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A Special Foreword
by Jack and Mark



For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.


We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too — a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.


This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about mothers and sons. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what became a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling series of books in history.


We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.


On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layouts, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.


This new volume includes our 101 best stories and poems about mothers and sons from our rich fifteen year history. We chose heartfelt and loving stories written by mothers, sons, and grandmothers celebrating the special bond between mothers and their male offspring. Some will make you laugh and some will make you cry, but they all should warm your heart.


We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 43 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue reading about motherhood and families among our other titles. We hope you will also enjoy the additional titles about families, parenting, and women in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Raising Boys


Boys are beyond the range of anyone’s sure understanding, at least when they are between the ages of 18 months and 90 years.


~James Thurber
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Don’t Blink


The future destiny of the child is always the work of the mother.


~Napoleon Bonaparte


To prepare for motherhood, I read all the current books by Dr. Spock, Penelope Leach and T. Berry Brazelton. I spoke to new and “seasoned” mothers and received a wealth of information and parenting tips. But one piece of advice I wish I had received was, “Don’t blink.”


One morning I was delighting in listening to my toddler son’s chatter as we talked on his Fisher-Price telephone — I blinked — and one afternoon I called home to realize the deep voice saying “Hello” was my son.


I helped him when my preschooler begged me to turn on Sesame Street — I blinked — and my teenage son was the only one who could operate the multiplying number of remote controls for the TV/DVD/ Cable/PlayStation/Stereo system.


I gave my son colorful Playskool keys to play with on our way to the grocery store, the park and the zoo — I blinked — and our Toyota car keys were taking him places to explore on his own.


I spent wonderful hours helping him learn the alphabet — I blinked — and in high school he learned new and frightening combinations of those letters — SAT, GPA and AP.


Many a day I commiserated as my little boy complained that there was no one to play with since only the girls in our neighborhood were home — I blinked — and he was asking for my advice on finding the best dozen roses to send his sweetheart for Valentine’s Day.


On the first day of kindergarten, I dropped him off and worried for three hours until I could rush back to pick him up — I blinked — and I was dropping him off at college, knowing I wouldn’t see him for three months.


When he was in first grade, I packed a bag for him to take to a sleepover two houses down — I blinked — and he was packing his own luggage to spend six months studying halfway across the world.


On a spring day I took the training wheels off the shiny new bike for my determined four-year-old — I blinked — and an even more determined young man had saved enough money to buy his own shiny new car.


Surely it was only last night that I was tucking him in and heading for bed myself at 10:00 P.M. — I blinked — and my bedtime now coincides with the hour he’s heading out the door for a night out with his friends.


I photographed his adorable end-of-preschool pageant when he donned his paper-plate mortarboard and proudly accepted his graduation certificate — I blinked — and he was striding confidently to shake hands with the university president and accept his college diploma.


I always bent down to give my son a bear hug and smother him with kisses — I blinked — and now I reach up to show this young man my love.


I relented when, as a sophomore in high school, my son made an impressive case for why he absolutely had to have a cell phone — I blinked — and as a sophomore in college he was the first family member whose cell phone finally reached me on 9/11 to be sure I had made it out of the World Trade Center. “Mom! Are you okay?”


So to all the new mothers, take it from this seasoned one. Don’t blink.


~Pamela Hackett Hobson
Chicken Soup for the Mother and Son Soul
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Back from the Heights


Think left and think right and think low and think high. Oh, the thinks you can think up if only you try!


~Dr. Seuss


On the day my son Alex was born, if you let him hold onto your little fingers he would stand up. I didn’t realize how unusual that was until years later, when my scrawny little teenager wanted to pack his harness, his shoes, his chalk and ropes, and go climb an Alp.


Every time Alex went to the climbing gym, I thought he’d get tired of it. I secretly hoped something would deter him, but I couldn’t say no because it was the only thing he loved to do. I couldn’t say no to the look in his eyes, and I couldn’t refuse when he pleaded with me to let him accept his buddy Pierre’s invitation to visit the Swiss Alps. Not even when I knew it meant he would be invited to climb with Pierre’s father, Philippe. How could I tell Alex that the sole, driving passion of his life happened to terrify his mother?


