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To my mother, my children, and my children’s children










INTRODUCTION [image: ]



I love throwing parties. There isn’t an event that I don’t think of as an excuse for a party. That might be the one thing I like most about Judaism, i.e., the religion my husband forced me to convert to. Jews have a party where we drink wine, eat bread, and your husband blesses you EVERY FRIDAY NIGHT! (I’ve always wanted to be blessed weekly.)


I’ve thrown every kind of party—from a dog’s baptism to my own “yard wedding”—so naturally, on the eve of the first woman being elected president, my husband and I agreed we had to throw an epic election (coronation?) party.


Inspired by a trend in Paris of turning public pools into floating movie houses, I rented a huge TV, wheeled it out by my pool, shoveled a bunch of greenhouse gas into the furnace, turned the water up to 101ºF, got tons of giant pink inflatable swans that I begged my brother to blow up for me, and had the party catered with my favorite Mexican food. Get it? Mexican food? Trump? Ha-ha?


Like every other liberal idiot I share a bubble with, I knew Hillary was going to win. The day what’s-his-name was caught on tape saying that he grabs women by the pussy, I actually got annoyed that Hillary’s campaign was STILL emailing me asking for money. “Enough, bitch, I think ya got this.”


The sound was off on the TV as a bunch of comedians floated in the pool-sized hot tub. I’d made an awesome playlist with inspirational classics like “The Times They Are A-Changin’ ” and “We Are the Champions.” As we lay on the inflatable pool toys, smugly basking in certain victory with our margaritas and mini burritos, the mood started to shift from ironic whimsy to intense dread.


With Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day” blaring from the speakers, we noticed Trump had won another state. There was less splashing from the pool. Adorable little burritos started to turn cold. An inner tube shaped like a flamingo frowned.


I decided to get out of the tub, turn down the music, and start asking my smartest, most politically savvy friends what the hell was happening. I was hoping for a “Don’t worry, it’s about to turn around!” What I got was an “If Trump wins Michigan, there’s no way he won’t win the election.” I looked up at the giant screen looming over the chimichanga bar. He won Michigan. The splashing stopped. The margarita machine froze in terror. The flamingo looked like he was going to be sick.


A chill swept over the party. There was silence, which is rarer in a group of comedians than a happy childhood. We were all in shock. Our bubble had been popped. Bewildered and soaking wet, people started getting out of the pool looking for towels. As I waved goodbye to my guests with an air of “Yes, this was a bummer but we will all figure it out tomorrow!” (as I said, I’m a good host), I started picking up unused party horns and poppers that were lying on the tables and thought, Maybe I won’t have a kid.





I froze my eggs on a whim when I was thirty-eight and I didn’t really think I would use them. I didn’t even have a boyfriend at the time. I wasn’t exactly maternal. I truly believed my classic joke: “Having a baby is like a DUI from the universe.”


But still, I had some extra money and thought maybe one day I might want a kid, in the same way I thought I might eventually want an infinity hot tub. (I have one of those on ice too.)


I could definitely live without one, but I thought it might be cute to have a little sidekick to take to the spa and play piano with and who would join me in my Pinot and Painting classes on Wednesdays. Together we would reenact scenes from impressionist masters: mother and daughter rowing in a boat, brushing each other’s hair, her lovingly emptying my bedpan and topping off my Château Margaux whenever I got parched.


Every time I thought about it, though, having a kid just seemed like a lot of work. Not to mention it’s expensive, majorly cuts into your leisure time, derails your career accomplishments, and destroys your romance with your partner. And despite all these sacrifices, it could still grow up and do makeup tutorials on TikTok.


I also worried that in my future kid’s lifetime, it would most likely experience coastal change, increased wildfires, plagues and pandemics, lack of resources due to overpopulation, nuclear war, and, maybe worst of all, more reality-show presidents. How could I bring a child into a world where it would almost certainly one day hear a candidate for president say, “America, will you accept this rose?”


