














Praise for We Got This


“Remember when adults asked your younger self, ‘Who’s your hero?’ and you named your favorite president or pop star? After reading We Got This, I dare you not to revisit that question. The 75 diverse single mothers in this extraordinary collection have married their fierce love for their children with their fierce skills as writers. Their voices whisper and bellow, protest and rejoice, hum and sing. Collectively, they announce: single moms are our unsung heroes.”


—Alma Gottlieb, coauthor of A World of Babies:


Imagined Childcare Guides for Eight Societies


“We Got This is fierce love meets fear meets wonder. I savored these poems and essays, which are full of humor and heartbreak, wisdom and humanity. These pieces will help any mother—single or not—to feel inspired and supported, seen and understood, as she navigates this tremendous thing called motherhood.”


—Kate Hopper, author of Ready for Air: A Journey Through


Premature Motherhood and Use Your Words:


A Writing Guide for Mothers


“The voices in We Got This are touching, vulnerable, hilarious, insightful, bold, strong, resilient, and brilliant. Whether you are facing single motherhood, you are a single mom, or you love one, this book is a mirror to the special life experience of solo mothering—and solo thriving.”


—Emma Johnson, founder, Wealthysinglemommy.com, and


author of The Kickass Single Mom


“We Got This is a reunion of survivors. No ‘how-to’ here, just a loving village of women who have been there, who are still there, and who reach out a hand to you, single mom, to help you get your bearings. Within these pages, you will find encouraging strength and the promise of finding your own joy.”


—M. M. De Voe, founder, director, Pen Parentis, Ltd.


“Isolated, scared, sad, and hopeless are some of the emotions I felt when I was going through my divorce eleven years ago. I had two small children and no family living near me, and I had never felt so alone. I wish I could have read We Got This back then. Reading this book made me feel like I had friends, women who understand me, who care about me, and who are here for me, and like no matter what, everything is going to be OK!”


—Jackie Pilossoph, creator, Divorced Girl Smiling, and “Love


Essentially” columnist for Chicago Tribune Media Group


“The collection of stories in We Got This is a beautifully crafted testament to the universe of solo motherhood that connects women who feel like strangers, in the most intimate of ways.”


—Deborah Gruenfeld, professor and codirector, Executive


Program in Women’s Leadership, Stanford University


“We Got This is a terrific collection of voices of solo moms—and their kids. The laments and triumphs of these mothers filled me with awe and laughter, and made me proud to belong to the human race.”


—Sari Wilson, author of Girl Through Glass


“We Got This brings hope, light, joy, and humor to the seemingly dark road of being a solo mom—a job that we often don’t choose and that we can’t quit. The stories shared in this collection brought me great joy because they are heartfelt depictions of the solo mom reality. Go get yourself a copy. You will be glad you did.”


—Noelle Federico, business consultant and founder,


Theworkingsinglemom.com
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Hey Mama,


Almost two decades ago, when my children were three and five, I went through a painful and difficult divorce. As a sociologist specializing in gender issues, I thought I had a handle on the challenges ahead. Not so! During my first year as a solo mom, I was often sick, stressed, and lonely. Like most moms who go through a divorce, I felt tremendous guilt, my finances suffered, and friends who were uncomfortable with my new identity drifted away. Our family of three ultimately found joy in our small apartment, where I slept on the couch, but those early years of solo motherhood convinced me that single mothers unequivocally need more support, more empathy, and more praise. That’s why in 2015, I founded Empowering Solo Moms Everywhere (ESME) to build a helpful and informative community for single moms (who, in America alone, are currently raising fifteen million children). Inspired by ESME, We Got This: Solo Mom Stories of Grit, Heart, and Humor is a love letter from our community of solo moms who want you to know that you are not alone. Your tenacity, resilience, and grit are worthy of celebration.