If I had seen the “rock” they were going to climb that sunny day, I never would have agreed. Philippe had assured me it was within my son’s ability.


The Monolith (how could I not have wondered why it was called that?) rose straight up from the floor of the National Park of Haute Savoie, cleaving the sky like a skyscraper — a three-hundred-foot vertical sword of pale granite.


I gasped. “That?” I pointed as all my rock-climbing fears coalesced into one giant, monolithic terror. They couldn’t be up there — Alex would never do anything so foolhardy. There was no way that this — this giant — was within my son’s ability.


“Regardez!” Shouts of, “Look!” People milling about at the foot of the mountain had noticed two climbers clinging to its side, moving very slowly, barely visible. A crowd began to form as I walked farther around the base of the rock, my neck already sore from looking up.


“People way up there!” someone commented in French, pointing skyward. Expecting the worst, I felt a stab of guilt. I should have known where they were going. I should have stood my ground and said “No.” Now my folly could cost my son and his friend’s father their lives.


In the still Alpine air, we could hear the smallest sounds clearly. Alex’s voice sounded so small, so unsure, as he responded to Philippe’s directions. Although Alex’s French was fine, Philippe was speaking English to him just to be on the safe side. The safe side! This irony wasn’t lost on me as I clenched and unclenched my fists and tried to breathe slowly.


A murmur surged through the now sizable crowd. “Ce n’est pas des Français, ça. “They aren’t French,” someone said. “They’re speaking English.” More mumbling, then a group of heads nodded in mutual judgment: “Those English are crazy!”


English or not, the crazy pair continued slowly, haltingly, up the sheer side of the rock. Why would anyone want to hang onto the side of a slippery wall of stone like that?


But Alex wasn’t looking down; he was looking up at Philippe who was shouting directions down to him as my son followed him skyward.


Voices were building again — someone had made another discovery.


“There’s a little boy up there.” That revelation seemed to touch a chord among all the adults, and heads were shaking vigorously as voices grew more adamant.


“Where is that boy’s mother?” said one observer. “How could she let him do such a thing?”


How, indeed, I thought, hoping the nausea would pass.


The silence that followed made me aware that the onlookers had shifted their focus away from the thousand-foot-high rock. Someone had noticed I was lingering nearby, not joining in. Others had come and gone, but I had stayed, alone and silent, staring at the tiny figures. They were looking at me, the lone suspect, the bad mother. A few dared to smile in sympathy or amusement. I smiled back.


“C’est mon fils,” I finally admitted. “That’s my son.” When I explained in French why the climbers were speaking English, heads bobbed silently. “Ah, Americans.” That, apparently, explained everything.


There was something else in their eyes, in their stance, in the way they glanced upward as we spoke. Their accusations, uttered before they had known I was present, spoke of good sense and caution and caring, but now their smiles, their wistful peering up the side of the monolith, whispered something louder than our fears.


I squinted upward and felt my smile return, my heart begin to calm. That was my son up there, the one everyone was watching, the one doing what we earthbound beings feared, or perhaps never dared to dream — following his passion to the heavens.


At last, when he and Philippe, in rope-bound slow motion, landed safely back on earth at the foot of that granite monster, the crowd erupted with applause for the little boy who had conquered it. The tears I brushed away before greeting the triumphant climbers were not from fear. I was proud of him — of his courage and what he’d done.


Alex’s smile was unlike any I’d ever seen. It radiated a quiet pride that came from his supreme accomplishment. Not an accomplishment I wished for him, but one he had chosen for himself. He had set his own hurdle and overcome it. Wasn’t that the true measure of success?


At home, Alex still couldn’t seem to pick up his socks, remember to put his dirty clothes in the hamper or clean up his kitchen clutter. But here, on his own sacred ground, fighting the battle he’d chosen for himself, he had mastered the mountain and found the measure of himself.


I can’t promise I will never again worry about his safety. What mother could? But from that day on, those feelings lessened as I conquered my own fears at the base of le Monolithe.


~Dierdre W. Honnold
Chicken Soup to Inspire the Body & Soul
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A Cup for the Coach


Every survival kit should include a sense of humor.


