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Dedication


To: My parents, Thelma and Carl Knobel, who were always on the right side of parenting. I once asked my mother why she and Dad didn’t have more children. Her response—“The two that we had were perfect”— also happens to be an excellent description of my parents.

To: Janet, a positive influence in my life—kind, smart, ladylike, and always setting a good example—to this day.

To: John, who took it in his stride when I decided that writing was more important than ironing and dusting and fixing breakfast. He’s a far, far better husband than he is a writing critic, as he claims to love everything I write. Unless, of course, he’s just plain smart.

To: Three sons who remain a priority in my life as well as the beneficiaries of their grandparents’ wisdom and love.

Mike, who has taught me much about writing, and who generously shares his fans and his “people” with me. I couldn’t have done this without you.

Scott, who has given us a wonderful, loving family, and who tirelessly shares his fascination for sci-fi and fantasy with me. Waiting for your book!

Phil, my karaoke connection, who makes me smile, brings out my mothering instincts, and reminds me what is important in life.
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Foreword


When my mother finally finished the manuscript for her new book, she asked me if I wanted to write the foreword.

“That depends,” I said. “Is it any good?”

“Well,” she said, “I’ve sent it off to several publishers. They all say it’s terrific!”

“Hey, that’s great,” I said. “Which publisher did you decide to go with?”

“Oh, they all passed,” she said.

“What? Why?”

“They told me a collection of loosely connected stories about a woman no one has ever heard of might be a tough sell in today’s highly competitive marketplace.”

“I see. So then . . . who exactly is publishing this book of yours?”

“Well, after you write the foreword, you could do it. I thought maybe you could do it!”

Friends of my Facebook page know that my mother has a unique way of getting me to do things. A couple of years ago, after I neglected to return her phone calls in a timely fashion, she posted a short note on my public Facebook page. It read:

Dear Mike,

I assume you’re not returning my calls because you’re busy making a television show. Or something. But I see that you still have time to chat with your little Facebook friends! Would you prefer to communicate publicly? I’m happy to do so, if it’s more convenient for you.

Warmly,

Mom

Obviously, a note like this, posted in front of five million people, prompted some predictable feedback from my loyal fan base.

“Good grief, Mike, call your mother this instant! What’s the matter with you?”

“Seriously? You’re too busy for your own mother? What kind of person are you?”

Sensing a social media backlash, I called my mother posthaste.

She didn’t pick up. I tried again and was sent straight to voicemail.

Clearly, Mom was otherwise engaged, reveling no doubt in the hundreds of sympathetic comments inspired by her passive-aggressive cry for attention. So I left her a message thanking her for turning my fans against me and asking for a return call at her earliest convenience.

What I got instead, a few hours later, was a 1,300-word email that began like this:

“Dear Mike, I was trying to reach you because something happened the other day I simply had to share. . .”

For years, my mother has been sending me true stories she “simply had to share.” Some are amusing. Some are touching. Some are laugh-out-loud funny. Well, this was a funny one—a true story that chronicled the mysterious vanishing of her beloved blue purse at the local Walmart and the subsequent drama surrounding its unlikely recovery. She called it “Old Blue,” and when I finished reading it, I called my mother again, this time to tell her—for the umpteenth time—that she really should write a book. Once again, my call was sent straight to voicemail. So I hung up, hit the video button on my iPhone, and recorded “Old Blue” from my kitchen table. Then I posted the video on Facebook, jumped into a waiting Uber, and left town for a few days to shoot another episode of something or other.

When I returned, “Old Blue” had been viewed over fifty million times. I’m not even kidding. Fifty. Million. Times. And the feedback was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Literally tens of thousands of comments, all begging my mother to write a book.

“Oh my God,” they said, “you’re the next Erma Bombeck!” “You’re the next Nora Ephron!” “You’re the next Betty White!”

By the time the dust settled, “Old Blue” had reached well over a hundred million people and caught the eye of several major publishers, all of whom invited my mother to write a book of humorous essays about her relationship with “The Dirty Jobs Guy.”