Too often, single mothers are voiceless or misrepresented in a sea of stereotypes, accusations, and shame. My coeditors—Cheryl, Domenica, and Katie—and I take great pride in sharing poems, essays, and quotes that reflect the diversity of single motherhood while affirming the collective challenges and rewards of parenting alone. The stories in We Got This come from divorced moms, widows, military moms, single moms by choice, and single moms by surprise. They come from moms of all ages raising kids of all ages. Our authors represent a range of ethnicities, economic circumstances, sexual orientations, and beliefs. The chapters in We Got This blend humor, gravitas, pride, and hope as they progress through the many themes of solo motherhood: “The Kids Are Alright” (raising children), “Lean on Me” (finding support), “A Day in the Life” (everyday challenges), “Good Morning Heartache” (a difficult shift in identity), “A Change Is Gonna Come” (growth and resilience), “Isn’t It Romantic?” (dating), and “Here Comes the Sun” (hope and optimism). We Got This amplifies the voices of single moms in all our gorgeous variations, celebrating who we are and what we do.


Like the songs that inspire each chapter, the solo mom stories we’ve selected resonate through honesty and revelation. From a military spouse suffering a heart attack while her husband is deployed to a mom who “lost” her spouse to mental illness, these voices draw us in with confidence and grace. Written by authors ranging from well-known to yet-to-be-discovered, these poems and essays are beautifully crafted and speak to both the head and the heart. The array of feelings these writers express—yearning, melancholy, hope, strength, shame, regret, fear, ferocity, bravery, rebellion, anticipation, longing, rapture, and triumph—remind us that a solo mom’s journey is, by necessity, contradictory. Society undervalues us and offers paltry support, yet due to fierce love for our children, we display bravery and strength again and again.


We hope, after you read the stories in We Got This, that you feel like you’ve just had a conversation with a group of friends who get it—the kind of friends who recognize your strength and mirror it back to you. By the end of the book, we want readers to see that, as we say at ESME, “Solo doesn’t mean alone.” We are part of a community of resilient women who, despite hardship and some pain, can thrive and find joy as solo moms. We dedicate this book to all of you who love unconditionally, always show up, find humor in difficult situations, get back up after you fall, defy the odds, and accomplish the impossible, day after day, year after year.


We see you. We hear you. And we know you got this!


Much love,


Marika




Chapter One: The Kids Are Alright
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My brother and I grew up in the projects. But through my mother’s emphasis on education, we are living wonderful, full lives, liberated from the shackles of poverty.


—Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor


The Road
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Teresa Mei Chuc


I say my children are


like lightning bugs.


I see how they


glow in the dark.


Sometimes, it is


the only light I see.


You Were Born to Be Loved
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Domenica Ruta


It is a Sunday morning gleaming with possibility, and I don’t want to leave our apartment. You are staring out the window at the chiseled skyline of Manhattan, the Empire State Building a tiny spear poking up in the center, the elevated track of the subway rushing past every seven minutes, to your endless delight. The sun is gaping, ready, invincible. I have never been more tired.


There should be a new word for solo mom exhaustion. It’s an accumulated sleep deficit that warps the mind beyond recognition. Only medical students, soldiers, and certain drug addicts could compare notes. For the first few months you were here, so tiny and wrinkled, nothing but eyes and hair more closely resembling fur, day and night became indistinguishable to me, and I did not close my eyes long enough to have dreams. I got little sips of sleep: forty-five minutes here, then up again to feed you, another hour there, if I was lucky; naps, really, all of them too short to check into that hotel of magic where all the garbage of the mind, the fear and anxiety, is sorted into compost.


But every so-called morning, I got up with a surge of love and adrenaline. We had days I don’t remember now, but pray I will see again in the moments before I die. Because they were wonderful. You were wonderful. And so I get up this morning, too, like all the others, to play with you.


Mornings with my own solo mom were very different when I was a child. My mother was almost always too hungover to get up and play with me—to get up at all. I don’t remember those mornings well, either—only the bleary mood they evoke. Like the exhaustion I feel now, there is no singular word that can accurately define it: a strange intersection of loneliness and physical hunger, longing, and fear, a feeling as real as a punch in the stomach and the emptiness that follows it. Those childhood mornings, a realm of solitude lived alongside a sleeping body, my mother unwakeable as a corpse, sent me deep into my imagination for entertainment and consolation, for better and for worse. I climbed the cabinets in search of food when I was a toddler no bigger than you. There was no telling when she would wake to feed me. Even when she did finally get up sometime in the afternoon, awake but not, there was no guarantee she would stay very long. The urge to get high again pulled her away from me.