~Author Unknown


Our next-door neighbor was the coach of my oldest son’s team. He frequently took the team “back to the field for practices.” On one such occasion it was a warm spring day, and the boys were at practice. I was busy doing my “motherly chores” when I heard a knock at the back door. Upon answering the door I found two boys from the team. They said Mr. P., the coach, needed a cup. I immediately went to one of my boys’ rooms and got a cup. The boys ran back to the field with it. A few minutes later and another knock at the back door. The same players were there. I opened the door and the boys proclaimed Mr. P. didn’t need an athletic cup, he needed a drinking cup! Oh the mindset of the mother of boys!


~Joanne P. Brady
Chicken Soup for the Baseball Lover’s Soul
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Brian


The best portion of a good person’s life — his little, nameless, unremembered acts of kindness and love.


~William Wordsworth


Brian is seven. He’s a dreamer and drives his teacher crazy. She’s stiff as taffy in December.


One day Brian got to school an hour late. His teacher stormed from the classroom, down to the office, and called Brian’s mother. “Brian was an hour late today,” his teacher said. “I’ve just about had it!”


Brian’s mother worried all day. Finally, Brian got home.


“Brian, what happened at school?”


“I was late. My teacher got mad.”


“I know, Brian. She called me. What happened?”


“Well,” Brian started, “it must have rained. There were worms all over the sidewalk.” He paused a while and went on. “I knew the kids would step on them, so I tried to put them back in the holes.”


He looked up at his mother. “It took a long time because they didn’t want to go.”


His mother hugged him. “I love you, Brian,” she said.


~Jay O’Callahan
Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul
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A Little League Mom


The other sports are just sports. Baseball is a love.


~Bryant Gumbel


While raising our first three sons, my wife had put aside her dislike of sports and served as a Little League mother. Now, eight years after the birth of our last son, she was about to have a fourth child.


After the baby arrived, the nurse came out to the hospital waiting room to get me. My wife was on a stretcher being wheeled back to her room when I caught up with her. “Your husband doesn’t know what you had,” the nurse said, prompting her.


My wife looked up with a drowsy smile and answered, “Another four years of Little League — that’s what I had.”


~Harry Del Grande
Chicken Soup for the Baseball Lover’s Soul
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Rites of Passage


Everyone is the age of their heart.


~Guatemalan Proverb


For some time, my fourteen-year-old son Tyler had been acting more responsibly: doing his chores without having to be told, keeping his room organized, keeping his word. I knew he was making his transition into manhood.


Memories of other turning points flooded my mind. I remembered breathing in Tyler’s scent as a baby, and then one day noticing that scent had shifted, changed — my baby had become a little boy. Then I recalled the day the training wheels came off his bicycle. Another time, I’d watched wistfully as he had thrown out all of his toys, only saving a stuffed gorilla that my mother had given him when she was alive. Now another, bigger change was brewing. So, with tears welling up inside, I began to plan a rite-of-passage day for my son.


Tyler’s special day began with breakfast at a restaurant. It was just Tyler, his father, stepmother, stepfather and me — no other children. He seemed so happy being with us all together for the first time by himself.


After breakfast, we all went to a heavily wooded park outside of town. I gave him a special journal created just for the day. In the weeks before the ceremony, I had written numerous questions in the journal for him to think about and answer. Questions like: Who was his hero and why? When did he feel the deepest connection to God? What gift in his life had been his favorite and why?


He had chosen several adults who were important in his life, and I had arranged for each of them to come and walk with him for about an hour over the course of the day. The adults were told that this was Tyler’s time to “pick their brain,” and they were asked to be as open and candid as they comfortably could.


His school principal, whom Tyler had invited to walk with him, shared his favorite prayer — the St. Francis prayer — with Tyler. This had special meaning for my son as it is the same prayer my mother read every morning of her life. She and Tyler were very close, and later he told me it almost felt as if she were there reading it to him.


As dusk began to settle, family and friends gathered for a ceremony on a dock by a lake. A brief rain had freshened the air, which held a fall chill. A tape of Indian flute music played as we sat around a dancing fire. During the ceremony, Tyler shared his intentions about his responsibility to the planet, guests publicly blessed him and we, his parents, made a verbal commitment that — from that moment on — we would hold him as a man in our hearts.


The guests had been instructed to bring nonmonetary gifts to share with Tyler. He received a box of “What I Love About Tyler” notes filled out by the guests, an acorn of a mighty oak tree, handmade pouches and more. One man read a poem aloud that he had written about his father.