Was it conscionable to have a child when it will just create more pollution in an already pretty full earth that, oh yeah, just happens to be on fire?


I decided that it was. Why should I feel guilty for procreating? Even in the most tragic of times, people were having kids. World War II was the worst catastrophe in modern history, but two weeks after it ended, people were fucking so much that they gave birth to an entire generation of people who are now ruining the world. OK boomer?


The truth is, no matter how bad the world is, people will still be getting married, they will still be having kids, those kids will still be annoying, and there will always be husbands who are completely unhelpful and grandparents who are too frail to watch your kids. You may have to swab your nanny’s larynx for viral shedding before she comes to work, but the cycle of life will not stop.


When I decided to thaw my eggs and crack them over the cast-iron griddle of my uterus, I had a husband, a house, and a career, and knew just from gut feeling which parties to attend and which to skip. How unfair would it be if I kept those little frozen potential Leggeros from attending the party that is my life? I decided to become a mom when I was in my prime, but when the world most certainly was not.


That’s what this book is about, waiting just long enough to have a child so that you are stable and ready for whatever parenthood throws at you, but not so long that you have to give birth in an underground city where oxygen is piped in from the surface and your children think piles of dirt are trees. And if you do wait too long? Don’t stress! You’re literally creating a bunker mate to hang out with you and to eat rehydrated beans with. Who wants to do that alone?


If you’re on the fence about the state of the world or your own readiness to raise a child and give up your freedom, do what I did: face the most monumental decision you’ll ever make and say, “Hey, fuck it, why not?” In fact, Why Not is the name of my sweet, sweet daughter.I




	
I. That’s a lie.













SO, WHAT’S IT LIKE BEING A MOTHER? [image: ]





“Women are troublesome cattle to deal with mostly.”


—SAMUEL LOVER, HANDY ANDY (1842)


“Woman is not intended for great mental or for great physical labour. She expiates the guilt of life not through activity but through suffering, through the pains of childbirth, caring for the child and subjection to the man, to whom she should be a patient and cheering companion.”


—ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER, “ON WOMEN” (1851)





I’ve been trying to finish reading a magazine article for seven months. And it’s not even from one of the smart magazines people in New York pretend to read on the subway. I’ve bought six books on my Kindle and have read 0 percent of all of them. (Sorry, Michelle Obama.) I’ve downloaded all five hundred hours of TV that Ryan Murphy has made in the last six months, but I haven’t watched any of it because I go to bed at nine thirty. And I love highly stylized sass.


“So, what’s it like being a mother?” my single, childless, thirty-eight-year-old male friend asked over coffee. I’d spent the previous twenty minutes droning on about the minutiae of child-rearing, but I guess he hadn’t been listening….


“Can you read a book while watching your baby?” NO. Not unless you want her to fall off a cliff. (I prefer to read on the bluffs above Malibu.) You can’t do shit. Your time no longer belongs to you. I tried to explain that having a kid is loving something so intensely that you can’t live without it, mixed with desperately wanting that something to take a nap so dangerously long that you have to go into its room and check if it’s still breathing.


“Sounds like being a mom is hard,” he said, in the type of understatement only available to child-free men of a certain age. But then he went a step further. “Sounds like it really takes over your whole life.”


That thought panicked me. I don’t want my whole life to be taken over. I didn’t have a kid to get a new life; I had a kid to enrich the one I already had. I’m not just a mom. I’ve been a human adult for far longer than I’ve been a mother. What happened to that person?


Before my daughter was born, I spent three years decorating my house exactly how I wanted it. I’d spent a lot of years figuring out what I liked and then a lot more years working hard to be able to afford it. You have to tell a lot of jokes to pay for Hermès grasscloth wallpaper.


I found the perfect fabrics, the perfect furniture, the perfect fixtures. I talked my husband out of every bad decorating idea he had—including building a trash chute that emptied out of the dining room window (It’s like a slide, but for garbage!)—and I’d won every battle. I didn’t need the thousands of Instagram likes to tell me that my house was perfect. (Tens of thousands, if we’re being specific.) I had the jealous looks of all my friends in real life to do that.


