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Mama Bittle's Rule Number One

    by Jenrose

      Summary

      Rule number one is that Mama Loves You. Maybe Dicky has forgotten that? Suzanne Bittle decides it's time to remind him. Of that, and that nothing on the internet is ever private.



      Notes

        Tiny but structurally important edits, and more in the end notes.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






Mama Bittle's Rule Number One

    
      “Dicky, darling, can we Skype?” It’s two in the afternoon on a Sunday in March, and it’s been a month since Suzanne Bittle has seen her son’s face.
She really wants to see his face.
He sounds hesitant. “Um, sure, Mother, is something wrong?”
“Just want to see my favorite son,” she says brightly. “It’s been too long, and with you staying up there for Spring Break...”
“I’m not at home,” he says.
“Oh, are you out?” she asks.
“No, just visiting a ... friend.” His voice is ever so slightly strained.
She rolls her eyes, grateful that they haven’t started video yet. “If it’s a bad time... I don’t really care where you are, but as long as you’re not too busy, I’d like to see you.”
“I’m baking, just give me a sec to set up the laptop, Mother.” There’s a clatter and a rustle and she waits, perched on the old three-legged stool in her own kitchen, in front of her own laptop. She hears a little bit of muffled conversation, distorted by the phone, and smiles to hear a familiar baritone.
The Skype notification comes up a moment later, and she smiles to see Dicky in an unfamiliar kitchen.
“Oh, are you at Jack’s?” she asks, her voice as pure and innocent as a daisy.
He has a dusting of flour on one cheek. “Yeah, I’m just visiting. Baking for his team. End of season, they’re all kind of hungry all the time. So I’m doing them a favor.”
Jack crosses the kitchen in the background, in sweatpants and a t-shirt. She smiles.
“And how is my second favorite son?”
Yes, she was right to want to see his face for this. “Mama?”
She ignores him and calls out, “Jack, sweetheart, how are you?”
Behind Dicky, Jack turns, and waves awkwardly. “Hi, Mrs. B. I’m fine.”
“Now, honey, Mrs. B is my mother-in-law. You know you can call me Suzanne. Or Mama Bittle. Or gosh, just Mama is fine. You’re family.”
She schools her amusement as Jack Zimmerman blushes a deep shade of pink.
Dicky’s face is white as a sheet. “Mama?” he tries again.
She pretends she doesn’t hear. “So Dicky, I have a story to tell you. It’s about your father. I think you’ll like it.”
“Mama...” Little spots of color are showing up on his cheeks, and she resists the temptation to remind him to breathe.
“So you remember Josh Burke? ...A freshman when you were a senior?”
He looks nonplussed. “Yes? I mean, he’s a quarterback, Coach talks about him all the time.”
“So that quarterback came out before the season started.”
“He’s gay?” Dicky’s face is a mask.
“Oh I don’t know about gay. There are three gay boys on the team this year anyway. Well, we think, we’re not too sure about Cody. Coach said he might be playing for both teams. So to speak. Not that it matters. No, Josh is now going by Jody, and asked everyone to start using she and her.”
She can see his gears grinding and stuttering and trying to turn. She glances at the bottom of the screen to make sure that she is in fact recording this, and captures a screenshot for good measure, because the look on his face is priceless and she wants to show it to Eric later. He’s too distracted to notice. Jack is standing stock still behind him, eyes intent and she can see that he’s already processing what she’s trying to do.
Dicky finally manages to get out, “And how did Coach take it?” There is an undertone of desperation in his voice, and fear, like he needs desperately to know but is afraid to ask. She sees Jack’s hand up on his shoulder now. Good.
“Well, you know your father. He sort of grunted and frowned and then said, ‘Okay.’ Then there was an incident a week after that and he kicked three varsity boys off the team and got them expelled for bullying. Two linebackers and an offensive tackle. Two of them were starters. That was about the end of it, but once word got out, four girls came out for tryouts. Two of them made it on the team.”
She wishes she could put a hand through the screen and pick his jaw up off the floor. She settles for, “Close your mouth, Dicky. Flies will get in.”
“Jo... Jody is still playing?”
“She’s a quarterback, son. Might even get recruited next year. There’ve been women in NCAA football.” She waits. He’s still kind of reeling. She can see Jack’s fingers tightening on his shoulder.
“And there are gay players on the team? Are they out?”
“They’re out to Coach. Had to be, he caught them in the locker room... um... being boys. I don’t know if they’ve come out to the team. They’re kind of jumpy. Well, you know why they’re jumpy. Less jumpy since Coach put his foot down.”
“With the team?” Dicky asks. She can see the gears start to turn again.
“With the school. Called an assembly. I think it’s on Youtube. Will be on Youtube soon if it isn’t already. It was a bit ago. Half thought it would've gotten to you already.” Now she lets herself really smile. “Dicky, you’ll be so proud when you see it. He browbeat the principal into calling an all-school assembly, and got up there and started talking, and he talked for half an hour without stopping. Had the rest of his starters up on the stage with him, too.”
“Mama, what did he say?” She can see that Jack is standing very close behind him now. The hand that was on her son’s shoulder is now gripping his waist firmly, and it looks like Jack is nearly holding him up. Dicky’s shaking a bit, and she’s never, ever seen him look so intense.
“He said that the world is changing, and it’s about time we stepped up and acted like the decent people we’ve been saying we are. He said that accepting people for who they are is a life and death matter, and that he will not tolerate any bullying on his watch. He said that he’d run from bullying in the past, and he was sick of it, and it was time for all good people to stand up and say ‘enough.’ He said that if he heard of anyone in the school getting bullied, for any reason at all, that the football players standing behind him would be escorting them wherever they needed to go for as long as it took for them to feel safe. That every student at the school was important and he didn’t want to risk losing any of them, whether they play sports or not. That he wasn’t going to get into making laundry lists of all the people you couldn’t bully, because no one deserves to be bullied or harassed or targeted in any way for being who they are, and the place to make changes is in the people doing the bullying, because that’s where the problem is.”
There are tears running down Dicky’s face. And Jack’s too.
And so maybe she’s getting misty too as she says, “Then he told them that if any of them are being bullied or hurt at home, they can come to him and get help, and they will be believed, and they will be safe. He said, ‘Whether or not your religion tells you something is moral or not, it doesn’t matter here. We will treat people with respect, no matter their sexual orientation, their gender identity, their race, their religion. No matter who their parents are, or how they dress, or what their grades are.’ Then he said that every year he’s been teaching in Georgia they’ve lost one or more kids to suicide, and in every case it was due to kids feeling like if people knew who they really were, they’d be alone. That no one should feel alone. And that everyone should feel safe. Then he gave them a consent lecture Mr. Crappy would be proud of. Actually, he talked to Mr. Crappy when he was writing his notes.”