During the ceremony and in the weeks following, numerous people came up to me and said, “I would be a different person today if my parents had given me the gift of a rite-of-passage ceremony.” Never in my wildest dreams as a mother could I have anticipated the feelings and sacredness that my son and I experienced that day.


Things are different in our house now; there is a deeper, richer feeling of respect for each other. Frequently, before I speak to Tyler, I ask myself, “How would I say this to a man?” And Tyler seems less self-absorbed and more sensitive to how others feel.


This was clearly demonstrated several months later, when our family was planning a fun outing. It was a cold rainy day, and everyone wanted to go to play games at the arcade — except for me. I had made some feeble attempts to recommend something different, but their enthusiasm won out. I did not have the energy to stick up for myself that day.


We were walking out the door when Tyler, now a head taller than I was, came over and put his arm around my shoulders and said, “I can see that you don’t really want to go to the arcade. Let’s sit down and decide on something we ALL want to do. ‘Cause I’m not going anywhere unless you’re happy, too.”


I was so surprised, I burst into tears, but they were tears of happiness. It felt wonderful to be cared for and to know that my son would be a loving husband and father to his own family someday. Yes, Tyler had become a man — a good man.


~Kathryn Kvols
Chicken Soup for the Mother’s Soul 2
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The Mother’s Day Note


As a single mom, my treasures consist of things my sons, Luc and Sam, have said or written. My most recent treasure came from Luc on Mother’s Day.


I felt doubly blessed, sandwiched between both teenagers in church that morning, listening to our pastor speak about families rather than just mothers. His message was encouraging and uplifting, with instruction directed to both parents and kids about showing your love for each other.


During the sermon, Luc scribbled on a piece of paper and handed it to me. My heart swelled as I began unfolding his written declaration of love. I hoped I wouldn’t cry in public, as I anticipated his declaration that I was the best mom in the world. I bit my lip to contain my emotion as I read, “Watch the Lakers game today for me while I’m at work.”


~Jeri Chrysong
Chicken Soup for the Mother and Son Soul
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Being a Sport


October is not only a beautiful month but marks the precious yet fleeting overlap of hockey, baseball, basketball, and football.


~Jason Love
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One of the Boys


Laughter is an instant vacation.


~Milton Berle


“Who’s better?” I asked my bridegroom of several weeks, “Cassius Clay or Muhammad Ali?”


My new husband looked at me with wide-eyed terror.


“You’re kidding, aren’t you?”


I shook my head meekly, wondering what was wrong with my question.


“They’re the same person,” he said, bursting with laughter as he buried his head back in the sports page.


As a young bride, I was simply trying to acclimate myself to my husband’s world of sports. My father and two brothers enjoyed sports, but their interest was nothing compared with my bridegroom’s obsession. He watched all the games, knew all the statistics, analyzed all the coaches and listened to all the sports talk shows on the radio.


He tried his best to draw me into his sporting world. “Watch this replay!” he would shout from the TV room.


Dropping what I was doing, I’d dash through the house to catch sight of yet another spectacular catch, block, putt, run or leap. Although it was great stuff, the action didn’t grab my attention like a good book, a long walk, stars on a clear night or a Monet on a museum wall.


As our marriage moved through the game plan of life, three sons were born to us. Unwittingly, I had chanced upon the perfect team for a pickup game of pitcher, catcher and batter. While my friends with daughters got all dolled up for outings of lunch and shopping, I threw on my jeans for hours of fielding, refereeing and yelling, “Run! You can make it!”


“Aren’t you just a little bit disappointed you don’t have a girl?” friends often asked.


“Not at all,” I answered truthfully.


“Well, there’s a special place in heaven for mothers of three boys,” they replied, quoting from a popular parenting guide.


So as each young son grew and took his section of the sports page at the breakfast table, I refused to be benched on the sidelines. So what if I didn’t have long hair to braid, sweet dresses to iron or ballet shoes to buy? I wasn’t going to be left in the dugout. It didn’t take long to figure out I could be the ball girl, or I could step up to bat.


In short order, I became one of the boys. I pitched, I putted, I fished. And a whole new world opened up to me. Activities I never would have chosen turned into wondrous adventures.