Looking at us now—you, needing a good hair brushing and a bath; me, unwilling to take you anywhere that requires me to wear a bra—I wonder, are we so much better off? But this is ridiculous, a slip into self-loathing greased by exhaustion. Because of course we are! My mother was a hardened drug addict, and I am several years clean and sober. I got sober for my own good, years before you were a possibility. Now I stay sober for us both, one day at a time. After you got all your shots, I’d take you to the church basements where the alcoholics meet. Everyone would fight over who got to hold you next, while my shoulders ached in that brief moment of weightlessness.


But this weekend is my weekend with you, an alternating bimonthly holiday I put too much pressure on. I should take you to the zoo. I should take a shower. I should be giving you a more enriching experience of this Sunday. I’m so, so tired.


You have taken every single toy off your shelves and scattered them across the apartment. Our kitchen floor is a sprawling miniature parking lot of racecars and bulldozers. You’re getting cranky, on the verge of a nap—something you so desperately need, even more than I do—but you’re fighting it, like you always do. To make you laugh, I find the wooden animals of your two different jungle-themed puzzles and stand them up in a little menagerie. I make introductions, like at a dinner party, with the giraffe from one puzzle greeting the giraffe from the other puzzle.


“Bonjour,” the goofier-looking lion says to his compatriot.


“Hello,” the small-eyed lion replies.


“Oh, mais oui. Je suis désolé. I thought you spoke French. Your country was not colonized by the Belgians?”


“The British,” the other lion says, rather stiffly.


“Mais oui,” the goofy lion says again, because my imaginary French is limited.


“May whee!” you repeat joyously. “May wheeeeee!”


Of the two elephants in the puzzles, one is clearly a baby. He trots up close to the elder elephant and asks, “What are those called?”


“Tusks,” the big elephant explains. She is more cartoonish, her colors more garish. I wonder if her backstory involves a stint in the circus. “You’ll have them too one day.”


“Oh,” says the grave little elephant. “All the grown-ups in my pack were slaughtered, so I don’t know about tusks.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll teach you.”


The hippos are in your control, so they just make a lot of fart noises.


On the computer, Lou Reed’s “Walk on the Wild Side” is playing, as per your screeching demand, on repeat. A cloud of dread amasses in my chest when the “colored girls go do-do-do-do-do …” One day I will have to explain to you why he called them “colored girls.” You don’t yet know that I am white and you are brown and what that means, above all else, is that you are not safe. You’ll learn about the vile things that happened to your ancestors and the wretched things that continue to happen to people like you. Your history on both sides is gouged by tragedy: racism and poverty, your father’s family inheritance from colonialism; addiction, violence, and rape, my family’s legacy of self-perpetuating trauma. There are so many things you are going to learn, things beyond my control: heroin and the N-word and murder and suicide and injustice and disease and good old-fashioned heartache. No wonder I don’t want to take you outside.


I skip to a Lucinda Williams song, “You Were Born to Be Loved,” and you begin to rub your eyes. The nap is getting closer. I never had bedtimes as a child; there was no routine, no person, to see me off to sleep. I would pass out in the clothes I had on that day, sometimes on the floor, at whatever time my eyes dropped shut, and wake up to figure it all out again by myself. But not you, not us. I rock you in my arms, and you smile a coy smile, because you know exactly what I’m about to say.


“Remember when you were a baby, and you couldn’t walk or talk or even hold up your head, and I had to hold you in my arms like this all the time?”


It’s our tradition for me to repeat these words every time I hold you like this, to pretend you are such a big kid now, so different from that baby you were a blink ago.


I wish I could remember that time more. The details were so piercing in the moment; the whole of existence seemed to smolder between your long eyelashes. What I remember most is being so in love and so lonely at the same time, so afraid and so happy. And, that you hated to sleep, as you do now, and so I just held you all the time, because I didn’t know what else to do.


