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Dear Mom,
It was Tuesday and I think I was seven. I know it was Tuesday because I was wearing my day-of-the-week underwear and we both know how dutifully I relied on my unmentionables to celebrate the passage of days.
I don’t know that I was seven for sure. They didn’t make undergarments for that sort of thing.
I told you I wanted to be a receptionist when I grew up. I had seen a classified listing for a receptionist in the newspaper that afternoon while we snacked on Little Debbie’s Zebra Cakes (my favorite) and Walnuts Brownies (yours). I’m not sure where my sisters were -- probably playing basketball at the neighbor’s house like normal children. I liked to read newspapers and eat treats littered with high fructose corn syrup, watching you grade your students’ English essays and circle typos with a red Papermate.
You peered over your Sally Jesse Raphael style glasses and smiled. “A receptionist for whom?” you asked.
It hadn’t occurred to me that this mattered. I would be typing, talking on the phone and greeting people daily. I would be The Gatekeeper Of The Office. The Hostess Of The Lobby. The Fixer Of The Fax Machine. Every day. And I would get paid for it! $17,000 dollars. Every year. What else mattered?
“Who you work for always matters,” you answered as you corrected a 4th grader’s misspelling of the word “tomahawk.”
Do you remember saying that, Mom?
It changed my life.
I did, eventually, as you know, become a receptionist for a high profile music executive in Los Angeles. I was paid much more than $17,000 a year and was, indeed, The Gatekeeper Of The Office. But after four months of collating concert paperwork and babysitting Sharon Osbourne’s countless canines, I remembered your words.
“Who you work for always matters.”
I quit that day, Mom. Somewhere between paper cuts and expense reports, I knew I wanted to live my life with integrity and do work that mattered, for someone who mattered.
Someone like myself.
Since that day, I’ve had many odd jobs as I attempted to supplement an income that could support the life I wanted to live --- inspiring creative artists, designers and writers to pursue their dreams.
As you inspired me to pursue mine.
And along the way, I never accepted a job from someone that I didn’t believe in, and in doing so, created a professional life of integrity. Your words of wisdom on that Tuesday have shaped the way I present myself as a business owner, entrepreneur and writer.
I am now, proudly, The Gatekeeper Of Encouragement. The Hostess Of My Life. The Fixer Of Un-Inspired Souls.
Thank you, Mom.
p.s. Want to know a secret? I made exactly $17,000 working for myself that first year. Dollar for dollar.
p.p.s. I loved every Tuesday of it.
The Secret Password by Jane Roper
I grew up in a very wholesome family. We didn’t eat sugar cereal or watch too much TV. We went to church. And sometimes on weekends we took hikes or bike rides together as a family.
On one of these bike rides, when I was in fourth grade (it had to be fourth grade, because fourth grade was when I was best friends with Sherry Hamlisch, who is instrumental to this story) I began feeling a little saddle sore—the way one sometimes does after riding a ten-speed with an unpadded seat for a long time.
My father and brother were up ahead, so I took the opportunity, while riding alongside my mother, to share my plight with her. Not because I was in so much pain that I wanted to turn back and go home. And not even, really, because I was looking for sympathy.
No, what I really wanted was a chance to try out an exciting new word I’d recently learned. A word that I assumed my mother, being a woman, knew (although I’d never heard her say it) and that seemed like it might be a kind of secret password to adulthood.
She would hear me say it, be pleasantly surprised, and begin to think of me not just as a little girl, but as a girl on her way to becoming a teenager and, eventually, a woman. Our relationship would shift into a new, more grown-up phase and she would start to let me in on the secrets of womanhood: Makeup and periods. Bras and deodorant.
And so, I said it:
“Mom, my pussy hurts.”
Her reaction to this wasn’t exactly what I’d hoped for.
“Janey!” she cried, nearly swerving into a parked car. She didn’t sound angry, exactly; but certainly shocked and maybe slightly bemused. “Where did you learn that word?”
I can’t remember what I said in response. I almost certainly did not tell the truth, which was that I’d read it in Sherry Hamlisch’s big brother’s Hustler magazines, which we’d found underneath his mattress when I was at her house several days earlier.
I probably said something more like, “I heard someone at school say it.” And I told her—this, I remember—that I thought it just meant, you know, vagina. (Didn’t it just mean vagina?)