And then, before I could even dent the cushions in my vintage velvet armchairs, I was being quoted $400 by a man who’d come to babyproof my exquisitely designed, expertly curated, totally and irredeemably child-unfriendly house.


His clipboard was a litany of aesthetic horrors: huge plastic clasps to lock the toilet seat down; a plastic gate bolted into the perimeter of the fireplace; barricades that looked like we were preparing the living room for Occupy Wall Street. Apparently there was no Valentino babyproofing collection. The baby-proofer told me not to worry. The gates could be purple and even have my daughter’s name on them. Thank god we had a fainting couch, because I was feeling a touch of the vapors coming on.


I used to hate when someone would ask me a question like, “What are you doing on February second?” And I’d say, “That’s three weeks away, how the fuck do I know? I could be living in France!” But now every second of every day is accounted for. If I ever want to do something luxurious, like condition my hair or eat a sandwich, I have to schedule it during my daughter’s naps. Well, I have a nanny now. But I have to write this book to pay for her.


I get up at 6 a.m. Which means in order to get my nine hours of beauty rest, I have to go to bed by ten. Nothing really fun happens before 10 p.m. Okay, maybe a Nailed It marathon while deeply comatose from Indian food, with your partner snoring beside you (perhaps I was the one snoring). But that shouldn’t be every night.


Now that I’ve had a baby, I spend nearly 70 percent of my brainpower ruminating on whether or not she is okay. Every second I spend with her, my eyes are glued to her to make sure she doesn’t put a switchblade in her mouth. (I’m not giving up my switchblade collection no matter how much I love that baby.)


Is this my new life? Am I just a mom? Am I going to start dressing like a college student who pulled an all-nighter? Is my front yard going to look like a day-care center? Am I going to have to climb over a plastic gate to get into my living room for the next five years? Am I going to be substituting placenta for protein in my stir-fries? (JK… I can’t cook.)


In 2021 the US birthrate fell to its lowest point in more than a century. And the people who are having kids are doing it older and older. Most women I know are having babies later in life. Only Christians and Hasidic Jews are getting married in their twenties. And that’s only because they’re not allowed to have sex before then.


Our mothers put their lives on hold to raise children, but the paradigm has shifted. Now many of us are having kids well after we develop our personalities. And science has intervened to help. Now you can have frozen-egg babies well into your forties and fifties. It’s only a matter of time before a woman in her seventies can do what men in their seventies have been doing forever: become a new parent and/or die of a heart attack during sex with a much younger partner. Your time is now, old ladies!


I waited so long to have a baby because I thought I had to wait to find someone who would split the work with me. I wanted to wait until I found the perfect man. But here’s what I didn’t understand: as a mother, even with a solid, equal partner, I still have to do everything. If you are a straight woman, you have to come to terms with the fact that even if you find the perfect man, he will still be a man. No one knows how to comfort my baby like I do, even when my husband and I trade off mornings.


For example, when it’s one of my mornings, here’s how it goes: the clock turns six fifteen, the baby cries, and I go to her, pick her up, comfort her, and carry her into the kitchen and make her a bottle.


Here’s what it looks like when my partner does it: clock turns six fifteen, baby cries, he grabs his phone, starts vaping, stumbles into the kitchen, eats breakfast, makes coffee, and then thinks about starting to make her bottle.


At this point, even though it’s my morning “off,” I’m not sleeping anymore because my baby is still crying! I stumble into the kitchen, yell at my husband, “You’re eating Fruity Pebbles while she’s crying?” “She’s fine,” he grunts. And then I go do everything myself.


It’s hard raising a child with a man. If what’s going on at my house is any indication, the female and male parenting styles are very different. As a mother, I would have to have five drinks and be in a full-body cast for my parenting style to be equal to that of a sober father. I’d say that twice a week my husband asks if we can leave the baby in the car. No, we can’t leave the baby in the car. (“But it’s overcast!”) You don’t need the Barnes & Noble baby section to know you can’t leave a baby in a car. That’s, like, a classic.