“Again,” you say softly of the song playing now. You have found a new lullaby. I lay down in your bed, still holding you, and together we drift off to sleep. We dream.


from The Light of the World: A Memoir
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Elizabeth Alexander


The day he died, the four of us were exactly the same height, just over five foot nine. We’d measured the boys in the pantry doorway the week before. It seemed a perfect symmetry, a whole family the same size but in different shapes. Now the children grow past me and past their father. They seem to grow by the day; they sprout like beanstalks towards the sky.


Week after week I continue to watch them at basketball practice with our beloved Coach Geraldine. I listen to how they deepen their voices to holler, “Ball!” Coach G. tells Solo, “Get large!” or, as his father told him, “Never be smaller than you are.” Be large. I watch how the young men on the team intimidate each other on purpose, how they enact their masculinity, in each other’s faces, with controlled aggression that sometimes bursts over, and how they manage the aggression. I watch them knock each other down and help each other up. I watch them master the codes of the court and the street. I watch them practice their swag. They are smelling themselves, as the expression goes, literally smelling their funk, feeling the possibility of their maleness. I watch their splendiferous gloating when they make a three-pointer, how they yell, “Beast!” to each other when they snatch a rebound. And I watch how they give each other skin for each job well done, this fellowship of beautiful young men, learning to be mighty together inside of this gym with an inspirational woman coach who loves them and is showing them how to be large, skilled, savvy young men living fully in their physicality after their father’s body so suddenly stopped working.


Simon’s ankle bones appear shiny at his pants’ hems. He complains his feet hurt, and, indeed, his toes have grown and are pushing against the ends of his shoes. His growing seems avid, fevered. It feels like the insistent force of life itself. Ficre looked forward to seeing his sons grow beyond him. If I could hear him, I would hear him laughing his great laugh at this latest development.


I go to sleep with them on my mind, I wake up with them on my mind, and all my decisions are informed by their presence in my life. I think that’s what all moms do.


—Sheryl Crow


When One Door Closes, Another One Opens
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Terri Linton


My earliest memory of my father is not of us walking through a park, going for ice cream, or of me, with legs dangling, surveying the world atop his shoulders. Instead, it’s of me waiting—for him. I’m dressed in a wool coat that’s buttoned all the way up to my neck. A knit hat is snug on my head. Black tights and patent leather shoes cover little feet, poised and ready to hit the floor as soon as the doorbell rings. But it doesn’t.


Hours pass. Sweat streams down my face. I ignore my mother’s pleas to take off my coat. My daddy said he’s coming. Her disbelief has nothing to do with my belief that he will. He said he’s coming; all I have to do is wait.


So I do.


I wait until darkness turns to dawn. I wait until my clothes stick like adhesive tape to my skin. My mother carries my limp body to bed. She’s outlasted my weeping, which has lulled me to sleep. The next morning, I awaken confused. My daddy didn’t come. For reasons I wanted more than anything to understand and forgive, he simply didn’t show.


There were more days like this, many more. Each time, the pain of his absence left a scar uglier than the last. He was my dad, the man I longed to know—the first man I ever loved and hoped would love me back. Whether we were driving around in his super-cool white Pontiac Grand Prix with the sunroof open or listening to Marvin Gaye, just being in his presence was something like magic to me. But when he didn’t show, time after time, I wondered if it was because of me. And in my little-girl mind with a little-girl’s dismay, I told myself I wasn’t enough of anything for him and probably never would be.


My father’s entry and exit continued for years. Sometimes he was around; most times he wasn’t. Sometimes he kept his word; most times he didn’t. His presence was like an imaginary door that he swung open and closed. When he opened it, the warmth of his love flowed through and blanketed me. But when he closed the door, it was impenetrable. No pleading or tears could pry it open.


My mother could no longer take it. If he continued his drifting, she’d take him to court for child support—something he’d always feared, something she’d never done before. And with no parting words or promises to return, my father simply closed the door one last time and disappeared.


I never blamed my mother. She rescued me. Even though I sometimes wondered where he was, I no longer expected him to be there for me. His absence, as hurtful as it was, neutralized the suspense of seeing if he’d finally show up and be the father I’d always imagined him to be. He never did; he never was. And eventually, I stopped wondering.


