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Introduction


Ann Hood


Are you #TeamLogan or #TeamJess?


If you don’t know what that means, you have somehow missed the phenomenon that is Gilmore Girls. But here you are, holding a book, this book, Life’s Short, Talk Fast: Fifteen Writers on Why We Can’t Stop Watching Gilmore Girls. Welcome to the world of Stars Hollow and its lovable, irritating, funny, warmhearted, smart, fast-talking citizens. Welcome to the world of Gilmore Girls.


Gilmore Girls, created by Amy Sherman-Palladino, is the television show that debuted in 2000, ran for seven seasons, and has been in syndication for almost twenty years. It has bonded real-life mothers and daughters together since the iconic pilot introduced us to Lorelai and Rory Gilmore and their idyllic Connecticut town of Stars Hollow.


Lorelai is the fast-talking, coffee-drinking, miniskirted mom who had Rory when she was just sixteen years old. Rory, sixteen when the show begins, is an overachiever who has her sights set on Harvard. Their hometown of Stars Hollow is populated with an endearing cast of characters: Sally Struthers as the duo’s wacky neighbor; Sookie—Melissa McCarthy’s first role—the chirpy friend and chef; Broadway star Kelly Bishop as Lorelai’s judgmental mom; Edward Herrmann as the bumbling dad. Carole King is the record store owner. Norman Mailer eats at the local inn.


Although the plot is mostly driven by wondering if Lorelai will end up with Christopher (Rory’s father), Luke (the local diner owner who has loved her since episode 1), or one of the suitors who appear from season to season, the real story is mother-daughter relationships. Lorelai’s fractured one with her own mother; Rory and Lorelai’s developing one as Rory moves from private high school to college to life as a journalist.


I know this anthology of writers writing about Gilmore Girls will appeal to the legions of fans who, according to the New York Times, are still feverish about the show and its characters. “Few would have predicted in 2000 that the show still endures all these years later,” the NYT says. But not only does the show get rewatched by its diehard fans, it also gains new fans every year, partially due to its easy availability on Netflix and partially because its themes and characters are still relevant and appeal to mothers and daughters today. Sheila Lawrence, a longtime writer for the show, says that fans fall into two categories: “Either they have a Lorelai-and-Rory relationship, or they desperately wish they had a Lorelai-and-Rory relationship.”


Mothers and daughters don’t just watch Gilmore Girls, they watch it over and over, reciting iconic lines along with Rory and Lorelai, crying when Rory and Lorelai fight, crying when their love is so real that it’s like they are telling your story.


The week before my daughter left for college, we watched our favorite episodes every night. We didn’t even have to confirm which we’d watch because our favorites are stamped in our joint consciousness. The pilot, of course. “Scene in a Mall.” “The Deer Hunters.” “Take the Deviled Eggs.” “The Lorelais’ First Day at Yale” . . . I sent her off to college with a Chilton Academy T-shirt (Rory’s alma mater); she called the first week to tell me she’d had a Marty experience—if you’re a fan, you know what that means.


The one thing my daughter and I disagree about is that she is #TeamJess and I am #TeamLogan, which I explore in my essay “In Omnia Paratus.” Joanna Rakoff, Katie Moulton, Yassmin Abdel-Magied, and Anjanette Delgado explore motherhood and daughterhood—their own and Lorelai’s, Rory’s, and Emily’s. Nina de Gramont and Erin Almond explore class, one through Lorelai’s many coats, the other through a very different view of Connecticut. Freya North tells us about the joys of watching Gilmore Girls with her son. Sanjena Sathian’s essay “Hiding in the Floorboards,” originally published in Vox, explores the character of Lane Kim, who is from a conservative immigrant family similar to her own. Cathi Hanauer, forbidden to watch anything except Masterpiece Theatre growing up, wonders if Gilmore Girls can make her, finally, normal. Tracey Minkin, a bookworm herself, writes about Rory’s bookishness. And Annabelle Mei defends Rory’s choices that turned one of television’s most loved characters into one of its most hated.


You will find essays by men here too. Francesco Sedita watched the show during the pandemic and discovered its themes of what makes a home. Rand Richards Cooper resisted its charms when his wife and teenager watched, but slowly started warming to the show when his brother-in-law—a Gilmore Girls fan—became ill. Michael Ruhlman, my own darling husband, learned that the charms of the show might help him forge new relationships. And being friends with Chris Eigemen, a.k.a. Jason “Digger” Stiles, didn’t hurt either.