“It’s a slam dunk,” said one editor. “A no-brainer,” said another. “A guaranteed bestseller,” said a third.

Mom asked me, “What do you think, Mike? Is a collection of amusing stories about ‘The Dirty Jobs Guy’ a guaranteed bestseller?”

“Beats me,” I said. “But if that’s what the big boys say, go for it. Dad will be thrilled. We can all go on a book tour together.”

Six months later, I wasn’t exactly surprised to receive a 40,000-word email from my mother, broken down into fourteen short stories. Nor was I surprised to discover that each story was packed with warmth and humor and pathos and all the other stuff I expected to find in the stories I knew she’d been working on.

I was, however, surprised to learn that these stories had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with a woman no one has ever heard of—my grandmother. A subject the publishers said would prove to be “a tough sell in today’s highly competitive marketplace.”

Maybe they’re right. Maybe the only way to sell a book these days is to publish something by an established author or rely on some kind of celebrity angle. I don’t know. All I can tell you for sure is that my mother doesn’t care about “slam dunks,” “no-brainers,” or “guaranteed bestsellers.” She writes what she wants to write about, as these stories conclusively prove. They arrived in my inbox exactly as you see them now, along with a bio, an epilogue, multiple quotes from family members, dozens of photos from days gone by, and everything else a competent printer might require to churn out a book. Everything but a foreword.

Which brings me back to the task at hand. About My Mother is the story of a mother and a daughter with absolutely nothing in common—two completely divergent personalities who interacted every single day for the better part of seventy years. The fact that they chose to remain permanent next-door neighbors is still a bit of a mystery, but one that enriched the lives of my two younger brothers and me. Indeed, the resulting sitcom was the bedrock of our upbringing. And Nana was the star of the show. Always.

Judgmental yet loyal, snobby yet kind, haughty yet humble, Nana was a consummate perfectionist and notorious neat freak who sought to keep all those around her scrubbed and tidy and firmly between the lines. She corrected my table manners. She corrected my grammar. She corrected the knot in my tie. Nana corrected the tiniest detail of any casual story that didn’t agree precisely with her recollection of the facts. Unless, of course, she was doing the talking. In which case, her exaggerations were boundless.

After I faked my way into the chorus of The Baltimore Opera, Nana began referring to me as “a classically trained musician, fluent in all of the romance languages, and much in demand.”

When I was hired to work the midnight shift at QVC, I was suddenly “the number-one salesman in the entire home shopping industry, with an audience as big as David Letterman’s.”

And when I finally got Dirty Jobs on the air—a show that mortified Nana in every way imaginable—she told her friends at church that I was “the biggest television star on cable TV, bravely changing the topography of nonfiction programming.”

Nana was what any aspiring writer would call “good material,” which is why I thought my mother elected to write about her in the first place. But after reading through these “loosely connected stories about a woman no one has ever heard of,” I’m not worried about the fate of my mother’s book in “today’s competitive marketplace.” I think people are hungry for the stories my mother has written, and I can tell you there’s a good deal more than gentle humor and fond memories in the pages that follow. There’s actual comfort. Comfort for every daughter who ever thought her mother was from another planet. Comfort for every mother who suspected her daughter was switched at birth.

In other words, Mom, I’m glad I ignored your calls back when, and I’m glad you ignored mine. Otherwise, “Old Blue” would have been nothing but a funny story you told me over the telephone, and I wouldn’t have had the honor of publishing these fantastic tales that you “simply had to share.” And that would have been a shame, because when Nana sees this—somewhere from the Great Beyond—I’m pretty sure she’ll tell St. Peter I’m “the best publisher of all time!” While down here on earth, I’ll be telling the story of the daughter who wrote the book she felt like writing—the “slam dunk, no-brainer, guaranteed bestseller” that kept her mother alive for eternity. Perhaps one day, I can return the favor.