Now here I stand in the same shoes as my mother, watching my son peer at a door that remains closed despite his hopes that it will one day open. It’s a persistent pain a mother raising a son alone knows: the pain of watching your child’s sky-high hopes come crashing down when the phone doesn’t ring; the pain of his distress when Daddy delivers an apology instead of himself; the pain of your child standing by your side at a Father’s Day celebration amid a sea of twinned fathers and sons. Those pains leave the deepest wounds. Like my mother did for me, I try to anesthetize them and give my boy relief.


At some point, a decision must be made: allow the door to swing open and closed, or nail it shut. Casualties are inevitable. One mother may decide the door will always be open. Another, like me, may decide she will no longer watch her child look for a ray of light to peek its way through the door’s crack. She may one day decide to tear that door down and, in its stead, build a fortress that no longer allows access to her child’s fragile feelings and tender heart. She will grant herself the grace that she has done her best for her child in the worst of circumstances. She’ll remember her own childhood and know that when one door closes, another always opens. She’ll rest assured that for this mother and this son, kindred in their fatherless-child fates, life and love will see them through.


Notes to My Autistic Daughter
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Marianne Peel Forman


I. You are three and have not spoken,


except for minna minna minna


over and over again.


I study sign language


for mama and thank you and please


talking to you with my fingertips and words.


Paired like good wine and cheese


or peanut butter and jelly,


I invite you to come to this talking table.


II. In my every night dreams,


I brush my fingers under my chin, then under yours.


You follow my fingers with your eyes


and I see you mouth thank you


soundless communicating


with language on lips, minus the air to propel the words.


You sign please


and take my hand,


pulling me into a meadow


of blue-petalled flowers


and baby’s breath


under a full and vibrating moon.


You sign dance


and climb onto my feet,


swaying us in the moonlight.


III. In our awake world,


I place the dusty contents of a Kool-Aid package


on your lips and mine.


I am inches from your face,


licking the Kool-Aid off my lips,


urging you to engage lips and tongue and teeth.


But your eyes are glassy and far away,


in a world I cannot see.


I pry a floor-length mirror off the wall,


plop you in my lap,


face us toward the mirror


and lick my lips again,


making cooing, smacking sounds,


delighting in the gritty sweetness on my lips.


Your jaw is set and firm.


No amount of mmmm good


will convince you to taste your own lips.


You are wandering in a faraway place.


And so I hold you


close against my soft places,


singing minna minna minna


along with you,


following your lead,


rocking to the rhythms you compose.


I Was the Different One
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Nisa Rashid as told to Regina R. Robertson


My birthday is in April, which is also National Poetry Month. In 2011, when I turned eleven, I decided to write eleven poems to celebrate both occasions. One of my poems, which I entitled, “While I’m Alive, I Will,” read more like a bucket list. It included eight things that I hoped to do before I die, like ride a unicorn to Alaska, marry my love on a Mediterranean wave, and even dye my hair neon green. I also wrote that I wanted to walk a Brooklyn street with my father.


I was so young when I wrote that poem. I was optimistic and tended to fantasize about what might be possible, especially when it came to my father. Back then, I didn’t really understand what deportation meant. I didn’t realize that when he was sent to Guyana in 2009, when I was nine, it meant that he would not be allowed to come back to the United States. If he wasn’t allowed to come back to the States, then he wouldn’t be able to stop by his old block in the Bronx, and he definitely couldn’t come see me in Brooklyn. I also didn’t know that there was another option—that I could visit him in his homeland and walk down a street with him there.


I always knew that he had been in prison, but I was never embarrassed about him being my father. What was embarrassing for me was knowing that my friends and I didn’t have the same type of home lives. A lot of them lived with their dads, and, because I sometimes talked about mine, they’d ask me why he was never around when they came over. I didn’t know how to answer their questions, so I’d always find a way to make light of the fact that he wasn’t there at that moment. I knew I was the different one, which was hard for me to admit and accept when I was a little girl.