But oy with the poodles already! Grab a cup of coffee and prepare to be Gilmored.









In Omnia Paratus


Ann Hood


In the summer of 1973, all I wanted to do was kiss boys. Cute boys, to be exact. Best of all: cute boys with sexy cars—Mustang convertibles, flirty MGs, souped-up Camaros. I was sixteen years old and worked as a department store model at the Warwick Mall and that summer boys were everywhere. There were the Jordan Marsh stock boys, their muscles bulging beneath white T-shirts as they wheeled racks of men’s suits or wedding gowns through the store; there was the green-eyed boy who worked in the bookstore; the curly-haired boy who worked in the record store; the college boys in their summer jobs at the mall.


I was a good girl, meaning that all I did was kiss the boys. Not even second base as our bodies pressed together, the stick shift between us, the boy groaning with pleasure and frustration, his hand creeping up my shirt and down my cutoff jeans, me slapping it away. Such power I had that summer! And although I was a good girl, I was not a very nice one. One night, a college boy working in the shoe department took me to dinner at Valle’s Steak House. He picked me up in his father’s very unsexy Ford and wore a very unsexy brown suit. By the time I was cutting into my filet mignon, I was finished with him. My mind wandered. He ordered a second martini, I thought about the book waiting for me at home. I thought about the cute boy who was taking me to the movies the next night. I could see his heart breaking all the way through to the cheesecake, but I didn’t care.


Now, fifty years later, I care. The adult me worries constantly about hurting people’s feelings. I help people who are lost in my Greenwich Village neighborhood and make dinner for my students. I listen to my friends’ problems, even when deadlines are pounding on my door. But that sixteen-year-old me did not think twice about a teenage boy’s tender heart. I was tall and blond and tanned from spending long days on the beach slathered in Coppertone and eating root beer Popsicles, talking about boys with my friend Beth. My power felt so enormous that my nerves actually tingled with it. I walked around with an electric current shooting through my body, and that electricity drew boys to me.


One of those boys was a kid from school named Roland. He was skinny and he needed braces and he had acne. Maybe worst of all, Roland rode his bike everywhere. I would have ignored him completely, but he was my good friend, one of the small clique of smart kids who hung around together in a school where being smart was only considered an asset by the teachers. Roland and I laughed our way through chemistry class and sold candy bars in the cafeteria to raise money for the school. We often did group projects with our friends to ensure getting an A and ate pizza or doughnuts while we worked diligently at someone’s kitchen table.


That summer of 1973, Roland rode his bike to my house a lot. I’d come home from the beach, sand clinging to my suntan lotion, hair wet, and my mother would tell me that Roland had come by. Again. “Just tell that poor boy you’re not interested,” she said. “We’re just friends,” I snapped. I’d come home from work only to find out that Roland had stopped by again. He always had iced tea with my mother when I wasn’t there, which made me mad at both of them. That he had pedaled his bike four and a half miles in ninety-degree weather to “stop by” never occurred to me.


If I was home when he showed up, we sat on the back porch and talked about our summers. I see now that Roland actually did interesting things, like climbing Mount Washington and biking around Cape Cod, while all I did was stand in the Jordan Marsh window in autumn “school clothes” mannequin modeling, which meant not moving except once every two hours, lie on the beach with Beth, and kiss boys. But back then, Roland seemed about as uncool as a person could be. Why would someone hike over six thousand feet just for a view? Why bike around Cape Cod when you could drive? But since we were only friends, I listened and teased him that he was too pale and needed to go to the beach more.


Then, one day, driving down Route 2 on my way home from the beach, I saw the sign at the Warwick Musical Theatre announcing its upcoming shows. Engelbert Humperdinck, Tom Jones, Liberace, and then, coming on July 21 for one night only: George Carlin. Anyone who came of age in the 1960s and ’70s adored George Carlin, could recite his Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television perfectly and quote the weather report he gave as the Hippy-Dippy Weatherman: “Weather tonight: dark. Turning partly light by morning.” George Carlin was one of the few cultural touchpoints I shared with my five-years-older-than-me brother and my younger cousins. Everyone loved George Carlin.


