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WE THE MOTHERS
KATHI HANSEN

We sought each other out while trying to shake off a persistent state of
shock, We sought each other out because of an urgent pull to speak to
someone who wasn't our son, our spouse, our mother, father, sister,
the lawyer we'd hired. We sought each otaer out when our therapist
suggested we connect with someone suffering the same devastation
we were, We sought each other out while thinking: Our son had been
a preemie, Why didnt [ follow the ordered bedrest when [ was pregnany?
Our son spent more of his early years with his panny than he did with
us, Did ! really have to work thaet hard? Cur son was in utero ac a time
when it was okay to have a glass of wine a day while pregnant, [ shoald
have krown beiter. Our son has two moms Pramise you won't tell her |
thing this. Our son was born to someone 100 old 1o be 4 mom, Haw
had | missed the loudly ticking dock? We sought each other out when we
couldn’t silence the voice in our heads asking over and over; Was this
our faul?

We found each other by sleuthing the leternet, by following craggy
trails of gossip, by Googling campus sexual assaults; we found each other
through some sortof divine intervention. \hen we first gathered, it was
the first time we'd fixed our hair, worn mascara, blush, a freshly ironed
shirt, in months, It was che first time the scent of our own cologne (La Vie
Est Belle, Flowerbowmb, Gabrielle) didn't gag us. When we gathered—every
other month, clutching identical paperback coples of Hemingway's The
Sun Also Rizes {we can't remember which of us suggested it)—If anpone
asks, we're a book clud, right?—we slid into a corner booth where words
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tumbled fast and we couldn't stop them and the swaiver always had w
return geveral times just 1o take our order, Excuse me ladies, Cab Frang
or Zinfandel?

When we gathered, we spoke a unique language steeped in the same
dialect,

When we gathered, we the mothers were heard.

We never had to say, “This 1s only between vs.” Nor did we tell each
other that we'd suckled our boys at our breasts, tousled thelr first wavy
Jocks, taught them to read, write, count, We didn’t ladder our heads
to flustrate the notches on the kitchen doorframe that charted their
growth, nor mention haw we cried late one night when the light from
the open refrigerator caught che topmost mark that suddenly we knew
would be the last, We didn't say we'dcheered on our boys from too many
sidelines to count, or once tried o ease their aching young hearts wich
platitudes about fish in the sea, the healing properties of time, doors chat
open when cthers have closed,

We didn't have to say that we'd watched our boys grow muscles
and wills, Thar we'd veatched them grow facial hair and good humor,
That we'd watched them grow tall, curions, and interesting, That we'd
watched them grow character, We didn't say either that we'd watched
them grow sad and quiet,

We didn't argue the distinction between falsely accused and wrongly
accused,

There were so many things we diZn't need to say.

We got the news while walking ro our car after Pifates, while in the
middle of a faculty meeting, while onthe escalator in the conrthouse, We
got the pews while in the cereal aisle at Vons, while videoconferencing
at work, while helping our daughter with her homewark, Tt came the
day after Halloween (when our boy had been at college for all of a month
and a half), it came right before our boy was headed home for winter
break, it came two weeks before he was supposed to graduate, "1 may be
m some trouble.” W were both so drunk. "Semething bad has happened.”
We were both s drunk.” Justin doesn't know Fm calling you—he figured he
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could handle it himse f— but I'm freaking out. He's been talking suicide.”
Wi were all so drink.

At first we thought we'd misheard; that cur precccupation with an
upcoming trial, the monotone of the NPR reporter droning through
the car speakess, the parent/teacher conferences slated for the following
day, that the to-do-list in our head had incerfered and scrambled the
reception, At first wethought our boys were juking, playing amisgu ided
and immature prank, were day-drunk, or under the influence ofa sinister
sarcotic someone had siipped them, At first we thought they'd fallen
down the stairs, slipped on the ice—1 hate winter here, Mom!—had a car
accident and hit their heads on the dashboard. Ax first we thought it was
one of those ruthless scams we'd heard about on the news, a stranger
trying to work us up about our boy so as 1o work us cut of our cash.
You need 10 wire money intmediately, At first we thought someane had put
a gun to their heads, commanded them to text, speak, cry. Where 5 my
bay, and what have you done to kim? We thought someone had stolen their
phones, their voices, their identities.