When I was seven, my mother and I went out with a friend of mine, along with his mother. While we were eating, our mothers shared that both of our fathers were serving time in prison. I immediately felt a sense of relief. Before that day, I had no idea that there were other people, and definitely not somebody I knew, in the same situation. Knowing that I wasn’t alone helped me feel much more comfortable talking about my father.


As much as I used to avoid going into detail about his whereabouts, my father being in prison was never really a secret. My mother had written books and articles about their relationship and about our life, so many people knew the story. When I was growing up, I don’t remember anybody talking about him or the situation too much, though. My mom’s friends might ask, “Oh, how’s your dad doing?” or something like that, but nobody ever asked me questions like, “Oh my God, how does it feel to not have a father?” Sometimes I would feel bad that he wasn’t with me, physically, but I never felt like I didn’t have a father. We have a great relationship, and he’s always had a very strong presence in my life. I’ve always had my father.


I haven’t seen him, in person, for a while, not since before he was deported, but we are still very close. We talk twice a week, and also stay in touch through social media. We Skype sometimes, too. I still remember when my mother and I would wake up early to drive or take the bus to go visit him. For me, those were always such happy times because I got to see him and spend time with him, but my mother used to tell me how mean the officers were to her, especially when I was a baby. She’d tell me that they were really horrible to her and made her feel uncomfortable during those visits, but I don’t remember any of that.


My mother didn’t tell me everything about his incarceration when I was growing up, but I think she was as honest as she could be. Even though she didn’t outright say why he was serving a twenty-year sentence, she never painted him as a criminal either. Instead, she’d talk about the type of man he was. She always told me that he was a good person and that he didn’t have the proper support or guidance around him when he was younger. That, along with his surroundings, was a big part of the reason why he was sent to prison as a teenager. He’s made that clear to me, too.


If I had to describe my father in a few words, I would say that he is very protective and extremely caring. He always tells me how much he loves me, and, as I’m maturing, he talks to me about boys—“Be careful!”—just as any father would with his daughter. He sees my grades and hears all about my accomplishments from my mom, but one of the hardest and most confusing things about not living under the same roof with him is that he hasn’t been able to see me grow, firsthand. I can tell that he knows I’m doing well because he always reminds me that I’m a smart, beautiful young lady. He’s very encouraging and always wants the best for me. I know that, too.


I should also mention that my father is really religious. He grew up Catholic but converted to Islam when he went to prison, before he and my mother got married. When I was born, I was given two Arabic names—Nisa means “the woman” and Rashid means “the guide”—but I don’t identify as Muslim, which is something I’ve expressed to him. He has tried to tell me that having one parent who is Muslim technically makes me Muslim, too, but I don’t agree with him about that. As much as I respect his choice, I don’t like some of the practices of his religion, especially as it relates to sexism. I know that Muslim women are supposed to cover their hair and things like that, but I don’t support that. My mother is much more liberal and understanding.


We might not see eye-to-eye on religion, but my father and I are definitely connected by culture. His family is from Guyana, so, like him, I strongly identify with Guyanese culture. Living in New York, where so many cultures are appreciated, I am surrounded by Caribbean people in my neighborhood, and I am also in touch with my roots through food and music. I’ve taken it upon myself to read about Guyana and study its history, and my mom says that when I’m sixteen, we can take a trip so that I can see the country for myself. I look forward to that, but most of all, I look forward to seeing my father and walking down the street with him, hand in hand. I think we’ll both be happy on that day. Until then, I will try to stay open and optimistic.


Growing up with a parent in prison was not an ideal situation, but as I get older, I understand how important it is to work with what you have. As thankful as I am to have such a wonderful father, I also know that it wasn’t easy for my mother to carry so much of the weight of taking care of me. I appreciate her for all she’s done. While we’ve had help from my grandparents and many friends, I think that running a household and raising a child is too much for one person to take on.


A lot of people ask me about my outlook on marriage and family, and I always say that I’d definitely like to have both. I see myself being married in the future and my husband will be at home. That last part is nonnegotiable. Maybe I’ll even marry my love on a Mediterranean wave, just as I’d envisioned when I was eleven years old, when I wrote that poem. We shall see.


Nothing’s better than the sound of little ones cracking up at something funny.