“He didn’t.” Dicky dashes his hands across his face.
“He did. Told them no one was going to be pushing rape accusations under the rug on his watch, and that while winning state championships is all well and good, he wasn’t about to prioritize a plaque or a trophy over basic human decency. That he’d already kicked three of his most talented players off the team for bullying and sexual assault, but he wouldn’t call them his best because the best people don’t do that. That good people, moral, decent people do not throw stones, cast judgment, hurt people or shut people out. That good and decent people treat people with respect even when people are not what we expect or understand.”
“Is Jody okay?” Jack asks.
“Jody was beaten, but the same three had covered for each other over a sexual assault that happened last spring. The girl ended up at a different school over it. Jody was the last straw. She’s healed now. And things are getting better every day. There’s a bit of a backlash but Coach has the support of the administration and school board.”
“How did he...” Dicky starts, but doesn’t have to finish before she’s talking again.
“I might have drawn up a presentation for him,” she says. “With videos and slides and research. The school district’s lawyer was very helpful, and once we had him on our side, it was actually very straightforward. Once the Supreme Court decision came down, it was easy.”
“The Supreme Court,” Dicky starts again. “Mama, are you talking about Obergefell?”
“We quoted it,” Suzanne says. “‘The Constitution promises liberty to all within its reach, a liberty that includes certain specific rights that allow persons, within a lawful realm, to define and express their identity.’"
“Coach quoted the gay marriage decision?”
“Is that so hard to believe?” she asks.
“I... You know.” And there it is.
“I’m not sure what we did that made you think we wouldn’t approve,” Suzanne says. “But you’re not especially subtle. Particularly not on your public vlog. That you talk about all the time. And have recorded in my kitchen. I don’t know why you thought I wouldn’t see it.”
“I...but... You never said. You were so confused when I said I might adopt kids someday.”
“Doogie Howser has two children via a surrogate,” she says. “I don’t mind if you adopt, but it’s certainly not your only option, and I was confused that you’d be insisting so hard like I'd love any of my grandbabies any less. I’m not going to apologize for wanting grandbabies, though you’re under no obligation to provide them.”
“Coach was so disappointed when I didn’t stick with football, and the faces he made over figure skating...”
“Dicky, he was worried. And he loves football. I’d probably be disappointed if you hated baking, though I’d get over it. He was afraid for you.”
“I thought he was afraid I wouldn’t be man enough....”
“He was afraid that if you decided you weren’t a man at all, that you’d end up murdered or damaged. He was afraid for your life, especially after those awful boys... You know we moved for you.”
“For...what?” Dicky looks genuinely puzzled.
“If he could have walked away from that school district the day it happened, he would have. We moved twice because of the bullying. That Supreme Court decision gave him the legal backing to put his foot down. Seven, even five years ago, he wouldn’t have been able to push a school board so hard. The media backlash would have gone the other way. Now? We’ve had Caitlyn Jenner and we have gay marriage and we have stories on TV that make the whole thing a lot less mysterious, and there’s a gay-straight alliance forming at your old school.”
“In Georgia?” Jack, this time.
“It takes us a bit, but we’re not completely backward,” she says. “Dicky, we were thrilled you felt comfortable bringing Jack home this summer. Did you really think we didn’t know? The way you two look at each other...”
And there it is, the boys looking at each other for a moment, completely gone.
She waits until Dicky is looking back at her. “Sweetheart, there is nothing you could ever do on this earth that would make us not love you, you need to know that, and I’m sorry we let you think any different for even a moment.” She watches his shoulders shake, watches Jack wrap his arms around him from behind, holding him, and she’s grateful that someone is there to steady her boy. “We just thought... we wanted you to be able to come to us in your own time. But when you told the whole internet that we didn’t know...”
Now he’s blushing furiously. “Sorry, Mama. I don’t really have that many followers.”
“Followers aren’t the same as hits, baby, I taught you that. Now, Jack, I know you feel like maybe you need to hide, that people won’t give you a chance if you don’t prove yourself first...”
Jack looks down.
She continues, “But you don’t have anything you need to prove. You’re going to come out one day, maybe soon, maybe later, and some people will say awful things, but if you don’t treat it as shameful, no one’s going to be able to shame you over it. Don’t you let keeping it a secret hold you back, you know you play better when you’re happy, and you play better when my son’s around, and if you’re worrying that you’re going to be found out you’re not going to be doing your best because part of you is going to be worrying about that all the time.”
He starts to open his mouth and she shakes her head. “Don’t you argue with me, Jack Zimmermann. Your mama and I talk. I know that your game picked up when Dicky started playing on your line, and I know you’ve been doing very well on your new team, but I also know you haven’t been enjoying it as much, except when that boy of mine is in the stands.”
“How do you...I didn’t tell my mother that?”
“I have a television, Mr. Zimmermann. And if you don’t think we watch every game you boys play, I don’t know what you think is going on here.”
“Dicky, I think your mother is chirping me,” Jack says.
Dicky rolls his eyes and breathes out an exasperated, fond sigh, then shakes his head. “The both of you... Mama this may be the most elaborate chirp I’ve ever experienced in my entire life, and now BOTH of you are doing it. At a time like this!”
“You need to talk to your daddy, Dicky. And call him that. He misses it. We miss you. I know you’re going to have other places to be now, that we won’t be seeing you so much, and that’s normal, that’s fine. But don’t you dare stay away because you’re afraid of what we might think. What he might think. He’s so proud, baby. He’d fight lions for you, you need to know that. Already has.”
And now Dicky is sobbing into Jack’s chest, and Jack is mouthing, “Thank you” at the her over his head.
She dries her own face with a cloth, and says, “We’re proud of you both, you know. All of us, your folks included, Jack. I need you both to know that all the way to your bones. Rule number one is mama loves you.”
He’s nodding.
“And don’t you forget it.”