It did, my mother told me. But it wasn’t a very nice word for it. It wasn’t the kind of word little girls were supposed to use for it.
Which left me right back where I’d started: A little girl. And now, an embarrassed one. (Whose pussy still, incidentally, hurt.)
We never talked about it again. And nearly thirty years later I’ve still never asked my mother about the incident. Does she remember it? Did she tell my father what I’d said (ugh) later that day, and did they have a chuckle about it? Their sweet little girl, using that pornographic word.
My mother and I did, inevitably, have “talks” about bras and periods and all the rest over the next few years, but I always found them awkward. I was old enough by then to realize that puberty—and talking about it—was messier and more clumsy than simply being led by the hand into the exotic, perfume-scented world of womanhood, as I’d imagined it would be that day on my bike.
My mother did her best. God knows she did much better than I imagine her prudish, old-fashioned mother did with her. Mostly, the awkwardness was my own. But I do wonder if, had things gone differently that day on my bike, I might have been less hesitant to talk about things body- and sex-related down the road.
My daughters are only four years old, and they ask questions about their bodies (and other people’s) without a trace of inhibition. It’s a lovely thing. And I am doing my best to respond to all of their questions and requests (“Mom, can I feel what your boobs feel like?”) with kindness and honesty. I am making sure they don’t feel ashamed of their bodies, or ashamed of talking about them.
And I hope that if, when they’re ten, they surprise me with a choice phrase like the one I uttered to my mother, I will have the presence of mind to suggest we pull off to the side of the road and have a good chat about it—woman to someday-woman.
“Wow, that’s a really grown-up word,” I’ll say. “Hey, want to hear about something I said to my mom when I was your age?”
Things I'd Like To Tell My Mom by Amy Thompson
Actually, I’ve never told my mom anything, at least not since I was seven years old. My mom died of breast cancer when I was in first grade. My teacher almost held me back that year. He said I never paid attention in class and was always staring out the window. Thankfully my step-mom intervened and I was promoted to the second grade on the assumption that I would make up whatever crucial first grade material I had missed along the way.
Breast cancer has its virtues, though few. It doesn’t steal in and snatch away loved ones in the dead of the night. The process is slow; there is time to prepare. My mom, Tinnel, told my step-mother that she thought God had hand-picked her to raise me. And she was right. I can’t count the number of times I have thanked Him for the gift of a loving (step) mother. I’ve told my step-mother everything, even about the time I brushed the dog’s teeth with her toothbrush during a fit of teenage rage. But my biological mother, there are a lot of things I wish I could tell her.
When it became clear that the end of my mom’s life on Earth was near she began to write me a book. It ends abruptly and is composed of mostly blank white pages, an apt metaphor for her unfinished life. She was only 37 when she died. But within the first few pages of her graceful handwriting and watercolor illustrations are as much wisdom and love as she could conjure up in those last few moments.
I know she knows, but if she were here, in the flesh, I would love to talk about how looking at each other is like looking in a mirror, about how my little brother used to confuse younger pictures of her with pictures of me, about curly hair, flat chests and tiny wrists. I’d like to show her the stack of journals I’ve kept over the years, fifteen or twenty volumes full of slanting writing so strikingly similar to hers. When I was in college a close girlfriend of hers turned over a precious box of my mom’s journals that she had been keeping safe at my mom’s request until I was old enough to take care of them. How surprising to flip through the pages of another’s journals and see yourself reflected there, so clearly a triumph of nature over nurture.
Of breastfeeding, my mother wrote in the book meant for me, “I loved to nurse you. It created the bond we share to this day (the day you’re reading this), and I was sad to give it up even after 2 years.” I would tell her that she was right, that I can feel her in my body and my being, that I am made of her, as my own daughter is built of my very essence, cell by cell. No distance or death can change that initial construction. I have the feeling that those early years when she poured herself into me both literally and emotionally, gave me strength for difficulties ahead.
When I was young, and death was still a rather unclear concept, I used to imagine that I might see my mother around the corner, that perhaps she was simply living in a different, far away city and I might run into her someday. I can’t say that there haven’t been moments as an adult when my heart hasn’t skipped a beat upon seeing a head of dark, tousled curls in a crowd. And so, I have imagined many a conversation with my mother, over a cup of tea, snuggled under a quilt late at night, over the phone or kneeling side by side in the garden. These are conversations that will have to wait for another stage in this existence of ours. But, if I could, there are many things I might like to tell her.