Till then, call me anytime! I promise to pick up…

xoxo,

Mike



Foreword, Part 2


Shortly after I wrote the foreword you’ve just read, I sent it off to the printer along with my mother’s manuscript and a check. In return, I received ten thousand copies of my mother’s book, all of which I offered for sale on eBay. Happily, the book sold out immediately, prompting a number of large publishers to reach out with heartfelt congratulations.

Resisting the urge to scream “I told you so,” I discussed with these publishers the reasons for the unexpected popularity of Mom’s G-rated recollections, and gauged their appetite for a second printing. It appeared to be keen. Meanwhile, actual feedback among those initial ten thousand readers began to pour in, more and more every day. The feedback was not just positive; it was positively effusive. People wanted more. They began sharing stories of their own mothers and daughters and grandmothers. Mom started her own Facebook page, and quickly amassed tens of thousands of fans. Someone called her “America’s Grandmother,” which may have made her blush, and soon, more publishers came with more offers to write more books. It was pandemonium, but a delightful pandemonium.

Anyway, among those publishers pleasantly surprised by the fact that my mother can actually write was a guy named Jonathan Merkh who has an imprint called Forefront Books. Thanks to Jonathan and Simon & Schuster, you now hold the second edition of my mother’s first book. This one includes five additional stories, along with what I’m told is the only two-part foreword ever published. I sincerely hope you enjoy every word. With luck, I’ll be amending this foreword once again, when Simon & Schuster propose a third printing, sometime later this week.

Till then, meet my mother. And my Nana. You’re gonna like ’em both. I guarantee it.



Take Me Out to the Ballgame!


It was rush hour in the main aisle of Macy’s department store when my ninety-year-old mother rose from her wheelchair and began unbuttoning her blouse.

“Wh-what are you doing, Mom?” I sputtered. “You can’t undress here.”

“Oh, stop fussing!” she shouted, removing the blouse. “Nobody’s interested in an old woman wearing a bra.” She pointed across the aisle at a shapeless mannequin in a red-and-white striped bikini. “Look at her! She’s wearing less than I am.”

It was the kind of logic a child might use—or an older person who was losing her mind. I dropped the handles of the wheelchair and scanned the department for a fitting room. Maybe her behavior was a delayed reaction to the death of my father. You get attached to somebody during seventy years of marriage. Or perhaps congestive heart failure had driven her over the edge.

Suddenly there was a loud commotion behind me. I spun around to see an elderly gentleman—probably distracted by a ninety-year-old woman in a bra—colliding with the mannequin. The mannequin’s bald head had crashed to the floor and was rolling about like a bowling ball. Shoppers tripped and toppled over like pins at the end of a bowling alley.

It was all my fault. I should have seen a red flag when Mom pointed ahead like a cavalry officer leading the charge.

“That way, Peggy, and step on it!”

At first I’d thought she wanted to escape the sickening aromas in the perfume aisle, and I was all for that. Then I saw it right in front of us: a display of Baltimore Orioles t-shirts and baseball caps. My mother was drawn to orange and black with the same fervor her neighbors at Oak Crest Retirement Community were drawn to Thursday afternoon bingo.

Her blouse came floating toward me, and I caught it in midair, feeling like Cal Ripken snagging a line drive at Camden Yards. I considered covering my head with it as the commotion around the headless mannequin across the aisle gradually subsided and shoppers turned their attention to the old woman in her underwear.

I jumped in front of my mother and spread my arms as though I were blocking her from shooting a basket.

“Which one of these do you like, honey?” she asked, nonchalantly holding up the orange t-shirts one at a time.

“That one! Quick! Put it on!” I yelled.

She calmly handed me her glasses and pulled the shirt over her head. “Orioles” was in bold black letters across the front. On the back was the Oriole Bird.

“Well,” she said, frowning into the mirror. “Orange is not my color—it makes me look washed out.” She leaned closer, smoothed her eyebrows, then smiled and said, “But this will be perfect for the Maryland Day celebration tomorrow. I’m going to buy it.”