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          So someone asked for “Supportive Coach,” and well, we don’t have a ton of Coach voice to work from, but Mama Bittle lives in my heart because we have a whole lot in common. 
My eldest child told me they had a girlfriend at 15, a little nervous, a little defensive. I just laughed and said, “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about you getting knocked up,” and sat them both down for the lesbian version of the sex talk. So I’m not entirely sure why they took over six months to tell me about being nonbinary. Eventually I had to sit them down and say, “Look, I hear this is going on and I’m working super hard on the pronoun thing and you need to know that any difficulty I have with it is because my brain is just not allowing words to come out of my mouth, and it’s not for lack of trying. So you need to know I support you 100% and the mistakes are on my part and not because I don’t love or support you completely. I like singular they, my brain just won’t do it.” (I’ve gotten better. Singular they is easy now. It’s worth learning. It’s not simple to rewire 42 years of grammar, but it is possible. It took me another six months to start using it with any fluency, and another six months after that to get competent. Now, I identify as nonbinary myself, though I still mostly use she/her. That’s out of inertia as much as anything.) 
So I thought about how quickly things are changing in the US right now, and then the muse bit and I couldn’t sleep until I wrote this out. 
Here are some links and resources for people that might be helpful. This is by no means a comprehensive list, but it’s stuff I’ve written in the past couple years on the subject.
Rule Number One http://jenrose.com/rule-number-one/
(Tumblr mirror of same: https://jenroses.tumblr.com/post/142254314516/rule-number-one )
On Finding Out the Gender http://jenrose.com/on-finding-out-the-gender/
(written right before “our big talk”)
I’ll Go With You http://jenrose.com/illgowithyou/
Not mine, but a master list of trans resources on Tumblr that is very good: https://jenroses.tumblr.com/post/142673712766/trans-resources-please-signal-boost
Lastly, I strongly, strongly recommend to parents to broach the subject if you think it’s relevant and if you can be supportive. My kid spent months anxious about this stuff because they were worried about how I would react. There were months when I didn’t see them very much because it was just hard, despite us living in the same town. That changed 100% the day I said, “Hey, I know, and I support you, and I’m trying very hard, and the mistakes are mine, not yours.” They come over often. Their partner feels welcome here. And that’s the most important thing to me, that they know I love them and that this is a safe space.
 