—Charlize Theron


Return
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Dorianne Laux


My daughter, ten and brown—another summer


in Arizona with her father—steps


nonchalantly down the ramp as planes


unfurl their ghostly plumes of smoke.


I had forgotten how his legs, dark


and lean as hers, once strode toward me


across a stretch of hammered sand.


And her shoulders, sloped like his, a cotton


blouse scooped so low I can see


her collarbones arched gracefully


as wings, the cruel dip


in the hollow of her throat. And my throat


closes when she smiles, her bangs


blown into a fan around her face, hair


blond as the pampas grass that once waved


wild behind our fence. Whatever held us


together then is broken, dishes


in pieces on the floor, his dead


cigarettes crushed one after another


into the rail of the porch.


Now she opens her arms as he


used to, against a backdrop of blue sky,


so wide I worry she’ll float up on these


gusts of clutching wind and disappear,


like a half-remembered dream, into


the perilous future, into the white


heart of the sun.


Teaching My Son to Write: An Abecedarian


[image: Images]


Stacia Fleegal


For Jax


Alphabet no Andes for my


Big boy: bold and brilliant, he


Climbs the curves of cawing centuries to


Dear mom me someday, or describe the deer


Enjoying our endive, or emote, ego-stroke


(Fine!), to fan the flames of his feral, fragile self as


Good writers have for generations. God’s sake,


He’s five, I have half an hour to honor our heritage as


Instigating idealists before Ice Age starts again!


Justify: his J unjumbling is a jasmine blossom,


Kiss of a king bed after a killer day. It’s a


Legacy thing, love and language, his linearity away from


Me already, meandering em dash. A mother


Needs this narcissistic nepotism


Or what oceanic oath is


Procreation? Passing on my passion, its practical and


Quixotic arms, its quaking and quiet qualms, its


Release, roar, revolution, is redemption.


Sit a second more, sweetheart, we’re soon


Through with tonight’s treatise, both


Ululating our understanding: you’re


Very good at directions, I’m vehement that


Writing is a whole half of my worth, but your J-A-X


is my life’s axis,


Your lion yawn, your bear hug, your


Zeal for knowing, my zen.


It ’s Really Not a Big Deal
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Jacob Kronenberg


Dear Teacher,


I have an unusual family, and that can sometimes pose challenges. Not so much for us—we’re happy as can be—but for other people wondering about us. I wanted to let you know the logistics to avoid some awkward questions: I have two moms. They were never married because same-sex marriage wasn’t legal back then, but they split up when I was six, and now they’re raising my sister and me together, but as separated solo moms. Both of my moms are equally my legal guardians. So they can both sign permission slips, call me in sick, and go to parent-teacher conferences. My sister and I live with both of them and split our time between their houses.


Please try not to make a big deal out of it in class. Because it’s really not that big a deal. Assisted reproductive technology is nothing new, and plenty of straight married couples use it to have children. The separated and coparenting setup isn’t terribly rare, either. And even though gay parents have made it into the mainstream with shows like Modern Family, a lot of kids (and, surprisingly, many adults) simply aren’t aware of families like mine. Even people who might be fine with same-sex parents or a divorced mom parenting sometimes think it’s weird when those two things are combined.


Another common response is the well-intentioned barrage of questions I get from friends or adults. Worse is when my totally normal family makes people act like I’m “the most interesting person in the world” and grill me about what it’s like to be raised by two women. I do my best to be patient since it’s often innocent curiosity, but it’s sometimes hard to answer the same questions over and over again. The reason that I get tired of people making a big deal out of my family is that I really don’t feel like it’s as different as people think. I still have caring, supportive parents, and I grew up like any other kid.


If other kids are wondering how a family like mine works, I’d be happy to talk to them about it, but please don’t make me address it in front of the whole class, especially not in a first-day get-to-know-you game, a genetics exercise on inherited eye color, or a French lesson on La Famille et Les Parents. I’m just like any other kid; please don’t turn my normal life into a special lesson. The same goes for kids who might make fun of me or use bad language when talking about my family. I’ll talk to them first and come get you if I need help.
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