Mom didn’t ordinarily go in for trendy fashion. Rather, she had a reputation for being a stylish dresser, and it was a distinction well earned. She had always shopped in “high-end” stores, watching for sales or constructing identical knockoffs on her old black Singer at home. But for her Orioles, she would make the concession. This would be the only garment in her wardrobe with writing on it.

My focus was single-minded as the amused gallery around us watched Mom pick tiny specks of lint from an Orioles t-shirt: I had to derail Gypsy Rose Lee before her encore.

“It looks great, Mom! I know—just wear it home,” I said, stuffing her blouse into my purse. “The saleslady will cut off the tags.” I looked up to see her staring at me as though I had given birth in the main aisle of Macy’s department store.

“Are you crazy? I can’t wear this with green pants!” She stripped off the orange-and-black shirt and stood once again in her bra and slacks. On the bright side, it was a lovely bra. But then Mom always was dressed for the occasion. On the downside, the skin-tone garment was just that and gave the appearance of, well, skin. Fortunately, it was 2003, before everyone carried a phone with a camera, so our little sideshow didn’t go viral.

“Oh, Peggy!” There was disapproval in Mom’s voice as she held up the blouse I had just pulled from my purse. “Look at all these wrinkles!”

My mother was complaining about a few wrinkles on a blouse while standing before an audience in her underwear. I had never in all my sixty-seven years spoken disrespectfully to her. Fortunately, she read my expression and put on the wrinkled blouse without further complaint.

Was this the kind of behavior one should expect from a ninety-year-old? I wondered while standing in line at the register. Or, God forbid, was it some form of hereditary dementia? How long before I started removing my clothes in public and embarrassing my children? With my luck, it would happen on a Sunday morning in the choir loft at the front of our church. I would casually put down my music folder and remove my robe and blouse, while the other altos tried to shield me with their music.

Oh well, I thought, smiling to myself as we made our way to the exit. Compared to the trauma she and her beloved Orioles had put me through fifty years earlier, this afternoon was a walk in the park. Besides, things could have been worse. It might have been a display of Orioles underwear.
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When someone asks me what my mother was like, I tell them the truth. I had two mothers—both residing in one body. Mother #1 played contract bridge, listened to opera, and had season tickets to the Baltimore Symphony. She would rather part with her spleen than leave the house in jeans or chew gum in public. Mother #2 was a crazed baseball groupie who shouted obscenities at umpires and threw her underwear at the opposing team. I remember the exact moment she came into my life.

I dropped my schoolbooks on a kitchen chair and sniffed the air for the usual breakfast aromas: scrapple, pancakes, stewed apples. “Good old Southern cooking,” Dad called it.

But instead of bending over the stove, my mother was bent over the sports section of the morning paper.

“What’s for breakfast, Mom?”

Without looking up, she pointed to a box of Corn Flakes on the counter. That’s when I saw the orange-and-black chart taped to the refrigerator door.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“An Orioles game schedule. Always consult it before you make plans involving me.”

“So . . . I don’t have to go to the dentist on Thursday?”

“I changed your appointment to Monday. The Orioles don’t play on Mondays.”

“Hmm . . . looks like I don’t have to go to church on Sunday.”

Again, without looking up: “Read the schedule, Peggy. Sunday games are in the afternoon.”

And that’s how it was in 1954. By the time the St. Louis Browns became The Baltimore Orioles, I was in my teens. Just as the colorful stained-glass window was the focal point in our church, the colorful schedule taped to the refrigerator door became the focal point in our home. It didn’t help to complain.

“Dad, baseball is controlling our lives! Look, it’s five o’clock! Mom hasn’t even started supper yet, and I’m supposed to go riding in a half hour.”

“Well, maybe you’d like to cook something,” Dad said.

“I asked her what I should fix,” I replied. “She just shushed me and said, ‘extra innings.’ What are you going to do about it, Dad?”

“Just be patient, hon. The season only lasts until September. Then things will get back to normal. You’ll see.”