One day I asked my husband to give the baby a bath. I came into the kitchen to find my daughter sitting in a sink full of dishes while my husband scrubbed her and a plate at the same time. Don’t use Dawn on her! She’s a baby, not a duck after an oil spill. I would have to be very drunk to do any of that, so I have no idea what he thinks is normal.


I asked him recently if he knew that it’s not okay for him to pick the baby up by the neck, like she’s a friendly possum or misbehaving cat. Maybe it was an insulting question, but I just wanted to make sure! He asked me if I think he’s a “fucking idiot.” (I declined to answer.) Which, by the way, is not the same as saying, “Yes, I know that’s not okay.” So I still don’t know.


And now, every other day, right at the baby’s bedtime, he’s taking karate classes at Pasadena Community College. Is he trying to lose the baby weight? Or maybe he wants to be able to defend his family if we ever find ourselves surrounded by bad guys in a movie from the seventies? He’s enrolled in community college to get out of putting her to bed. And it’s not just him. I know a male comic who had two high-profile stand-up shows and an appearance on Conan by the time his kid was ten days old. DAYS! I don’t think I left my bed for two months after I gave birth. I still felt my C-section scar throbbing while I delivered jokes onstage a year later. It took my husband a full three days to recover and start pursuing his yellow belt.


There’s a lot my husband doesn’t do: shut drawers, find his wallet, write checks, schedule appointments, put appointments in the calendar, know we have a calendar.


But there are a few things he can’t do: give birth to a child, nurse a child, break a wood board with his fist. (Still looking forward to that belt ceremony, honey.)


Women are more affected by childbirth than men. That’s just a fact. I put a lot of effort into having this thing! (To be more accurate, he had to do ONE thing, and it’s one of his favorite things to do.) My husband was certainly supportive, but he didn’t actually have to do much.


I’m the one who went on fertility medicine and had to inject hormones in my butt for a year. I’m the one who had to get pregnant. He would have made a better pregnant person than me. He doesn’t drink or do drugs, he’s disciplined with what he eats. He could’ve just laid in bed playing Red Dead Redemption, never worrying that nobody would hire him because he was fat.


I’m the one who had to deliver the thing! (Although perhaps deliver is a generous word. I delivered myself into the loving hands of an obstetric surgeon.) I’m the one who had to feed it from my body. When our baby pulls my husband’s chest hair, he screams. Try having a baby sucking on your nipples. Now imagine that baby has two new front teeth!


And I know this will get me in trouble, but nothing made me feel less like my own person and more like “just a mom” than breastfeeding.


I dreaded breastfeeding. While I was still pregnant, so many people told me I would love it that I started to get very suspicious. Usually when everyone loves something, that’s a bad sign. Just look at the most popular videos on YouTube.


Every mother I knew kept saying breastfeeding was an amazing bonding experience. I wondered if changing a diaper was also a bonding experience? Even the hospital was very pro-breastfeeding. As you entered the hallways of the recovery rooms, there was a wall of black-and-white photographs of women breastfeeding, and slogans like Human Milk for Human Babies.


Many of the nurses who help you in those first twenty-four hours belong to La Leche League, and their life’s mission is to remove all shame from breastfeeding. That part I actually loved. I had fantasies about whipping my big fat tit out and having some dude mansplain what’s appropriate in a public space and then I’d yell at him, “These are my tits and my baby, and I am proud to feed her in the hair-care aisle at Walgreens.”


But that’s the only part I was excited for. In the recovery room they didn’t really give you an option. The nurses just immediately put the baby on your boob to see if it latched. Well, my baby latched perfectly, and guess what? I hated it! Apparently, I had a lot of milk. People said I should be grateful, that some women barely have any milk. Women would kill for the amount of milk I had. I wasn’t grateful. I was uncomfortable. I didn’t want to have to milk my tits every two to three hours.


