LTYM to give voice to those words, and to make room for the voices of other mothers and men and women making sense of their worlds through writing. What started with one show at the Barrymore Theatre in Madison, Wisconsin, exploded into a national live storytelling series and social media phenomenon, and has now leaped to the pages of this book. Apparently, the voices of motherhood beg to be heard! As you read these essays about moms—from the executive to the stay-at-home dad, from the shtetl grandma to the rock and roll mama, from the Maya Angelou–texting matriarch to the reclusive wanderer to the grieving young widow, from hope to hilarity and heartbreak and back again—think about your own story. Consider writing it down. You don’t need a blog, a book, or a show to find your motherhood voice—you need only listen.

		

	
		
			MATRYOSHKA DOLLS
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			MARY JO PEHL

			My niece was playing in the bathtub, having the time of her four-year-old life. Her parents were busy with the other kids as I was visiting one evening, so I volunteered to get her out of the tub and ready her for bed. She looked up at me from the tepid water. “Only my mom knows how to wrap me in the towel right,” she coolly informed me.

			She was right. I don’t have children of my own so what do I know about wrapping a towel around a freshly bathed child? I am not part of the infinite matryoshka doll succession of humanity—someone’s daughter giving way to another daughter giving way to another daughter, like Russian nesting dolls. I promised to do my best and bring her immediately to her mother so any mistakes could be corrected.

			I’m not sure how it happened but my family has become overrun by these creatures, these offspring of my brothers and sisters. Each niece or nephew seems an alien of sorts, one we wanted and were excited about but we didn’t realize we’d get them exactly. Like ordering mystery gifts from a Harriet Carter catalog: the ad declares, “For $5.95, we’ll pick a special surprise gift for you!” and you get a package but you have no idea what it will be.

			Me, I have known for some time that I cannot have children—if I want to sleep late. Of course, adoption is always a possibility but I could only seriously consider someone in their twenties or thirties. (Those kids are very hard to place, by the way.) And if they could live elsewhere and support themselves, why, I think that would work out best for everyone involved.

			I find pregnancy and childbirth both spellbinding and a little, well, dreadful. I can’t believe women even walk after giving birth. I’d insist on a wheelchair for at least ten years; in fact, I’d probably have to move into assisted living. Come to think of it, I’d probably need a service animal of some sort.

			I have often interrogated my own mother about her five pregnancies and labors. She remembers each of them in great and vivid detail, and I listen like it’s a horror story that has transfixed me, like she should have a flashlight under her face.

			In a conversation we’ve had dozens of times, I tell her that were I ever to have children, I would be afraid of the pain. Every time she says, “Oh, but you forget about it right away.” Every time she says, with a little exasperation, “And besides, Mary Jo, millions of women have done it for millions of years.” And every single time I respond, “That doesn’t make it right.”

			My mother had a heart attack a few years ago. A minor one as they go. Since then, she’d followed doctor’s orders to the letter and was doing quite well. Then after one checkup, a nurse from the doctor’s office called and left a message on her answering machine. It was the night before Thanksgiving, and in a chipper tone, the nurse informed her that the recent tests didn’t look so good—but that she could discuss it with the doctor the following week. She signed off with a breezy “Now don’t let this information ruin your holiday weekend.”

			It ruined our holiday weekend. One night as she sat reading, my mother put her book down and took a deep breath, trying fiercely not to cry. “I’m just not ready to say good-bye to the grandchildren,” she said. And for the first time in my life I saw my mother as a woman. I mean, I’ve always suspected, I know I came from somewhere, but in that moment it hit me. She was human.

			Because you don’t always get that about your mother.

			I realized I was once a baby in her arms. Her mother had given way to her, and she’d given way to me, laboring alone in a hospital room, as with all my siblings, in the days before fathers were allowed in the delivery room. Did she wonder what Harriet Carter surprise gift I was going to be for her?