I think that my mom, raised in a foster home and later adopted, would like to know about the family that has sprung up around me that also belongs to her. She pursued her dream of being an artist later in life, only after shaking off the discouragement of her mother. She might like to know that I pursued my own path, however meandering it might have been. She might like to watch (and perhaps she does) my children running wild in our yard, eating dirt as she mentions in my baby book that I was prone to do as well, or chasing chickens. I know she would relish the opportunity to observe the quiet moments when I tuck my son in bed and we talk about his day as he shares the things that have made an impression; his child’s fears and sweet stories. She would like to watch me dance and run, enjoying this body so similar to hers, hers that she always wished was curvier, more like the movie stars. She would like to know that that I have found my other half, that he brings me more joy than anyone. I think she would be pleased to recognize that despite this separation, brief in the eternal scheme of things, long according to my mortal reckoning, she and I are still very much a part of each other.
A Heritage of Strength by Liz Stanley
Our midwife said it was a routine procedure; an irregular heartbeat was no cause for alarm, but just in case -- just in case -- we should get it checked out by a pediatric cardiologist who would do an echo exam to look at our baby’s heart in more detail. The appointment was made for two weeks ahead and I quickly added it to my growing to-do list at 35 weeks along.
I heard what the midwife said about it being routine but I had a nagging feeling that this wasn’t routine; something wasn’t right. My concerns continued to tug at me and so a few hours after making the initial appointment with the midwife I called back, begging for an earlier appointment for the echo exam. I was holding back tears: “Please”, I whispered. “I need to get in sooner. Can you call?” She agreed and rescheduled our appointment for the following day at 12pm. Then she rescheduled it again, earlier, for 10am the following day.
After our ultrasound echo at the pediatric cardiologist, which lasted more than an hour, we were led into the most carefully decorated room I’ve seen in a doctor’s office. It was filled with stiff but attractive couches, fresh flowers, a glass coffee table with perfectly stacked magazines that were actually of the current month, December 2007. Everything had been dusted and it smelled distinctly of lysol and lilac. A large box of familiar Kleenex tissues sat next to the magazines. There were no windows; paintings of oceans lined the walls. Everything right about this room felt wrong.
Suddenly it hit me: this is where they tell parents their babies are dead or dying. Everything is a blur after that. We both started to cry but don’t remember if it was before or after spotting the wall of pamphlets sitting in clear plastic holders with titles such as “Congenital Heart Defects and Your Child” and “How to Cope with Your Newborn’s Heart Disease Diagnosis”. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.
After what seemed like forever the doctor came in with a printed sheet and a pen. He explained, calmly and slowly, that our baby’s heart was regular, but beating 4x the rate it should be. The ventricles of the heart weren’t communicating correctly; his heart rate was in a flutter instead of a beat.
“If this continues much longer, your child won’t survive”
“Oh, you mean like a few weeks?” I asked
“No”, he said. “A few hours”
He continued to explain that his heart appeared strong now so the atrial fibrillation must have just started. We were lucky. Beyond lucky. If we had waited until our initial appointment scheduled for two weeks time our child wouldn’t have survived. I realized what the tugging was in my heart the day before. I needed to save this baby and I needed to do it now.
We were rushed to the hospital for an emergency c-section. A couple of phone calls were made on the way. I told my mother who lived across the country to come. Now. I hardly remember anything about the next few hours. Doctor after doctor came in before the surgery, acting as professional as possible while shoving forms towards us to sign and sharing the worst-case scenarios they were obligated to disclose.
“We may be able to correct the heart when he’s out”.
“The hospital cannot be held responsible”.
“The trauma of the birth could worsen the condition and weaken his heart more”.
The surgery room was packed. There were surgeons, ob/gyns with their interns, my midwife, my sister who is a midwife, pediatric cardiologists and several others I didn’t know. Through the window to the children’s hospital I could see a team of pediatric surgeons and cardiologists waiting with gloves and wired machines blinking red. On. Standing ready. But I wasn’t ready. This baby wasn’t ready.
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