Two months or so into my daughter’s life, I reached a breaking point.


I was watching a movie across town. My tits started throbbing so hard I couldn’t sit there anymore. I had only been away from my baby’s mouth for two hours. But my tits didn’t care. They just kept pulsing and throbbing. I went to the bathroom and tried to hand-squeeze some milk, to no avail. I left the movie before it was finished and went home to my satanic pump machine and sat staring off into space thinking, I don’t want this to be my life.


The moment I had to walk out of that very touching Mr. Rogers documentary to milk myself into an ArcLight sink was the moment I realized I’d lost control of my life. And I was ready to take it back.


A little while later, I was sitting at a café with one of my husband’s many friends from Burning Man, and she said that breastfeeding is a choice, which I found reassuring. Then she said she only chooses to breastfeed because she doesn’t want her kid to get sick. And I do?


Rather than take medical advice from a woman whose idea of fun is spending a week in the desert, wearing body paint and attending seminars about the healing power of dirt, I decided to ask my ob-gyn how long I had to breastfeed. He blew off the question with a wave and said, “A month is fine.” Granted, my ob-gyn who delivered my baby is very relaxed. He’s a gay man who adopted his son from one of his patients, who was already a mother of four and was going to abort it. “I’ll take it!” he said, and so she carried it to term and then gave it to him.


After the baby was born, he told me, he hired a woman off Craigslist to stare at it all day and feed it Similac. She ended up being their live-in nanny for eighteen years. And his kid was just fine! But considering he was on the relaxed side of the parenting scale, I decided I would ask my pediatrician as well. They deal more with the babies after they come out, while the ob-gyn is more focused on your vagina and getting the thing out of it. So I asked the pediatrician, and she said three months would be a good amount of time for my child to slop up all of the benefits that were flowing from my highly productive milk titties. I’m not sure if that’s exactly what she said; I kind of stopped listening after I heard the words “three months.” I remember her saying something about the benefits of breast milk being real, but that the amount of time women were expected to breastfeed could be overstated.


For example, if you breastfeed for six months, you can apparently actually reduce your risk of getting breast cancer by 30 percent. I did three months, so maybe I’m halfway there? If there are added benefits to doing it longer, I had a decision to make: Was protecting my child from the dangers of a slightly higher sensitivity to gluten later in life a fair price to pay for nursing her until she’s old enough to walk over, pull up my shirt, and serve herself, like my tits are the Dr Pepper fountain at a McDonald’s that has free refills? Maybe if you’re old enough to ask for breast milk, you’re too old to drink breast milk?


Breastfeeding was preventing me from getting back to my life. Since it’s not Pioneer Days, I have to go make money. I tell jokes for a living and I had to go figure out how to be myself onstage again. But the world isn’t set up for a cool working mother. When you give birth, who you thought you were goes away. You’ve now become something else. A milk dispenser, for one.


Sometimes I wish we were still living in the days when women didn’t have to do anything. All I would have to do is lie around dreaming of the career I wasn’t allowed to pursue, and if I wanted something from my husband I’d say, “Please, Mr. Sweetie, buy me a dress!” And if he wouldn’t buy it for me, I would just pass out onto my newly purchased fainting couch.


Alas, I guess I’m what they call a working mother. And working mothers can’t always turn to other mothers for support. Why not, you ask? Well, to put it delicately: other mothers are judgmental bitches.


A lot of them, at least.


So I decided on my own. I stopped breastfeeding. It had been around three months already. I began the process of weaning and contacted a lactation specialist to help me figure out how to stop the avalanche of white gold that was spraying out of my tits every time I left the house.


I was told if I didn’t do this correctly, I could get a clogged duct or, worse, an infection. She really wanted me to keep trying to breastfeed, since I had so much milk and my child was latching. But I said I couldn’t. I didn’t want to be tied to my house and I didn’t want to pump. It was annoying and those machines are absurd. I still wake up in a cold sweat some nights thinking about the drone of the pump machine. I wouldn’t wish that sound on anyone. Except my husband, who managed to sleep through it every night with the kind of self-discipline reserved only for karate masters.