And then began the season of our neglect. \We neglected our jobs,
out correspondence, our voicemail, our bookkeeping, our hair, our
nourishment. our workouts, our sleep, onr own reflections in the
rearview, the silvery store window, the antigque oval mirror in the
hallway. We negleced our friends who didn’t have soas accused of
sexual assault (whick—{or al! we knew—was all of them), We neglected
our husbands, our wife, our other children. We neglected our grief, our
shame, our souls.

Soon we became actors, We pretended we hadn't noticed that
neighbors, co-workers, the checkout clerk at the grocery store, the
barista at our favorie ¢ofTee shop—especially her—even the UPS driver
0 whom we gave generous boliday tips, looked at us differently. We
pretended not to notice the sudden silence in the softball stands when
we climbed the cement steps to take our favorite seat, the deafening
hush when otr daughter pitched a perfect inning, the muffled murmurs
during our other boy's band recital, We pretended we hadn't noticed the
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little boy tugging his mother's purse in the line at the pharmacy. e she thse
bad Boy'’s mommiy? We pretended not to be crushed with dread over the
thought that if chis was happening to us, imagine what was happening
to our boys,

We pantomimed engagement while thoroughly disengaged. We
picked at our lunches in the faculty lounge, the company lunchroom,
our desks, We fake-smiled] when we passed colleagues in the kallway
{even when they pretended not to see us), we faux-chatted with the
receprionist, abovt the weather, traffic, but not ¢the twin toddlers
whe beamed from identical frames on the shelf behind her desk, We
aceidentally caught our reflection in the women's room mirror, saw
fines we'd never before noticed now connecting our brows and fanning
from the corners of cur eyes, We made a mentzl note to stop at the
drug store on the way home 1o grab some concealer to try 1o hide our
dark shadows, but when we pulled into the parking lot forgat why we'd
stopped.

We searched for words to answer the concern of the judge in
Department 35 with whom we'd gone to law school and realized that
pechaps she was 1ight—it would be impossible to imagine what we
were going through. We thanked the principal for his concern and the
suggestion that we take paid leaye, and cold him it was UDBECOssaTy Sinee
weehad the matter in hand. We met the gaze of our manager in the elevator
and secretly wisheda similar heartache might befall him and immediately
chastised ourselves for our inability to contral our emotions,

We kept our phones close by and listened obsessively for the tone
we'd assigned to calls and messages from our boys. How can they possibiy
reclaim their lives? We tried to absorb their nightmares, to suffer them so
that our bays wouldn't have to. Only our trick didy't work. We suffer
their nightmares, bat they stiil do, too.

We'd strapped them to our backs, snugged them to our fronts, taken
them grocery shopping, to the petting zoo, the playground. "It's okay,
honey, Mommy will catch you!” We'd packed their lunches, wiped their
noses, pretended we'd not seen stains on chelr sheets. One summer we
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took them to the ER for stitches twice (eyebrow and themb), for a splint
{wirist), for a cast {avm), for crutches {ankle}, Hey, this isn't how [ wanted
to spend my summer either, Buster, The next summer we handed them car
keys and told them at first mention of a row truck tiey'd pever drive
again. And please don't be late for dinner,

Our boys were athletic and bookish. They were popular and
worryingly shy. Jack, an aspiring poet and National Merit Schalar on
a full-ride at his first-cheice vollege, had as a toddler pamed his stuffed
monkey P]and called him Peedge for short. Justin waned to be a fighter
pilot like his grandfather. When he was eight years oM, Justin declared
he'd skip his senior year and go straight to the Air Force Academy—if
aniy you kad—but had chosen instead a Jocal state college so he could be
clase to his brothers. He's the kind of boy you might not notice, his silent
attention laser-focused on computer coding, his sapged pants (which
drives his father a little crazy) his most abvious form of self-expression.
Ryan, captain of his high schoal lacrosse team, first o be chosen by a
popular fraternity (but attending college only becanse we insisted), once
cried for a solid month when the family dog died and refused our offer
to get a new puppy. “Why would T want another thing that could die?”

