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    When we weren’t scratching each other’s eyes out,


    we were making each other laugh harder than anyone else could.


    —Lucie Arnaz (Lucille Ball’s daughter)
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Introduction




    


    We’ve been hearing about the three basic plot structures—Man vs. Man, Man vs. Nature, Man vs. Self—for so long that it might be presumptuous to suggest one is missing from the list. But surely Mother vs. Daughter belongs on there. Not that every mother-daughter story is a battle—some are bridles, some are ballets—but the relationship is just so intricate and so intimate that it can’t help but ignite stories. “Probably there is nothing in human nature more resonant with charges than the flow of energy between two biologically alike bodies, one of which has lain in amniotic bliss inside the other, one of which has labored to give birth to the other,” says the poet Adrienne Rich. “The materials are here for the deepest mutuality and the most painful estrangement.”


    In other words, every mother does indeed have a story, and so does every daughter. In fact, when Shebooks and Good Housekeeping partnered up for the Every Mother Has Her Story essay contest, we got too many captivating stories to fit into the one book we’d planned. So we are delighted to present four more of them in this second volume.


    It is a truism in writing that the more specific the writer is in describing her particular situation, the more universal that situation becomes. In offering up pieces of their own lives, authors Mashaw McGuinnis, Deborah Batterman, Kathleen Founds, and Laura Hurwitz also provide portraits of everyone who has ever been a mother or a daughter. I did not enter TV game shows, nor grow up with a stern, naysaying mother in a Southern California suburb, but I can relate to every detail of McGuinnis’ story about self-doubt and perseverance and how damn hard but also necessary it is to follow your most ridiculous dreams. Nor have I received a hard-earned diamond from my mother à la Batterman; almost delivered a baby on my bathroom floor as Founds did; or bonded with my mother over dieting, as Hurwitz used to do. But their stories are so precisely and powerfully rendered that they remind me of my own.


    I hope, and I believe, that they will remind you of your story, as well.


     



    


    —Frances Lefkowitz

  


  
    

    


    
Happy Mommy Pills



    Kathleen Founds



    


    When searching the web for a placenta preparer, I was won over by the aesthetics of Kelli’s website. The artful black-and-white photos of pregnant women radiantly caressing their bellies combined with a lack of spelling errors suggested she wouldn’t, say, mix up a couple of placentas, or cheat us out of our $275 by handing us a jar of capsules filled with dirt. Kelli’s website delineated the usual placenta encapsulation gospel: attached by the umbilical cord, the placenta supports and nourishes the developing fetus. It is also produces oxytocin and estrogen, which skyrocket during pregnancy and do a cliff dive postpartum. This hormonal fluctuation can do a number on mom’s mental health, leading to postpartum depression. Hippies believe that eating the placenta tempers this jagged hormonal drop-off. Placenta consumption is also said to increase milk supply, speed postpartum healing, and (if stowed in a freezer for the requisite twenty or so years) ease the hormonal fluctuations of menopause.


    My hippie heritage is strong, so I might seem like a prime candidate to buy into this kind of thing wholesale. I grew up in Santa Cruz County, where my mom raised me on kefir and brown bread, and my dad did yoga in the living room. My brother brews his own kombucha and claims the bobcat as his spirit animal. My sister raises chickens and lives in a vegetarian commune. We all appreciate chard. On the flipside, both my parents are nurses, firmly ensconced in the medical establishment. They believe in vaccinations, not homeopathy, and they sent us to Catholic school. My brother un-ironically uses the phrase “dirty hippie” to describe flaky, dissolute loafers. And that commune my sister lives is located in the heart of Silicon Valley—half its occupants work at Google.


    My sister was working on her laptop, drinking black tea with three tea bags for an extra caffeine kick, when I broached the subject of my placenta. I sipped my herbal pregnancy tea and cleared my throat.


    “So I might eat my placenta,” I said.


    “What?” Jenny said. “Gross! Why?”


    “It’s supposed to help with postpartum depression.”


    “Oh,” Jenny’s expression softened. Then her morbid curiosity kicked in. “Placenta image search!” she announced, typing furiously.


    The images loaded, and we stared at the screen.


    Appetizing was not the first word that came to mind.


    “I wish there was a way to un-see that,” Jenny said, making retching noises.


    “Hey, it’s not like I’m asking you to cook it for me.”


    “Good,” Jenny said. “Because I don’t have any experience cooking organ meat.”


    “You would probably just sauté it with cumin. Like you do everything.”


    “There’s the baby shower theme you’ve been searching for!” Jenny said, a bit too exuberantly. “Placenta iron chef!”


    Now it was my turn to make retching noises.


    Further internet exploration revealed a plethora of recipes. Some women blend placenta into smoothies. Other sauté it with scallions or bake it in lasagna. At our birthing class, my husband and I had heard tell of a woman who gobbled hers down raw.


    Apparently, it tasted like a coin.