The lactation specialist emphasized that the benefits were not just for the health of the baby but that it was also an important bonding experience. I told her that when I was able to be home breastfeeding, it was a nice bonding experience. But so was giving her a bottle. I mean, that’s what fathers do. The whole arrangement felt like a conspiracy to keep you at home, and it’s completely impractical for a working woman. Formula was invented for flappers so they didn’t have to be home in a kitchen during the Jazz Age. It was a solution! Because of formula, women could enter the workforce, make their own money, and finally hear Duke Ellington sing live. The lactation specialist said it was ultimately my decision and turned over her information. I went on her prescribed regimen, which included stuffing my bra with cabbage.


And now my baby is beautiful and healthy and has gotten the same amount of sick as all of her breastfed-for-two-years brethren, and most of all, now we’re both happy! The point is, I acted selfishly. I didn’t want to breastfeed. I really didn’t want to pump. And everything turned out fine. And people might read this and judge me. But I don’t care. I mean, of course I care, but I’ll try to not ruminate on it when you send me hate mail.


No one knows what works, and even when it does work, the kid might still end up hating you, so you might as well do what works for you. Remember: they are joining your life, you aren’t joining theirs. By the time you can actually have a stimulating conversation with your kid, they never want to talk to you again. At least, this is what my friends with older kids say.


So why not make your life how you want and they will figure out how to fit in it? Because the truth is that nobody, not the judgey other parents, the experts, the old lady giving parenting advice in line at Vons supermarket, really knows anything about parenting.


Except for the thing about making eye contact with your kids. That one seems important.










MY CHILDHOOD [image: ]





“My advice to young people? Try to be born in Paris.”


—DIANA VREELAND





Los Angeles is filled with bright-eyed people in their early twenties, or as we call them in the entertainment business, “assistants.” While they wait patiently for Netflix or Hulu to hand them a ten-episode order for a show based on their web series about dating in the age of Postmates, these whippersnappers keep themselves busy attending to the wants and needs of Hollywood’s actors, writers, directors, and, of course, actor-writer-directors.


There’s only one problem. No one knows how to do anything anymore. I once asked an assistant to print out a script for me, and she handed me a loose pile of papers. She hadn’t stapled them because the stapler was empty, and despite her college degree, she didn’t know how to refill a stapler or where to buy staples (one hint: at the store called, helpfully, Staples) or why I even needed staples because who still reads anything on paper? She might just as well have said, “Here’s a loose pile of papers, you old piece of shit. Get an iPad, bitch!”


I meet twenty-three-year-olds who need to watch a ten-second video on their phones to figure out how much milk to put in their coffee. Meanwhile, when my father was twenty-three, he had three kids, a job, and a mortgage. It couldn’t have been easy. Actually, I know it wasn’t easy, because he left. I remember my dad approaching me one day when I was around five, with his dry cleaning over his back. He leaned down to shake my hand and said, “See ya later, kid, I’m leaving.” I must’ve felt this wasn’t normal behavior for him, as he usually didn’t tell me when he was coming and going, so I said, “Where?” He said he didn’t know and also he didn’t know when he was coming back. I shrugged, said goodbye, and went back to playing.


My father left his family at twenty-three, but at least he knew how to get his clothes dry-cleaned. I would have hired him as an assistant in a heartbeat.


I grew up in Rockford, Illinois. By the time I was twelve, I had two paper routes, worked in a grocery store, babysat, and mowed lawns (I schlepped my own lawn mower all over town). I even worked the concession stand at the Jewish Community Center (a harbinger of things to come! and also where I learned the word schlepp). I often found myself looking at the clock at the grocery store where I worked, wondering when my life would start.