As pitcher for the neighborhood pickup game, I discovered the joy of a well-hit ball as well as the earthy smell of trampled grass on a hot summer afternoon.


As driver to the putting green, I marveled at the exactness of nailing a four-foot putt as well as the birdsong that serenaded us from a nearby oak tree.


As threader of worms, I caught the excitement of a fish tugging on a line as well as the shade-shifting brilliance of a setting sun.


Just about the time I grew accustomed to these activities, the boys moved into their teenage years, and I found myself thrown into a whole new realm of challenges. Because I was often involved in getting the guys where they wanted to go, I decided there was no point in just sitting and waiting for them to finish. Against my better judgment, I joined the action.


I’ve spent hours on a cold, overcast day climbing up a forty-foot pine tree, swinging from a rope and yelling “Tarzan” before plunging into the cold waters of a North Woods lake. I rode the fastest, steepest roller coasters of a theme park screaming my head off, and attended years of baseball conventions, running with a crush of fans for autographs from players I didn’t even know. I found myself at the top of a snow-covered mountain peak as a novice skier on too steep a slope, simply because my sons knew I would like the view.


“Go for it, Mom,” they said. “You can do it!”


And I did.


The highlights of my sporting career came, however, when my sons crossed over into my playing field.


I knew I’d scored when my eighteen-year-old returned from the city and described the personal tour of the art museum he gave his friends, when my sixteen-year-old discussed the contrasting novels of a popular author, and when my thirteen-year-old spotted sparkling Orion in the velvet darkness of the sky and announced that it was his favorite constellation.


Not long ago, as we rode home from dropping off my oldest son at college, my younger sons and husband joined in a spirited game of sports trivia.


“Name three pro basketball teams that don’t end in ‘s.’”


“Who holds the record for most home runs by a catcher?”


I listened vaguely as I watched the silver-beamed headlights of farmers’ tractors glide down rows of moonlit cornfields. Breathing in the sweet scent of the summer harvest, I noticed a sudden halt in their questioning. I seized the moment.


“Who was better,” I asked, “Muhammad Ali or Cassius Clay?”


Stunned silence.


“Muhammad Ali,” answered one.


“Cassius Clay?” guessed the other.


Their father burst out laughing. “They’re the same person!” he explained.


“Hey, that’s a cool trick question, Mom!” said one son.


“Let’s try it on Billy and Greg when we get home,” said the other.


Twenty-five years later, I had redeemed myself. Just don’t ask me the score.


~Marnie O. Mamminga
Chicken Soup for the Mother’s Soul 2
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Simple Pleasures


As an adult, it’s sometimes easy to become jaded about life and miss seeing the joy in small events. I think that’s why God allows us to be parents. Living the joy that my ten-year-old feels about racing has softened my heart and given me new perspective.


Such was the case when we traveled to the inaugural race at Kansas City to see the NASCAR Busch and Winston Cup races. Though I’d been to races before, this was the first for my son, Colby, and he was thrilled to be at the first race of a new track, but even more thrilled with the lineup of plans I’d made. Not being much of a navigator, I seemed to get lost every time we went out. But rather than become frustrated, I was able to laugh that each time we did get lost, we happened upon another show car. We saw Jeff Gordon’s car, my son’s favorite, while looking for Wendy’s to have lunch. We saw the Tide car ride simulator at a grocery store while driving ten miles out of our way looking for an interstate on-ramp. We chanced into seeing the M&Ms car as it was being unloaded (what a thrill that sound is!) when we were lost in the same place on a different day (although I decided it didn’t count as being lost since I’d been there before).


Our first night in town, I’d planned to go to a fan celebration at a local fairground where many drivers were scheduled to appear. Hoping for an autograph, we soon realized that the line had formed even before we arrived, and so we stood and waited. Our target this time was Rusty Wallace. The adult in me might have been leaning toward wondering how long this wait would be, but my son’s joy and anticipation eclipsed any skepticism I might have otherwise felt. He would run from place to place taking picture after picture, and then report back to me, the designated line-stander.