			The nurse’s call was a false alarm that only required a minor change in medications. A few months later, I watched my mother with the latest baby. She has always been expert in the way she holds newborns, one hand cradling the head and the other forearm under the body so the baby faces her, almost nose to nose. She has a way of talking to infants with a low and caramelly voice. The tiny girl fixed on my mother, riveted, and flailed her scrawny limbs, never taking her eyes away from my mother’s lovely face. My mother’s gentle voodoo made for a lock between them, and at that moment, they were the only two people in the world.

			It’s been decades, but I realize only my mother knew how to wrap me in a towel right. After each bath, she’d comb out my hair, turning me around as I stood at her knees dutifully, and she’d fluff up my white blond hair with her long, elegant fingers. Every time she’d say, “It dries nicer this way.” My niece knows her towel-wrapping mother for the artist she is.

		

	
		
			WHAT MATTERS MOST
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			ZACH WAHLS

			Mother’s Day has always been a big deal in my family’s household. Or, as we like to call it, Mothers’ Day. It’s one of the notable differences of having two moms. During my work as an advocate for marriage equality, people will often ask what it’s like having gay parents. The reality is that, just like most of you don’t think about having straight parents, I don’t get home for a weekend visit, walk in the door, and say, “Oh, look! My gay parents!” Just like you’ve probably never heard someone exclaim, “Oh, look! My straight mom and dad.” After all, my moms don’t live in a gay house, or drive gay cars, or gay park their gay cars, eat gay lunch, or have a gay dog—as far as we can tell. It’s still a puppy, so I guess it’s hard to say for sure.

			But the point is that they aren’t my gay moms. They’re my moms. But they weren’t always my moms—at one point, it was just my mom, Terry. In the late 1980s, she was a single lesbian physician living in rural Wisconsin who decided that she wanted to have children. This is not the setup to a sitcom or a punch line. A lot of people told her that she was crazy. But, between you and me, that was nothing new for Terry Wahls.

			Now, most babies are conceived in a climactic moment of passion fueled by love and/or one too many tequila shots. But for those of us conceived using artificial insemination or in vitro fertilization, the process is much more clinical.

			I was born in 1991, my little sister was born in 1994, and my mom Terry started dating our other mom, Jackie, in 1996. It was a whirlwind romance. They were married that same year. Or, well, not really married per se, but they had a commitment ceremony in a beautiful Wisconsin church, and invited friends and family to watch them exchange rings and vows. We all watched as they walked down the aisle to the theme song of Star Trek: Voyager—to boldly go where no man had gone before! Literally. I was a lot shorter then, so I was the ring bearer—the Frodo, as it were. Thirteen years later, I would be their best man when they officially tied the knot after Iowa became the sixth state in the union to recognize marriage between couples of the same gender.

			At the time, though, the difference was lost on five-year-old me. Lots of differences were. Despite the normalcy—or boringness, depending on your point of view—of my family, I still got plenty of questions about having two moms. “Well, gosh, Zach, you didn’t have a dad, who taught you about things like courage and strength and discipline?” Now, the guys who asked this question clearly don’t know much about the women in their lives. I’m not even going to dignify that with a response. “Oh, well, okay, sure, fine, but who taught you how to shave?” No contest here. My moms didn’t teach me how to shave.

			I learned how to shave when I was in junior high. I was staying with my buddy Mike for a sleepover and in the morning his dad, Clif, noticed that I had a little peach fuzz on my lip. And he’s this big hairy guy, you know, so he goes, “Hey, Zach, want to learn how to shave?” And I’m in the eighth grade, so I’m all like, “Dah, sure!” So he gets out a razor and some shaving cream and he shows me how to shave. Yeah, it was actually pretty anticlimactic. I’m not sure what I was expecting but it was not this moment where the music swelled, my shoulders broadened, my voice deepened, and I became a man. I cut myself, and I learned how to shave. It really wasn’t so different from learning how to drive a stick shift—an important skill, but not all-defining.