But first, I had to help my now-single mother raise my two younger brothers, one of whom was a “problem child.” As soon as he exited my mom’s vagina, my brother wanted to get into a beer brawl. He broke a kid’s rib on the bus to school, tried to flush the babysitter’s head down the toilet, and would attempt to sumo wrestle anyone who came to the house. He hated rules and dedicated his life to doing the opposite of what he was told. My mom told me that when he was a baby, he would want to wear swimsuits in the winter and a parka in the summer. No one knows why he acted this way, but perhaps he wasn’t breastfed long enough.


Our house had a detached garage, which my mother always kept locked, her attempt to keep my brother away from the power tools. One day he broke the windows, climbed in, and sawed off his own cast. (He had many casts throughout childhood, but I believe this one was from falling off a tree, or possibly a building?) Another time he took off his own braces with pliers. At least then he saved my mother an expensive visit to the orthodontist.


I remember being left in the car one day (back in the eighties, it was universally considered safe for parents to leave kids in cars for any amount of time, for any reason—my husband would have loved it) while my mom was trying to get my brother admitted to the city’s only Lutheran school. He had gotten kicked out of all the others, and there were no religions left in Rockford willing to educate my brother.


He must’ve escaped the meeting because I remember seeing him running naked across the front lawn of the school, his head shaved except for a ponytail on top of his head. This became his signature hairstyle. It was actually a pretty smart thing to do if you didn’t want a Christian school to admit you. Show up with the Hare Krishna hairdo!


One morning we woke to find he had mowed FUCK YOU into the lawn, and when we tried to talk to him he just kept barking and acting like a dog for the rest of the day. Another time we had to go visit the farm where my mother grew up, which she’d inherited after her dad’s death. We were driving from Ely, Minnesota, back to Rockford and stopped at one of those lookout points at the edge of a cliff. There was a three-foot barrier serving as a gate, separating us from the cliff below. We were taking in the view when all of a sudden my brother flipped himself over the barrier. We heard a loud, echoed scream as he fell to what appeared to be his death. My other brother and I froze in disbelief, my mother turned white, and all of our hearts sank.


There was a very long, horrible silence. And then suddenly, my brother popped back up. “SURPRISE!!!” He must’ve seen that it wasn’t an actual cliff and decided to “surprise” us. My mother broke down and cried for a very long time. No wonder I vowed never to have children.


The daily responsibilities of a parent didn’t seem much better. I was in charge of making my brothers’ lunches, ironing their uniforms for Catholic school (my brother’s stint with the Lutherans lasted only a week), and making them dinner while my mom was at work. My specialty was Lipton Rice Sides as the main meal. (I would ironically serve this with no sides.) I usually don’t brag about my cooking, but I’m actually great at making all types of packaged foods. My ability to measure how much water goes into a mixture of powdered cheese and a variety of different shapes of dehydrated starches is unparalleled. I’m also really good at opening up boxes of food. And knowing how long to microwave something. You could say it’s a gift. And you probably should.


The moms I saw as a child in Rockford didn’t have it easy. The most successful mom I knew was my best friend’s. She had a husband and a cleaning lady, instead of being her husband’s cleaning lady. She got her nails done once a week and read novels that always had Fabio on the cover. Another friend’s mom was a prominent member of Narcotics Anonymous and took in stray dogs, cats, and, occasionally, people. There were always neighborhood kids living in their big house that was on the side of town I wasn’t supposed to go to. Another friend slept with her four sisters in a big room with their parents. When their parents weren’t sleeping behind the divider of their studio apartment, they were gone following this band I didn’t even know I hated yet called the Grateful Dead. My punishment for judging them all those years ago was eventually marrying a man who hasn’t missed a Burning Man festival since 2014.


Moms were all around me, and the best of them looked like they had boring lives and the worst seemed to have racked up so many bad decisions that their punishment appeared to be having to be one of my friends’ parents.


It wasn’t any better for the grandmothers. My grandma had seven kids, so she was pregnant more of her adult life than not. She also divorced my grandpa more than once because he hit her. It was a different time, I guess. And Italian women were lucky in the seventies because the big glasses they would wear to cover up their bruises were in style and probably didn’t attract that much attention.
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