     


     


    There was no getting around the profound grossness of eating the afterbirth. But I had been bracing myself for the onslaught of postpartum mood fluctuations even before I replaced my birth control pills with an ovulation monitor. My mental health history was a veritable ski course of red flags. While I was an effervescent child, the hormones of puberty transformed me into a sullen, angst-ridden teen. When an elderly neighbor—my adopted grandmother, with whom I spent innumerable afternoons of dolls and tea and cookies—died, I sank fully into the slough of despond. My perfect grades faltered. I lay limp on the sidewalk, my eyes glassy and unfocused, while my siblings cavorted in the yard. I bit into teriyaki chicken; I tasted sawdust. At my high school graduation, I was emaciated in my white robe, holding a bouquet of roses upside down. A fragile smile masked my conviction that I was rotten at the core.


    As I grew older, I developed an arsenal of weapons to beat back the creeping black tide: writing, running, meditation, micronutrient multivitamins, campaigns for social justice. Relentless application of these disciplines was sufficient to maintain a modicum of mental health. Then I made the fatal error of moving away from a sunny climate to attend graduate school in a gray-skied east coast town. I walked off the plane and into a congealing pit of darkness. Snow piled up on the sidewalks, then melted, then froze, creating a slippery glacier. Layering my sundresses over my cut-off jean shorts failed to create an effective barrier to the cold. I needed crampons to walk to class. I nailed an area rug over the drafty window and went to sleep under an electric blanket wearing a coat and boots. I lay on my bed in my dark garret, overwhelmed by the innumerable small steps involved in cooking dinner. I would have to convince my leaden body to rise, trudge to the kitchen, yank open the fridge, peel the onions, cut the onions, sauté the onions . . . what was the point? Of anything? “I could eat a carrot,” I suggested to myself. Tears ran down my face. “Carrots make me sad,” I whispered.


    Realizing I was depressed, I broke out every coping mechanism in my wheelhouse. I swallowed three times the recommended dose of fish oil pills. No result. I went running on the glacier, only to injure my knee. I meditated, but facing my gaping chasm of inner darkness failed to lift my spirits. Community service exhausted me. Yoga made me cry. Nothing I did restored my ability to take pleasure in a cup of tea, or to feel like living. My ambitions to write a novel and fight for social justice were replaced with the ambition to not feel like shit. I thought of ways to kill myself that would look accidental. Lying down in a snowdrift without a coat seemed feasible. But first I would have to get rid of my box of journals, so that no one would read them after my untimely demise. And I was way too depressed to carry a box of journals over five blocks of glacier to the dumpster behind the pizza place.


    The few remaining healthy cells in my brain suggested that it might be time to seek professional help.


    At the campus counseling center, a white-bearded psychiatrist comforted me by listing famous writers who had suffered from depression. Then he wrote me a prescription for an antidepressant and said that it would probably start working in two to three weeks.


    It worked immediately.


    Suddenly, I had energy—energy to cook dinner, work on my novel, and go on long, snowy walks with friends. I had energy to start dating a kind and funny young man, to graduate, and to get married. I had energy to finish my novel and find meaningful, satisfying work as a community college English instructor. After five years of meds, I had energy to contemplate becoming a mother.


    But I was worried. What if postpartum hormones opened a hole in the floor and dropped me back into the pit? I scoured the library for books on postpartum wellness, and peppered my midwife and psychiatrist with questions. Research revealed that I would be less likely to get depressed if I avoided a traumatic labor. In order to optimize the birth experience, I signed up for a class on mindful birthing. I paid $500 to retain the services of a doula—a woman who provides professional labor support. I arranged to give birth at a maternity center that provided birthing tubs and an on-call lactation consultant.


    A month before my due date, my husband held my hand, supporting my dutiful attempt to exercise. As I waddled around the sunny block, admiring roses and stooping to pet neighborhood cats, I decided to confess my main anxiety surrounding labor.


    “The birthing books say that if you have hang-ups or neurosis or anxiety, it can stall your labor,” I said. “So you need to relax and go with the flow and trust your body. But here’s the thing: I don’t trust my body.”


    “Explain,” Dave prompted, furrowing his brows.


    “In my family, I’ve always felt like the runt of the litter. My siblings are these robust specimens of humanity, always backpacking and rock climbing and playing contact sports. I’m the one sitting in a corner, pushing up my glasses on my nose, scribbling in my journal. I mean, if you want someone to devise a metaphor or analyze a theme, I’m your gal. But I live in my head, not my body. I don’t have the physically-oriented earth-mother personality type that’s good at giving birth.


    “So you’re anxious you’ll mess it up?”


    “Yes! And my cervix will slam shut and I’ll have a godawful 40-hour labor and an emergency C-section, and it will be my fault.”


    Dave squeezed my hand. “Do you remember when you thought you would struggle with fertility?”


    “I read so many articles about it.”


    “You thought it would take us six months to a year to get pregnant.”


    “Not uncommon!”


    “How long did it actually take?”


    “Um,” I conceded. “Two weeks.”


    “Right,” Dave said. “So you might surprise yourself.”



    


    A few nights later, heartburn woke me at 3:00 a.m.. We were staying at my parents’ house while ours was plastered and painted. I climbed out of bed, popped a couple Tums, and did the yoga poses that were supposed to help the baby assume the optimal pre-birth positioning. Then I lay back on my wedge-shaped pillow and closed my eyes.


    POP! Sploosh! A rush of water gushed down my legs. It was so loud and dramatic that I laughed out loud. I shook Dave’s arm. “My water broke.”


    He sat up and rubbed his face.


    “Look up ‘what to bring to the hospital,’” I requested.
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