The following evening, my old dog, Topper, and I were lounging on the living room floor watching our only TV and eating popcorn when Mom came breezing in with her sewing basket and changed the channel.

“Hey, that was I Love Lucy!”

“Whining is unbecoming a young lady,” Mother #1 said. “I’m sorry, but the game’s more important.”

“Will it be over in an hour? Because Gunsmoke comes on, and I can’t miss that!”

“Come on. Watch it with me. Not all the games are televised, you know.”

During one of the commercials, I changed the channel briefly, and you’d have thought I had jumped up and swung from our treasured crystal chandelier. God forbid we should miss a pitch!

My mother had never shown any interest in sports. I could have understood her obsession if there was a void in her life, but her days were filled running Dad’s business, running our church, and running our house—not to mention her busy social schedule.

Not that Orioles games weren’t fun. They were, in fact, great family entertainment. Mom was a multitasker long before the term came into vogue. The appearance of the ironing board and laundry basket in the living room signaled more than an imminent ballgame. It was the promise of drama and excitement to rival a three-ring circus. And I had a front row seat!

“Take the pitcher out, Paul! He doesn’t have it today. For Pete’s sake, what are you waiting for? He’s given up three walks and two hits!” Mom screamed, flailing her arms and kicking her legs in the air like a child having a temper tantrum.

“Why are you closing the curtains, Peggy? It’s the middle of the day,” she’d say.

“Somebody might walk past the window.”

“We live in the country, for Pete’s sake. I doubt that the horses and rabbits and squirrels are interested in baseball.”

Umpires were the enemy. “Get your eyes examined!” she’d yell. “He was safe by a mile!” Then in her very next breath, Mother #1 would reappear. “Peggy, stop slouching. Sit up like a lady.”

Once, early on, before he became accustomed to the erratic Orioles fan, Topper was asleep beneath the coffee table at game time. When the Os led off with a home run, Mom squealed like a hyena and Topper shot into the air, hit his head on the table, and knocked himself out cold. “He’s just a little groggy,” Mom said. “Put a cool, damp towel on his forehead—he’ll be himself in no time.” After that day, the old whippet was on alert from the minute the ironing board creaked open. Furious barking accompanied Mom’s angry shouts at the opposing team and the umps. When things were going especially well for the Os, my “dignified” mother cheered and pranced around the room like the grand marshal in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. At such times, Topper, his arthritis forgotten, bounded blissfully into the air like a Lipizzaner stallion performing a capriole, his good ear standing tall and his tail waving like the flags atop Memorial Stadium during an Orioles game.

I could only imagine what a stranger coming upon the scene might think as I locked the doors.

Once when I came into the living room from the barn, Orioles’ manager Paul Richards was being ejected for going nose-to-nose with a plate umpire who was blind as a bat, according to Mom.

Furious, she reached down into her laundry basket, balled up several pairs of her underpants, and hurled them at the TV screen in protest.

That evening, I took my father aside. “Dad, you need to have a talk with Mom. She’s acting like a teenager at a rock concert.”

“Oh, hon, she’s not all that bad,” he said, laughing.

“She threw her underpants at the television!”

“She what?”

“Well, from the laundry basket. But still—what if we had company?” My father had an expression for people who weren’t quite normal: “That person is just a half-bubble off,” he would say, referring to his tool, the level. I thought he would use it now, but instead he invited me to join him outside for a walk where he came as close as he ever had to admonishing me.

“Your mother has an obsession. You should be able to understand that.” He tilted his head toward the stable.

He was referring to my interest in horses, of course. A passion I’d been born with.

“Yeah, but I don’t act all weird and embarrass anybody.”

Dad shrugged. “How many teenage girls do you know who spend their time shoveling horse manure and galloping through the woods bareback? Some people might think a slumber party in a stable with two horses, a dog, and a chicken is weird.”

He had a point. I thought back a couple of nights earlier to when Topper had killed a rat in the tack room, and I carried it by its long tail through the moonlight to the stream. My girlfriends would have shrieked.