His first (and maybe best) thrill came when Mark Martin was up on the stage talking to the people gathered. Ten-year-old Colby, seemingly without any inhibitions, walked up to the stage and stood just six feet from Mark Martin, pointing a camera in his direction. Not settling for one quick shot, he stood. And he stared. I don’t know if Mark felt that feeling we all get when we know someone is staring, but soon he looked down and made eye contact with an admiring young fan. Mark smiled at the boy, and then went on talking to the crowd. Colby’s next report back to me was to report this “thrill of my lifetime,” as he called it.


When at last we made it to the front of the line to meet Rusty Wallace, Colby wanted a picture. This would be tricky, since the line must keep moving, and nobody else was taking pictures. We hatched a plan that would need to be executed perfectly, as we’d have but one chance.


With precision choreography, Colby jumped up on the platform where Rusty sat. There was no more than half an inch on which to balance himself, so he grabbed the table for dear life. Rusty, upon hearing his name shrieked by a giddy mom (that would be me), looked up and obliged us with a smile. We moved along with our autographs, high-fiving one another at what we’d accomplished.


Race day might have paled in comparison to seeing the drivers we root for week after week, up close and personal. Still, my son pressed his little body against the fence to get as close as he could to Jeff Gordon after his introduction, and snapped picture after picture of his favorite driver as he drove by waving to the crowd.


Jeff went on to win that day, and although I was tired with aching feet, suffering the effects of sleep deprivation and a weekend of junk food, I smile whenever I hear Colby tell people about his race experience. He always says the same thing: “I met Rusty Wallace, Mark Martin smiled at me, and Jeff Gordon WON!”


There you have it, the perfect weekend for any ten-year-old race fan. I was just lucky enough to share the joy.


~Carol Einarsson
Chicken Soup for the NASCAR Soul
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Youthful Promises


They say that age is all in your mind. The trick is keeping it from creeping down into your body.


~Author Unknown


The water sparkles below me. Breezes blow through my hair. I am feeling young. The titillating promise of excitement, fun and more youthful feelings is only a ski-length away.


While on vacation with my husband and two sons, I wanted to rent a ski boat and make a day of it. I thought it was a grand idea. I was imagining myself actually being an active participant in this family experience instead of the same, tired old cheerleader Mom. Since hitting midlife, I sporadically become delusional. So it was I who shamed my reluctant husband into renting the boat, by calling him a middle-aged grouch with no sense of adventure and precious little time to still assert his male athletic prowess. That seemed to do it.


I was feeling unusually frisky and daring that morning as I tugged on the old swimsuit, not standing in front of a mirror, of course. I recalled the young girl of my early twenties. Ah, I was so cute, so tan, so skinny. I had once skied on a clear blue lake in Colorado. The sky so blue, the air so clean as I skimmed effortlessly along the surface of the water. I had the world at my feet. I was in control. I could do anything!


The flood of exciting memories was quickly taking hold, smothering that one little nagging doubt. The doubt that whispered, “You only did this once?” But who cares for caution when the lure of the ski is calling? I was pumped! I was revved! I was ready! My husband could see the gleam in my eye, the determination to ski toward my youth. He knew there was nothing he could say to dissuade me. He only stood there slowly shaking his head.


The first minor detail to attend to is finding the right size life vest. After rummaging around the boat and trying on three or four, which were, of course, made for big strong men (who know how to ski), I finally found a cute little red vest that I thought looked pretty good on me, especially since it hid most of my body.


Next comes the part where I jump, however awkwardly, off the boat and into the water. This was my only moment of slight hesitation as I remembered the swarm of nasty-looking fish by the dock. I had more pressing things to think about at the moment though. The boys were throwing skis at me. I began struggling to get those slender, very long skis on my feet, not an easy task when you’re in the water with your cute little life vest having swollen up around your neck and continuously making you roll on your back. After accomplishing that unlady-like task, I was feeling pretty damn good about myself, feeling a little more empowered — a little more cocky, a little more back-to-the-middle of middle age.


Meanwhile, the guys are circling around me in the boat. Over the hum of the engine, I think I hear words. “Row-row!” Row? Why do they want me to row? I begin to move my arms in some sort of circular motion when my son leans way over the boat and screams “Rope!” Oh yes! The rope! Grab the rope as it comes around. I knew that. All I need to do is to find the rope that is floating out there somewhere in all that water. I don’t see it, but the guys are yelling and pointing so I guess it’s out there. I keep searching, searching. Paddling this way, paddling that way, spinning in circles looking for the rope. “Right there, Mom! Right there!” “Right where — WHERE?” Finally the boys throw the rope out where I can see it. I’m wondering why they didn’t just do that in the first place.