From the minute I saw that sign, I made it a mission to get a cute boy with a sexy car to take me to the show. The red-haired boy who went to the fancy private school. The blond stock boy with eyes like Paul McCartney. The bookstore boy, the record store boy, the new boy who worked at Jordan Marsh in the linens department. I let them all know that I wanted to see George Carlin more than anything. Then the phone calls came, all with the same bad news: The show is completely sold out. I had my eyes set that week on the blond stock boy, so to him I persisted. “There has to be two tickets somewhere . . .” I complained to Roland one afternoon as he sat, sweaty from the long bike ride, guzzling lemonade. “Completely sold out? There are over three thousand seats! How can it be sold out?”


And then, just days before the concert, a miracle. I was at home, sitting in front of the box fan in the living room, when the phone rang.


“I got two tickets!” a boy said. “To George Carlin!”


My excitement would have been even bigger if the boy had been anyone but Roland. But Roland it was, the procurer of the sought-after tickets.


“You want to go, right?” he said.


“Yes!” I did want to go, and if seeing George Carlin live and in person meant going with my pal, then so be it.


In my memory, the phone rang again minutes later, though it might have been the next night.


“I got two tickets!” a boy said. “To George Carlin!”


Not just a boy. The boy. The blond stock boy with Paul McCartney eyes.


“You want to go, right?” he said.


“Yes!”


“With me?” he said.


“Yes!”


Great, he would pick me up at six on Saturday night.


Lost in the joy of a date with the blond stock boy, it took a few minutes for my predicament to become clear to me.


My mother was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking black coffee and smoking Pall Malls, a game of solitaire spread out before her.


“Mom, you have to do me a favor,” I said.


She narrowed her eyes behind her bifocals. “What would that be?” she asked, cigarette between her lips, a four of hearts suspended in the air. My mother and I always got along just fine, but this summer I was pushing her patience. A lot.


“You have to call Roland and tell him I can’t go to George Carlin with him Saturday night.”


“Why can’t you go? All I’ve been hearing about for weeks is George Carlin.”


“Because that cute stock boy asked me to go!” I said, exasperated.


Mom put down her cigarette. “Do you honestly believe I’m going to call that poor kid and break his heart for you?”


“Yes!”


She leveled a cold gaze at me. “Ann,” she said, “I know you and I know that you will do the right thing in this situation.”


I stared back at her. She resumed her game of solitaire.


“Fine,” I said, and stomped into the living room, where I called Roland and told him that I had to work on Saturday night.


Oh! The blond stock boy picked me up in his Pontiac Trans Am, muscles bulging beneath his baby blue shirt, hair curling just right over his collar. It was July in Rhode Island, hot and sticky and full of promise. He held my hand as we made our way through the crowd, showed our tickets to the usher, and led me into our row. Right beside Roland and his brother.


Roland looked at me and then he looked at the stock boy and he sunk deep into his seat. I do not remember if George Carlin said the seven dirty words or played the Hippy-Dippy Weatherman. I only remember wanting to disappear, to run out into that summer night and just keep running, maybe forever.


It comes as no surprise that Roland never spoke to me again, not even at our twenty-fifth high school reunion. He went away to college and became a doctor, whereas the stock boy still lives in his little hometown, where he has grown round and stagnant. I spotted him not long ago, sitting in a plastic-webbed lawn chair drinking a beer in front of the fire station.


By the time that summer ended, I’d had my heart broken by a college boy named Peter who worked in men’s wear. For the whole month of August, we went to the beach on our days off and made out in his charmille green Citroën. We ate cheeseburgers and ice cream sundaes, frozen lemonade and A&W root beer. He made me so dizzy I couldn’t even concentrate on Camelot, which was rereleased at the movies that summer, and struggled to discuss Guinevere’s fate with him afterward. But then Labor Day came and he went back to college and never called me again.


What does any of this—Roland, the stock boy, Peter and his Citroën—have to do with the television show Gilmore Girls or Logan Huntzberger and Rory Gilmore?


Well, everything.


After my second divorce (a story for another essay), I was about as crushed as a person can be. Twenty-five years, three children—and the loss of our second child, Grace, when she was just five—a home built in 1792 that I tended and nurtured, all came crashing down in the ugliest ways possible (this, too, is for another essay). I was broke and broken. And forced to leave that sweet home of mine because I didn’t have the money to buy out my ex. At almost sixty years old, I had to borrow money from my mother and have her cosign the mortgage on a new home, which added to my enormous sense of failure.