ETA: Mr. Crappy is canon. Down at the bottom:
http://omgeverythingplease.tumblr.com/tagged/tweets/chrono/page/4
Go back up to the top of that page, and you can read everything you missed by clicking "Extras and tweets", or the whole thing with comics if you want.
ETAx2:
Two things. I just changed two words in here because I went back and looked and suddenly realized that Bitty has been pushing his parents away for a long time, but especially calling his mama "Mother" even though she calls herself Mama and he used to call her that the way Coach used to be Daddy. So the first couple times he says anything to her, he's using "Mother," because his usual guards are up, and then when she starts messing with him, he slips back into using "Mama."
Second, I̶ ̶m̶a̶y̶ ̶h̶a̶v̶e̶ ̶a̶l̶r̶e̶a̶d̶y̶ ̶w̶r̶i̶t̶t̶e̶n̶ ̶4̶2̶0̶0̶+̶ ̶w̶o̶r̶d̶s̶ ̶o̶f̶ ̶C̶o̶a̶c̶h̶ ̶f̶i̶c̶ ̶a̶n̶d̶ ̶I̶'̶m̶ ̶n̶o̶t̶ ̶a̶l̶l̶ ̶t̶h̶e̶ ̶w̶a̶y̶ ̶d̶o̶n̶e̶.̶ ̶S̶o̶ ̶t̶h̶a̶t̶'̶s̶ ̶h̶a̶p̶p̶e̶n̶i̶n̶g̶.̶ Yeah. This turned into a series of about 90k, with 5 parts so far (Part 5 is a novel, part 6 is the sequel to that novel). So that happened. And I might have something like 55k more written of the second novel that follows the whole series. (6 chapters out of 9 are complete as of early October 2016.)
I'm publishing an original web serial! It's A Lon Story.
Find me Tumblr.
Please comment, kudo and share!
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