“But it’s what you love, so it’s okay with your mother and me if you want to live in dungarees and smell like a horse. Be patient, hon. Who knows? Maybe we’ll learn to love baseball too.”

As an afterthought, he added, “And Mom is always at ringside for your horse shows—even when there’s a ballgame.” I didn’t remind him that she had a transistor radio to her ear and cheered loudly at inappropriate times, spooking the horses. But Dad was right. Mom had always tried to be tolerant of my obsession.

“I’ll try to be patient,” I promised, thinking back to my parents’ breakfast conversation that very morning:

Dad: “What time did you finally come to bed, hon? I didn’t hear you.”

Mom: “It was after midnight. We’re on the West Coast this week. You should have seen Clint Courtney. Base runners should know better than to steal with him behind the plate! There was a big rhubarb, and he almost got ejected.”

Dad: “I guess that’s why they call him Scrap Iron.” He loved it when Mom smiled.

Mom: “And he’s batting 270. That’s not bad. We’re in seventh place this morning behind the Washington Senators.”

There were only eight teams in our division, but Dad knew better than to intrude on her maniacal sense of optimism. When Mom talked about the grace with which Willie Miranda turned ground balls into outs, or the Bible that manager Paul Richards kept on his office desk, Dad seemed as captivated as when I talked about the new trick I had taught my horse.

Sometimes Dad and I joined Mom for a televised game. Alongside my mother and Topper, we looked like we were drugged. I always checked the schedule on the refrigerator door before inviting friends over.

The first time I saw Mom do her voodoo thing, I was worried we’d have to have her committed. The Os were trailing the White Sox 4–3 in the top of the ninth. We had the bases loaded with two out.

She was standing two feet from the television holding out her left hand. I thought her palm itched because she was rubbing little circles with the fingers of her right hand. Then she closed her eyes, tilted her head heavenward, and began chanting.

We weren’t the kind of family that chants. We weren’t monks; we were Presbyterians. We didn’t speak in tongues or wave our arms about, or shout, “Praise the Lord!”

“Mom, what are you doing? You’re scaring me.”

“Oh, relax! I’m just putting the Double Whammy on their pitcher. We need base runners.” She explained that the little circles represented Orioles rounding the bases.

“Come on, help me! There’s strength in numbers.”

It was a bunch of mumbo jumbo, and I feared that she was “a full-bubble off.” Later she giggled like it was all a big joke, but I knew better.

You can keep a passion like my mother’s behind closed curtains for only so long. I was fifteen when the “crazy aunt” came down from the attic—and went public.

Mealtime had always been sacred in our home: no television, no radio, no telephone calls. And God help the person who brought a book or magazine to the table. It was a time for conversation—especially before my sister left for college. But since the Orioles came to town, sports radio blared in the background during dinner, and it was “Bob Turley this, Billy Hunter that.” Halfway through the meal, Mom would jump from her seat like catcher Clint Courtney springing from a crouch to cut down a runner stealing second and call the station to talk strategy and spout statistics. When her ideas were taken seriously, Dad beamed the way he did when I won a ribbon at a horse show.

Once she answered a difficult trivia question and won a trophy in the form of a unique, smoky-gray glass dish with the Orioles team roster printed in gold. It was displayed on the coffee table until the day my uncle used it to crush out his Camel cigarette. Then it went to live in the china cabinet.

One evening at the beginning of the Orioles second season, the phone rang just as we finished dinner. Mom and I listened as Dad spoke to his friend George whose loud voice carried across the room. George’s company, it seemed, owned a coveted open box at Memorial Stadium, home of the Orioles.

“Sometimes we have extra tickets to afternoon games,” he said. “Do you think you and Thelma would be interested? I know she’s a big fan. Our box is directly behind home plate, and the tickets are free.”

Fortunately, Topper was not asleep under the coffee table at the time as my mother’s scream was heard by the neighbors on the next farm.

Being in business for himself, Dad arranged to take Mom to the first game. Before I left for school that morning, he winked at me.
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