My preteen daughter and I moved into a loft in a renovated factory across town, in a neighborhood that was far from gentrified. But it had enormous windows, loads of sunlight, high ceilings, and a modern kitchen. In other words, it was the complete opposite of the home I’d left. Our first night there, we ate spaghetti carbonara, our plates balanced on unpacked boxes because we had no dining room table.


As mothers do, or try to do, I pointed out all of the wonderful new things in our lives. The high school she wanted to go to was literally next door! Our new neighbors were great! We were getting two kittens!


Gently, my daughter said, “I know just the thing we need.” She picked up the two television remotes that I had not yet figured out how to use, pressed some buttons, and continued, “It’s this show that I think we are going to love. I’ve only seen the first couple of episodes . . .”


And just like that, the TV screen filled with the faces of Lorelai and Rory Gilmore. When the opening song, “Where You Lead (I Will Follow),” played, we found ourselves singing along enthusiastically, pointing to each other and high-fiving, laughing and crying in our new home.


Every night, we ate our dinner on unpacked boxes and watched Gilmore Girls, each time belting out “Where You Lead (I Will Follow)” with Carole King. Some nights we only watched two episodes; sometimes we watched as many as five. Luckily for us, there are 153 episodes, enough to finally unpack all those boxes, get a dining room table, and start high school. We watched Rory fall in love with Dean in high school, break up with him to go out with Jess, break up with Jess and go back with Dean, and meet Logan Huntzberger in college at Yale.


Every Gilmore Girls fan is on a team—either Team Dean, Team Jess, or Team Logan. To me, Dean was the perfect high school boyfriend: adorable, sweet, adoring, and a little jealous. Jess, Luke’s nephew who sweeps into town and turns everything upside down—including Rory—is that bad boy with a hot temper. He likes to kiss and scowl and pick fights. But Logan. Logan! Handsome. Rich. Smart. He offered Rory so much—exciting adventures, a new way of life, the opportunity to step away from everything she knew and see a different world.


When cub reporter Rory starts investigating the Life and Death Brigade, a secret society at Yale, Logan invites her to one of its events—glamping in the woods. The highlight of the weekend is dressing up in formal attire and jumping off a seven-foot platform while holding an umbrella. At first good girl Rory refuses, but Logan convinces her to do “something stupid, something bad for you.” And so she jumps. The Life and Death’s motto is, after all, In Omnia Paratus. Ready for anything.


“I hate him,” my daughter announced when Rory and Logan stole a boat in season 5, episode 21, “Blame Booze and Melville.”


“You hate Logan?” I asked, stunned.


“He just got her arrested!”


“No, no. She’s the one who wanted to steal the boat. He said, ‘It’s not ours to take.’ And she said, ‘Let’s go.’ ”


“They end up in jail!”


We stared at each other, each of us thinking, Who is this person?


“I hope we can both agree Dean is not right for her,” I finally said as a peace offering.


“Obviously.”


In college, I fell for one wrong guy after another, always because they were so damn cute. The one who looked like John Denver, so sweet and enamored of me? No interest. The one in my Shakespeare class who always walked with me out of Independence Hall, asking me what I thought of Hamlet, of Lear, of The Merchant of Venice? I talked animatedly until we hit the quad, then I focused on finding the darling, aloof boy who drove a 1950s Cadillac so he could break my heart. By college, I had somehow stopped being the heartbreaker and become the wounded one, so that after I graduated, I protected my heart, dating randomly and without enthusiasm.


It is fair to say that I dated my share of Deans—nice, dull guys who liked me too much—but mostly I dated Logans, those devilish men who took me for lavish dinners and smiled their beautiful smiles, who fell in love with me but couldn’t commit. My daughter was right, why did I think Logan was so perfect, not just for Rory but in general? Why was I still so won over by cute guys who drove nice cars? Hadn’t my ex-husband been that very type, rolling into my life in a vintage Mercedes with a dazzling grin?


At every opportunity I reminded my daughter about Jess’s flaws. How he lied to Luke about skipping school. How he lied about being in a fight with Dean. How he cruelly made out with someone else right in front of Rory. How he kisses Rory when she’s still going out with Dean.


But then, in season 6, episode 8, after Rory has dropped out of Yale, when she is living with her grandmother and still dating partying, drinking Logan, Jess shows up out of the blue and gives her a copy of the novel he has just published. They go out for a celebratory dinner, only to have Logan show up and act like a horse’s ass, putting down Jess and blabbering about himself. As we watch, flashes of so many dinner dates with so many boys crossed my mind, the fake smiles as I listened to them talk about their hockey games, their sailboats, God help me, their insurance business.