Rope in hand, skis in a semi-upward direction, I nod my head like a professional, signaling “Good to go!” I’m sure I can do this. I did it once before, didn’t I? The engine revs up, the propeller begins spinning. My husband, behind the wheel, full of trepidation, pulls back on the throttle and takes the boat slowly forward, his head bowed, in what I think is prayer.


We start slowly. I feel the rushing of the water against my skin, surfacing the memories of yesteryear. Aaah, yes. I’m beginning to relax into this when the boat starts speeding up. I grip the rope a little tighter, remembering that I still need to get up out of the water. Suddenly we begin going very fast... faster... and now way too fast! I don’t know what happened, but without warning, this sleek, shiny new ski boat has turned into a rip-roaring monster, twisting and turning, blazing through the water at breakneck speed. My mind is a complete blank. What am I supposed to do? There’s no time to think. I just keep gripping the rope even as my arms are being ripped apart from the rest of my body! I do remember I’m supposed to keep my legs together — but, oh, the water. There’s so much water! I don’t remember this much water. Coming at me with the force of steel. I’m using every single muscle in these fifty-year-old legs, struggling to keep them together. Trying to maintain my balance, as well as a little dignity, I begin to come up-up — just a little more — and then... in a nanosecond I feel it! Oh my God! My legs are actually coming apart — it’s happening — it’s — it’s the splits!


The rope tears itself out of my clutches as if to say, “I’ve had enough of you,” and leaves me to slam face down into what feels like a brick wall. Water immediately rushes up my nose and into my mouth. I think I may be drowning! Am I drowning? Is this it? Will this be in my obituary: “Drowned by splitting”? But then, I feel myself being buoyed up and rolled over on my back — Oh my dear, dear little red life vest!


Dazed and sputtering, I surface to find my family circling back towards me. They beg me to get back on the boat, which would have been the intelligent thing to do. But I couldn’t let go of the dream just yet. After two more attempts, which were exact replicas of the first, I finally succumb to defeat. With resignation weighing heavy in my mind and heavier still in my body, I clumsily climb back on board, hitting my ankle on the propeller — the last humiliation. The monster’s final way of saying, “Gotcha!”


While riding back to middle age, I look behind me, knowing I left my youth somewhere out there in the wide expanse of blue water. A tear forms and rolls down my sunburned (slightly wrinkled) cheek. My mind knows it is time to say goodbye. My heart, well, my heart is heavy and sad.


My boys are already scrambling to jump in and begin their amazing acrobatics. As I watch them, I feel my sad and heavy heart begin its slow and healing journey. It will take time, but somehow this cushy seat makes it a little more tolerable. I feel my bones relaxing and my skin soaking up the sun. Maybe, just maybe, there are a few perks that come with my much-resisted promotion. I may not have to struggle so hard anymore. Perhaps the hard raw action of youth is giving way to a softer, gentler gesture of age. I am being carried along by the waves of time and with that thought I collapse into an exhausted and most welcomed sleep.


~Denise Fleming
Chicken Soup to Inspire a Woman’s Soul
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First Day Fishing


The greatest part of our happiness depends on our dispositions, not our circumstances.


~Martha Washington


All summer, our six-year-old son Chris had been begging his dad to take him on his first fishing trip. Tomorrow was the big day, but now Ron had to work and the day was ruined. I could see the disappointment in our son’s eyes. Choking back the tears, he turned to walk away.


“Wait a minute, Chris,” I heard myself say. “Can I take you fishing?”


“Well, uh, okay, Mom,” he answered as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard me correctly.


“We’ll get up at five o’clock in the morning. Is that all right?”


“Sure,” he said with a smile quickly replacing his tears.


I should have thought it through more clearly before I had spoken; I hadn’t been fishing before either.


The alarm buzzed at 5 A.M. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been up that early. After eating a quick bowl of cereal, we hoisted the ice chest into the car. It was loaded with sandwiches, lots of drinks and plenty of ice to pack all the fish we were going to catch. With a list of things we needed, we headed for the nearest bait and tackle shop to buy a pole, line, hooks and some worms. Then we were off to the lake.