Our boys debated politics and religion, the merits of hip hop and
whether the earth would survive Jong encugh for them to have
grandchildren and without pavsing asked for a second helplug of
roasted carrots, chicken cacciatore, mac and cheese. They vacillated
betweeen despising their siblings and adoring them, between hugging
us and not, OF all their chores, they haved kitchen duty worst of all, “It's
not my turnl® Our bows blasted heavy metal in their bedrooms, cranked
Southern rock in their cars, were addicted to classic rock, How iy it
Jyou know the lyrics do the songe from my generation better than [ do? They
devoured dystopian novels, hated Star Wars, loved Ster Trek, preferred
skateboards over video games, lived to surf, adoved poetry but refused ta
read the beatniks,

We didn't cry when we dropped them at their dorms, We didn’e cry until
we were on the way to the airport, and then not just on the way, not just
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on the plane, and not just for che first twe days, We cried even though
the college was twenty miles away, and Justin promised to come home
for dinner the nest weekend. We cried because the college was all the
way across the covatry, even though Jack promised 1o come home for
Thanksgiving, We cried even though with Sam gone, we still had two
kids at home and it would be three years before we dropped our next
boy at his dorm. We cried even though we were tired of doing laundry,

iting essays, planning our lives around baseball, soccer, track, band,
school holidays, cliege applications, We cried even though we were
tired of not being ible co fall asleep until we heard their footsteps late at
night, tired of beirg convinced whenever we heard sirens it was our boy
in the back of the ambulance, We worried that we were WOITYing 100
much or not enough,

We waited many days to clean their reoms (or to close their doors
and declare their room a mausoleum), We stuffed giant bags with clothes
they'd not worn in years, a deflated basketball, baseball bats so old our
boys could wrap their hands around them twice, shoes so big we could
fit both our feet iv one (trust us, we tried). The thing we found in the
bottom dresser drawer that most surprised us: an mopened bottde of
Gatorade, stuffed between stretched-out and faded boxers, as if we dida't
keep our refrigerator fully stockedl. As if our boys, on their own, were
prepared for the next big earthquake, As if they thought we wouldn’t
provide for them. We pitched smelly socks that had missed the hamper,
the unopened box of condoms their father had piven them between
sophomare and jupior year when it sure looked like they were madly
in Jove with Madison Kelly, We dumped the half empty bottle of Grey
Goose—If you're going ta drink, do it at home—we'd found hidden behind
the plumbing under their batbroom sink because we touldn’t be sure
that’s what was in iz Our wife didn't ask why Peedge now lived between
the pillows an our bed, even at night. She didn’s mention it at all,

We weren't there when whatever happened happened, OF course wie
weren't. Only two people were, one of whont just happened to be our
boy. It's not as if we don’t understand how it might Jook to you. Belieye
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us, we know. We hear you say: "Have you not heard che victims' claims?
Are you deaf? Dumb? Blind? Are you in denial? Have you always rushed
te your rotten sons' defenses, accused the accusers, refused to see the
truth? Have your maternal instinets—your boys so fuckisg precious and
special—overtaken all reason? Are you crazy? Fucking nots? Hormonal?
Exil? Can't you imagine how terribie it was for her?”

When one girl claimed she was too intoxicated te consent—\¥e were
both 3o drunk—we thought about the morning our freshrian year when
we awoke sick and dizzy and slowly remembered James grunting in our
car and hoped we wouldn't run inte him in Montezuma Hall, especially
if our boyfriend was anywhere near. We'd been stupid; we were deeply
ashamed, but didn't dream of saying we'd had no say or acked personal
power, When one girl went to the campus police with cliims she'd been
assaulted weeks carlier by a boy she'd liked in an aparzment a few blocks
away, we remembered our college rcommate pursuing David Patterson
for a month before telling us she'd had sex with him the evening before
even though he clearly told her he was interested in only that. She cried
tor weeks when he pretended that nothing had happered. When one
girl claimed she'd only escaped something worse by wrggling free, we
remermibered the sting of rejection we felt when our boys wriggled out
from under our playful and loving clutches at five, or six—or was it
ten? How from then on we sometimes had to fight the urge to foroe the
physical manifestation of our love on them.

When one girl claimed that the fast she could remember was having
a drink and then awakening to realize she'd been raped we thought: But
wouldn't there be witnesses? And: Only a monster would do tha,

Qur boys smelled powdery, before they smelled like Play-Dah, earth,
chocolate, mildew, grass. Diaper-ciad Ryan once squatted beside a
crying older friend, blocdy-kneed from & tumble, pattivg his back and
whispering over and over again, "Be okay. Be okay.” Our boys smelled of
musky sweat, the spicy decdorant Dask Temptation, (reshly sawed lumber,
minty toothpaste, cinnamon, beer. Justin carcies a smooth black stone
that smells of sea salt he'd found on a family camping teip—a talisman-—in
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his pocket always. §v's okay for us to knaw these things, it's okay for us to
liold these visceral memories that bloom unbidden in our nostrils, but it’s
not ckay for us ta know what we know about our boys' sex lives.