			“But, Zach, you didn’t have a dad! Who were your male role models?” Just to be clear, after their commitment ceremony, my moms did not relocate us to some all-female compound in Lesbia-stan. There were plenty of great male role models in my life growing up: the aforementioned best friends’ dads, male teachers in my public school, great mentors in my church, and, speaking as an Eagle Scout, incredible male role models in my Scouting units. There was no shortage of positive male role models in my life when I was a kid.

			This isn’t to devalue the importance of fatherhood, it’s to highlight the importance of good parenting: At the end of the day, what matters most to kids is not the gender of your parents or the sexual orientation or even the number of parents that you have. What matters most to kids is whether or not you have a parent or parents who is or who are willing to put in the blood and sweat and toil and tears that it takes to sculpt little hellions into well-adjusted young adults. And if your parents have that—that love, that commitment, that dedication—if they have truly earned the title of “mother” or “father,” the kids will be all right. I promise.

			Now was it different having lesbian parents? Sure. Are lesbian women different from heterosexual women? In some ways, yes, and we do ourselves a disservice if we bother to pretend otherwise. Growing up, like any other kid would have been, I was well aware of the differences that existed between my family and others. And like any other family, mine was different from every other. My mom Terry was diagnosed with progressive multiple sclerosis when I was eight. We attended a Unitarian Universalist fellowship instead of a Christian church. My moms—both medical professionals and former athletes—put a large emphasis on healthy eating, physical exercise, and on not letting TV and video games rot my brain. Moms.

			The fact that I had two moms and that they were both gay was certainly noticeable but in no way all-defining. This was due partly to my mom Terry’s explanation of our family situation to me at a young age and due partly to the sheer normalcy—as far as I could tell—of everyday life. My moms still had to buy groceries and take me to swimming practice and balance their checkbooks, and unfortunately gay cars don’t run on rainbows yet, so they still had to change the oil. Life with two moms, though certainly in some small ways different from the lives of those with a mom and a dad, was defined not by how others viewed us but how we interacted with and valued one another. We were defined not by some external perception, but by love, strength, and the commitment we made to one another to work through the difficult times so we could enjoy the good ones. That’s what makes a family. And that’s what matters most.

		

	
		
			THE MEAT GRINDER
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			JEN RUBIN

			My grandmother was a formidable woman and far from any stereotype of a doting grandmother. She grew up in a shtetl in the Ukraine in the early 1900s until her family fled the Cossacks when she was sixteen on a ship to Ellis Island. As a young teenager her job was to strap a sewing machine on her back, walk miles to town, sew for a gentile family during the week, and walk home for Sabbath. Family lore has it that it was on these walks that she developed her beautiful singing voice, trading songs with Russian peasants returning from the fields and Jewish and Gypsy travelers.

			In New York City she was a well-regarded singer in the fairly obscure Yiddish folk-singing community. My grandmother leading our extended family in song during holidays was the best part of each holiday. But that didn’t mean I wanted her in my living room, day in and day out, trying to get me to help her record her songs. Yacov, her boyfriend, spent a great deal of time at my house. He would put on his most dapper tweed, board a bus, and spend the day singing with my grandmother. They loved to record themselves and called me away from the television every few minutes to help them. They would sing a song and stop the tape. Rewind the tape. Listen to their voices and stop the tape. Rewind again. Then start the process over and re-record their voices. I knew they were messing with me. These were intelligent people that fled one continent and successfully made their way in another one. Tape recorders were fairly simple machines in the late 1970s. Rectangle boxes that could only play, record, fast-forward, rewind, and stop.

			When I was a young teenager, my favorite way to spend a summer day was sprawled out on my parents’ bed watching reruns of sitcoms. My grandmother kept pulling me away from the television because she wanted me to know these songs. She wanted me to hear the songs of the Jewish diaspora. She wanted me to know the music of my family. To her this was the music of home. I just wanted to watch Laverne & Shirley in peace.