It was a typical August morning with the sun already scorching. We trudged along the rocky shore carrying our gear and finally settled under a “wannabe” tree. I explained to Chris that a wannabe tree is a want-to-be tree, because the trees here in Arizona don’t grow very big due to the extreme heat and lack of rain. He agreed that the small amount of shade was better than none at all.


I attached the line to the pole and secured the hook with a knot that would have held Moby Dick.


I was dreading the next step.


“Mom, can you put a worm on my hook for me?”


“Okay, but you’d better learn quick. This is my first and last time.”


All right, I can do this, I thought as I scrunched my eyes shut and quickly grabbed the first worm that unwittingly wriggled between my thumb and forefinger. The next chore was putting the worm on the hook. I didn’t know worms came in different sizes; this one was really skinny. Chris stood back, partly because of the look on my face and partly because it amazed him that I’d even dare touch a worm. Chris must have been reading my mind as I wondered how this worm was going to stay on the hook.


“It doesn’t want to stay on the hook,” he murmured as the worm kept falling off.


Suddenly, quite by accident, I stabbed the worm. There it hung mortally wounded and writhing in pain. “Quick, throw the line into the water!” I screamed. There was no way that Chris was going to be able to skewer these skinny worms onto a hook without hooking himself. The realization that I was going to have to put the rest of these wriggling, slimy little crawlers on the hook for Chris didn’t thrill me, but I soon became quite the expert at “accidentally” attaching worms to the hook.


Three hours later and with three small bluegill neatly lined up in the corner of our ice chest, we decided to head for home. The fish had given up trying to make a meal from our “slim” offerings, and the glaring sun had sent them for deeper, cooler water.


Ron was still at work when we arrived home. I was relieved because I was sweaty, smelled of fish, and our meager catch didn’t qualify for bragging rights.


“Mom, are we gonna cook ‘em?”


“I suppose we could,” I grimaced. The thought hadn’t even entered my mind. The fish were so puny that we’d be lucky to get more than two small bites out of each one. Nevertheless, I popped them into the pan, and within minutes they were ready to eat. I put all three fish on Chris’ plate.


“No, you get one too, Mom,” he insisted.


My plan hadn’t worked; I was going to have to eat one. Chris took the first bite and didn’t spit it out, so I tried a bite too. It tasted just like the fishy lake water, but I forced it down. Ron walked in just as I was taking my last bite.


“Well, how was your trip?” he asked.


Chris began talking before I could swallow my last mouthful.


“It was great, Dad! The water was so clear and smooth, and the sky was really blue. There were no boats when we first got there so it was real quiet. We could hear the birds singing. Mom and I sat on a rock and watched a duck swim and make a trail in the water. It was really fun and Mom was the best!” He then told Ron all about wannabe trees. When he had finished talking, Chris turned and hugged me.


Was the sky that blue? What singing birds? And I hadn’t even seen the duck. I had been too engrossed putting the worms on the hook to appreciate the beauty, but Chris had taken it all in.


“Thanks, Mom. Let’s go back to our wannabe spot again real soon,” he said, his eyes sparkling.


How could I refuse his irresistible offer?


“Yes, we’ll go again soon.”


~Tanya Breed
Chicken Soup for the Fisherman’s Soul
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Mom Has a Wicked Curveball


No man stands so straight as when he stoops to help a boy.


~Knights of Pythagoras


The boys of summer are full swing into their season. After watching a major-league baseball game on TV, my son, Daniel, digs into the closet for his plastic bat, ball and miniature baseball glove.


“Come on, Mom,” he says, “let’s go play ball.”


I know I won’t get any peace until I go to the nearby ball field with him to play his unstructured, invigorating version of baseball, so I throw on my well-worn New York Mets cap, grab my own battered glove and we’re off.


On the way to the park, it strikes me as singularly sad that this little boy has to play baseball with his mother. Not that I’m a slouch; after all, I was a softball star in high school and college, and I’m still a mainstay on my church and work softball teams. And it’s not that I don’t love baseball, because I do. It’s just that sometimes I wish my son had someone else to play ball with him. Someone male.
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