Our boys were expelled, suspended, or in the one instance in which
na formal discipline resulted—We were both so drunk--are pow unable
to show their faces on campus, in town, the entire state, in Our oW
neighborhood, Forger the nicknames that became our boys as they
arew: Turtle—because he was shy; Roy—because as a teddler he refecred
to himsell in the thind person, “Boy want cookie'; Catch-because he
could; Duster—because.,.how weird that we can't remember,

The names given them after whatever happened happened weren't
those names; they were these: Liar. Monster, Pig. Pervert. Misogynist,
Deviant. Predator. Crminal, Animal, Rapist.

Sometimes we thought if only we could talk to the girl. Sumetimes we
thought if enly we ceuld talk to the gird's mother. Some of us thought
we should try, but we reminded them, "Do not contact her," our sons'
layeyers had said, “Donot think you can fix this,"

In our homes we had rules, We bad respect and manners. In our homes
we were mindful of earned praise and demanded oniy that our boys try
their best, Tn our homes we taught by example. See Bow your ot greels
each day with ¢ sneile cven though her chances of finding fulf lling work bave
dwindled to wothing? [n our homes we didn'c rule with an iron Jist (as
some of us had been ruled), but neither were we afraid to discipline
(though our boys rarely gave us reason to Jose oue temper, and we raised
our hands to them only twice), No means no, In our homes we told our
children that things won't always go their way, to expect roadblocks,
and showed them the ways we ourselves maneuvered around them.
Sometimes things happen for @ reasen. When our boys didn't make the
ceam, when their front tire went flat at the starting line of the race,
when their fiu peaked on the last day of the championship game, we
watched them shrug as they strode past us, watched in slow motion as
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they brushed our hands off their shoulders, as they raised cheir chins and
waltked on, When the used car they'd been saving for since kindergarten
was sold to someone else five minutes before they showed up wich fists
full of the cash, we heard the catch in their theoats when they said, “It's
okay, I'll keep looking."

In our homes we encouraged open commuunication and demonstrated
peaceful management of conflict, When your father is thiz Hred, ' bext
ta wait until toporrow. Ga far a run—you always feel better after, In auvr
homes we urged the importance of personal responsibility. When
toddler Jack stole ducky buttons off the rack in the fabric store, when
young Sam slid 2 pack of gum under his fat little leg in the seat of the
grocery cart, when Derck added 2 picture book to the bag while we paid
at the bookstore, we marched them back in and made them confess their
crimes. They were perhaps too small to understand {though their tears
said otherwise), but we were weaving impartant Jife lessons into their
DNA. Halfway into blaming his C in AP History on Mr, Tanaka, the
teacher, Justin interrupted himself and said, “\ell, [ guess T could have
studied harder.” Before he'd fully formed the words to cast blame on
the catcher for allowing the run that lost the game, Ryan admitted to
lobbing the wss, “Even with the sun in my eyes | shoulda had it.”

Our hoys love and respect their sisters, their aunts, grandmothers,
their mothers. They loved and respected all their female teachers. They
held sweet and steady crushes on girls as they grew, and deeper, more
cemplicated feelings for sweethearts when they were old enough. Justin
stood up for the girl who inbltrated his Boy Scout troop. Wait! She'’s in
my elgebra dasi—she’s cool, Our boys encouraged the enrollment of girls
in shop and woodwerking classes, Why shouldn'’t they have to endure this
torture, too? Char boys took to the elderly widow next door—cutting her
laven of their own volition; the woman in the wheelchair down the
street—carrying her newspaper to the front door on the way to school
whea no ene had suggested it; the homeless woman at the corner—
stopping ta chat and bring her pit bull some treats,

When they started seriously dating in high sckool, we told our boys
that if a girl they slept with became pregnant, we didn’t care how many
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others boys they thaught had slept with her, 1o, there'd be no DNA et
on our watch. You'll be the father you took the rist to become, [And then we
secretly prayed they'd not make us prandmothers in quite that manner.)

In our homes lived sturdy generational Democrats and lifelang
feminists, We're not saying our boys are angels, are perfect, are
trreproachable, we're just saying that we the mothers didn't need to
teach our bays net to rape,

Our boys were caled before the campus police, the dean, committees of
stone-faced administrators, The sherifl, the detective, the cop insisted
they didn't need a lawyer, to be Mirandized, or to stay quiet, The warst
titing, Sam said, is that noching I say matters, Noching I say will ever
matter, To our entreaty we'd repeated since they were little about things
sometimes happening for a reason—what, they asked now, do we think
was the reason thic happened? So we'd never be able to show our faces
again? So we can never date another £irl? So we'd drop out and what?
Park cars for 2 living? So, Justin said, from now on I'm just supposed 1o
be a fucking eunuch?