			Music wasn’t the only lesson she offered that I ignored as a young teenager. My grandmother had an unshakable confidence in herself. It didn’t hurt that she was beautiful. At least everyone told me how beautiful she was, though through my teenager eyes I had a hard time seeing it. But the facts stand on their own. At sixteen, on the ship from Russia to Ellis Island she won a beauty contest. She was often pulled off the factory floor where she worked as a seamstress in the garment district to model the clothing they were manufacturing. She looked that good in a skirt. Her self-possession went deeper than that. She had an unwavering belief in herself and didn’t really understand a granddaughter who did not share this trait. I was the kind of teenager who hid behind my hair and hoped not to be noticed. This approach didn’t work well for me as a teenager and it wasn’t working out so well in my young adulthood either. My grandmother, concerned that left to my own devices I would never marry, intervened.

			One holiday she pulled me aside to tell me that when I married I would inherit her meat grinder. I stared at her blankly, wondering how a meat grinder could overcome my inability to flirt. When I didn’t say anything, she leaned in to me and said, “Let people know.” At first I joked about this with my friends. Should I post an ad saying, “Quirky anxious twentysomething comes equipped for marriage with good cheekbones and a meat grinder”? But I couldn’t get her phrase “Let people know” out of my head. I had made an art form out of not letting the men I loved know how I felt about them. I spent two months sharing a car and tent with a friend I was in love with and never managed to find the opportunity to mention it. I was in unrequited relationships. You might wonder how it is possible to be in an unrequited relationship. But trust me, it is. I did it twice. But no more. From now on I was going to “let people know.” The following year, when I realized I was in love with my then boyfriend, I proposed.

			The proposal was accepted. A wedding occurred. Two years later I was living in Madison, Wisconsin, and too pregnant to travel to New York for Passover. One night as I was falling asleep I realized it would be my first Passover without my grandmother leading the songs. I was surprised by how bad that made me feel. The next morning I called my mom and asked her to get a tape recorder and a cassette and sit with Grandma and help her record the songs and express mail it to me. So they did. During the Seder, every time we got to a song I turned on the tape recorder and let my grandmother lead us. Even at ninety and through the crackle of the cheap tape recorder, her voice sounded strong. I could picture her standing up and singing, “Oyfin veg shtayt a boim” (On the road stands a tree), and waving Yacov off if he started to harmonize during her solo. It sounded like home.
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			MARINKA

			Let me just tell you this and save you the suspense. When you get a call from your kid’s school, it’s never good news.

			It’s never “We were just talking about how you are the best mom in the whole school and would you give tips to the other moms so that they could be more like you.” Nor is it “Your child is just too smart. His teacher is requesting his immediate transfer to the PhD program.”

			It’s always a “she threw up” or “he has a fever” or “both of your kids have lice—come get them the hell out of our school.” That’s why when I see the school’s number pop up on my cell phone, I know I’m really in for something.

			So I get a call from the school and the nurse tells me that my kid was hit with a ball in the eye and that he’s in pain.

			And I’m thinking, Ball, eye, pain but also, I still have work. So I ask to talk to my son and he says, Yes, it hurts, and also stings, although the stinging may be the same as the hurting and it doesn’t look like I’ll be able to do homework tonight.

			I tell him that I’m busy and that this isn’t a good time for an injury but that I’ll try to reach his sister and she can pick him up in about an hour.

			And he says AN HOUR? and I can sort of hear a gasp in the background and I say, Yes, an hour, maybe fifty-seven minutes, because what am I, some sort of a professional time estimator?

			Then we hang up and I resume my game of solitaire. Seriously, why is that stuff so addictive? So stupid and yet so addictive! There’s practically no strategy, but how fun is it when you win and those cards bounce around your screen? So rewarding!

			Anyway, we hang up and then I think. Huh. Hit in the eye. Eyes are important. What if it’s bad? Bad as in NOT GOOD? That would be bad. Wait, is this what mothers are supposed to do? Spring into action when their kids are hurt?