“This isn’t you,” Jess tells Rory when he walks out of the restaurant. “I know you.”


And then, just like in Gilmore Girls, I met my Jess. A writer who has sowed his oats, who loves me truly, who is cuter than Logan Huntzberger or any of those guys in my past. But unlike Rory, and thanks to my personal Rory, I don’t let him go. I keep him.


But I am still steadfastly Team Logan. I know that of course Jess is the right one for Rory, but I also know that Rory, and my daughter, and I, all of us need a Logan. We need to have our hearts broken, and to break hearts. We need to cry on our friend’s shoulder while we eat leftover Chinese food, and we need to sit, hot and uncomfortable, beside someone who loves us that we do not love. We need to jump into the unknown and then pull ourselves up, bruised and aching, and jump again.


Daughter: Be kinder than I was, but don’t hold on to something that was never maybe yours in the first place. Outgrow your Logans, hopefully faster than I did. And then one day you will be in Vermont on a sunny August afternoon, or in a crowded lecture hall with an autumn wind banging the windows, or sipping a bourbon at a zinc bar, and your Jess, the person who knows you, will call out to you. And if you are ready, you will hear him. In Omnia Paratus.









Mom, Please


Joanna Rakoff


Two-plus decades ago, on a blistering December evening, I turned on the television—for the first time in perhaps a year—and found something I’d never encountered before: Two women talking. Two dark-haired women talking. And talking and talking. Their conversation went on far past the point of comfort, much like my own conversations with friends, bearing the weight of each other’s deepest thoughts and fears; much, too, like the conversations in the screwball comedies I’d watched as a kid with my Greatest Generation dad, a former borscht belt comedian for whom banter represented both the highest form of art and the purest expression of love. Clearly, the two brunettes on the screen in front of me felt the same.


At first, the relationship between these two women—who were beautiful, but in an unvarnished, vulnerable way I’d, again, never encountered on the small screen—baffled me. Were they sisters, with a large gap between them, like my own sister and myself? Or aunt and niece? Friends? But as I watched that first episode—in which Rory attends a dance at her new school, a book (of course) in her bag, to disastrous end—it became clear that they were mother and daughter, joking with and prodding each other, while holding each other to a high level of honesty, emotional and otherwise.


Mother and daughter. Those words meant something very different to me than the relationship I watched unfold over the course of that bleak winter and spring. Because, you see, my own mother bore a remarkable, almost uncanny resemblance to Emily Gilmore, in every possible way. So much so that certain lines and scenes felt akin to watching a home movie. My mother, Phyllis, had Emily’s dark, enormous, deep-set eyes and impossibly high cheekbones, her dancer’s posture and commanding presence, her style of speech and helmet of hair, her love of department stores. Emily’s pleated trousers and tailored blouses and St. John suits and court shoes could have arrived on set directly from my mother’s closets. She, too, could not keep a maid—though she called them “housekeepers”—and felt entirely comfortable ordering around every human in her presence. (Every time Emily commanded a uniformed servant to “bring this to the dining room” or directed Lorelai to “sit down,” I gave a little shudder.)


But mostly, or most importantly, Phyllis and Emily shared a sharply defined set of values and expectations for their children—for, I suppose, the children of everyone in their milieu—and a coolly rigid idea of what constitutes acceptable behavior, dress, grooming, interests, activities, and goals. Not to mention meals, travel destinations, and styles. (Once, as a small child, I suggested to my mother that we go camping. “Animals sleep outside,” she told me. “People sleep in hotels.” Hotels only. Motels never.) Acceptable sports: tennis and golf. Acceptable dinner conversation: school, work, gossip of a non-tawdry nature, travel plans. Acceptable fabrics for bodily adornment: cashmere, wool, silk, linen, cotton. Acceptable daytime shoes for women: loafers or pumps with a one- or two-inch heel, composed of leather or suede, inside and out. “Anything higher is an evening shoe.” In my mother’s coda—about which I could fill an entire book—sneakers were only acceptable when engaging in a sport, miniskirts were only acceptable before the age of thirty (as was hair below the shoulders), and meals could only be eaten with actual silverware, not “that plastic stuff.” In eleventh grade, my mother suggested I drop one of my best friends because she wore a translucent skirt without a slip. A sign, Phyllis explained, of both poor judgment and bad character.
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