Sometimes their s:blings or their fathers or our parents accused us of
favoritism, but we would never choose one child over another. {Ryan is
an only child, so what do you say to thar?) We tove our children equally,
but our boy Jack was the apple of his maternal grandpa’s eye and our
boy Sam has dimples exactly like ours {his siblings decidedly do not),
and our boy Justin plays piano by ear; a trait we never recognized in
ourselves until we noticed his, It's just thar sometimes our husbands ssid
the wrong things:

"Did you ever thmk magbe he did this thing?"

“For Chrissake, give it a rest.”

"IE blow over,”

*Maybe hell learn from this.

When our wife dissolved into tears, we realized that anger or
frustration or overwhelming helplessness could suffocate the both of us,
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Sometimes when Jack was in the shower or Ryan was running arcund
his old high school rrack late at night, we'd open our boy's email or seroll
through his texts and delete the hate. Sometimes a stranger fownd their
wiy to our inboxes, and we sent them to junk, permancatly destioyed
the ugliness, and tried to remember the thyme abont sticks and stanes.
Cnce, someone egged our carand damaged the paint, and once, someone
painted MOTHERS OF FUCKER on our garage door in oil-based colur
with perfect penmanship, and the next morning our wifee tried to paine
it over and the neighbors closed their blinds. A young woman in u car
we may have recognized drove past twice and lipped the bird, and our
boy’s grandma picked that very minute to stop by with banana bread.
It was the first time we saw her ery, and we looked up the street and
prayed ovr boy wasn't on the vaay home, Sometimes we sank to the floor
shrieking and pulled out our hair in tangled strands, Once, after reading
the newspaper, we threw 2 cup of coffee across the kitchen and anly
while picking up shards and sopping up the mess, did we wander who
we'd become.

Sometimes we slept throngh the night, and it was a few minutes after
we opened our eyes before we remembered. That for our boy there'd
been a presumption of guilt. That we'd emptied our retirement accounts,
spent our college savings, that we'd maxed out aur credit cards, taken
second mortgages, borrowed from our parents {who really couldn’t
afford vo lend to us) to pay for therapists and lawyers, That we'd called
in favors, used our knowledge of the school system, the legal system, the
workings of public relations firms, to help us wage our uphill battles,
Sometimes we slept chrough che night, and it was 2 few blessed minutes
after we opened our eyes before we remembered that our hoys had
been badly wounded. That our boys were marked, blemished, flawed,
damaged,

Liar, Maonster, Pig. Predator. Misogynist. Criminal, The names persist
even for our boys whose suspensions were reversed, the criminal case
abandoned, the comments on transctipts expunged, When we call them
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Catch or Duster ar Boy, our boys ook at us like they don't know who
the hell we're talking to,

The afternoon our corner booth grew suddenly quiet, we the mothers
grew anxious, We glanced at each other nervously and then at Liz who
staced at her hands crocheted tightly together on the table in front of
her. The air around us tightened, The silence spread outward. To the
nearby tables. To the tables beyond them, To the windows in froat, To
the ceiling above us, the doar across from us, the flcor beneath vs, In
our suffocation, we felt dozens of eyes boring down on us, Qur own
gazes tumbled about, Waves of pressure warbled our heads. Our breath
caught. Our throats constricted,

We willed her to snap out of it. We willed her <o remember all that
we'd shared, We willed her 1o stop thinking whatever it was she was
thinking,

And then so quietly we had to lean in to bear, she said: I think he may
have done this thing."

We watched an elderly man cane slowly pass the hostess stand. We
heard the tap-tap-tap of his stick on the tile, We glanced at the middle-
aged couple siiting at the nearby table, busy with their phones, We heard
their fingers push glass, We watched our wajter bounce on his toes, his
maving reflection caughe upside down by the stainless steel hood in the
kitchen. We heard his muffled questions to the cook.

We considered waving our hands, asking what in the worll was
taking so long ‘Our wine," we almose said, “Where's our wine?” Instead
we said nothing. Instead we tapped our fingers atop the paperbacks set
as always in front of us; we slid our index fingers over the shiny covers,
ran them dows the stiff spines, along the edges of the unthumbed Pages.
We flipped the books aver, covers to table, and like the faces of those
Birls we dared not imagine, The Sun Also Rises bocame unseeable,