			So I call back the school and say, “I’m on my way,” and the woman on the phone says, “Oh, good, because usually the swelling goes down pretty quickly, but it’s not in this case.” And as soon as she says that, I think two things: 1. Why didn’t she say so when she called? and 2. OMG, MY BABY!

			I shoot myself out of a cannon to get to school, and the twenty minutes it takes me to get there is filled with images of my son’s eye hanging on by a thread out of its socket (I’m not an ophthalmologist, so I’m not sure that’s how eyes work) so I prepare myself for whatever gross shit may be waiting for me.

			And then I get to school and I see him sitting there and I look at him and there’s no little jar with his eye in it on his lap, so I am relieved, and then I look at him some more and turn to the nurse and ask, “Which eye is it?” because I can’t tell. And she points to the right eye and says, “See the swelling?” and I look at it again and maybe, if I squint, and tilt my head to the side, I can see the swelling. But I really can’t.

			But I am so relieved and happy that my son is okay and I take him to the doctor just to have it checked out and she does all those doctory things and says that I should keep an eye on him to make sure he’s not passing out or throwing up or speaking in tongues or joining the GOP and he should probably not do too much homework tonight and he sighs as though this is a big disappointment, but if that’s what’s medically necessary, he’s prepared to follow doctor’s orders, for health purposes only, of course.

			So all’s well that ends well. And that particular day ended with my feeling very, very relieved and my son feeling very, very like not doing his homework. But still, the whole incident just underscores my original point. Whenever the school calls, it’s never good news. It’s probably best to block the number.

		

	
		
			I FELT LIKE SOMETHING
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			MEGAN STIELSTRA

			Six weeks after my son was born, at that routine postpartum checkup, my doctor asked how I felt. This is a tricky question for someone who’s recently had a baby; I mean, I can’t speak for anyone but myself, but somewhere between the “How do” and the “you feel?” I exploded all over the poor woman: hormones, no sleep, indescribable love, indescribable fear, and where do you put it all? “That baby doesn’t even like me,” I told her—there was Kleenex and snot and breast milk all over the place, it was tragic. “And: I don’t know what a boppy is! And they say to chart his poop so—is there, like, a spreadsheet? And then I’ve got these aunts who wanna bring me dinner, but then they ask about the baptism, and I don’t believe in God or the Divine or anything, really, so is it okay to take their casseroles?”

			“This is all totally normal,” my doctor told me. She must’ve repeated it fifteen times. “Here’s your paper robe—totally normal. Jump up on the table—totally normal.” Routine ultrasound to check on a minor cyst she saw during my pregnancy—totally . . . oh.

			It’s the single syllables that change everything. Your dentist says oops. Your pregnancy tests says plus. Your gynecologist says oh.

			Later, after some tests, we sat on opposite sides of her desk and she explained that an ovary is the size of a cherry tomato. And a cell the size of a grain of rice had grown into a tumor the size of a tangerine. Which had then swallowed my ovary.

			How do you react to news like that?

			When I look down the line of my life, there are these moments—my parents splitting up, my first heartbreak, losing a job that I loved—and I cried or panicked or locked myself in a room playing Smiths albums on repeat, whatever: I felt something. But when that doctor told me I had a tumor? Nothing. Not sitting there in her office. Not later that night, telling my husband and holding our little boy. Not walking into emergency surgery the next morning—nothing—right up until I opened my eyes and my doctor told me she’d got it. Everything was suddenly fine. One day you’re already dead, the next day you’re back at the office and I cried and thanked her and drank my juice—after all of that, she said, “You’re lucky you got pregnant. If it hadn’t been for the ultrasound, we probably wouldn’t have caught it in time.”

			In that moment, I knew exactly what I felt. I felt—Something.

			It was so close. Do you know what I mean? Like when I’m on my dad’s fishing boat in the Pacific, out there in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by blue, can’t tell when the sky begins and the water ends
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