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Pink Pyrex


Mother’s love grows by giving.


~Charles Lamb


Ican think of thousands of things my mom has taught me over the years and still teaches me every day. We have argued and disagreed, but then we laugh and understand each other even better than we did before. Last week was no exception.


My mom and I joined my oldest son on his yearly trip to Columbia, Missouri, for his scholarship conference. Looking forward to a mini-vacation, we planned ahead. We have recently discovered that we loved antique shopping, and Columbia provided a host of shops to explore. One day, we found an antique shopper’s paradise, with 72,000 feet of treasures to explore.


Within the first few aisles, we found a booth with an exquisite set of pink Pyrex casserole dishes. They were in perfect condition, and I fell in love. I had been looking for pink Pyrex for a while, so I was pretty excited — until I saw the price tag.


My mom asked why I was not getting the set, and I explained that I could not justify the expense for something I did not need but just wanted. She reminded me how perfect they were, and how I would never find them again. But I did not change my mind and left them on the shelf.


We decided to split up since we were looking for different items. When we met at the checkout I noticed she had the pink Pyrex dishes in her cart. I wouldn’t let her buy them for me, though, so I handed them to the clerk to be put back on the shelf. My mom gave me a frustrated look, and then we checked out and went back to our hotel.


The next morning, we went back to the antique mall to see more of the booths. We split up and agreed to meet in a couple hours. And once again, I found my mother at the checkout with the pink Pyrex dishes in her cart.


I hurried up to her and reminded her that I did not need those dishes. They were far too expensive and frivolous.


My mom turned to me and said, “Sometimes, you just have to buy the pink Pyrex.”


I felt guilty she had spent so much, but she didn’t seem to mind. When we got home from our trip, I looked carefully around my house, trying to find the perfect spot for my treasure. I decided to make a spot on my baker’s rack since it was central to the home, and I could view the dishes while working in the kitchen.


I had such a happy day arranging the dishes just so, and although it sounds silly, they really did bring a smile to my face. I realized what my mom meant when she said, “Sometimes, you just have to buy the pink Pyrex.” We get so busy taking care of everyone and everything else in our lives that we forget to treat ourselves. Taking care of our own happiness makes us project that happiness forward.


I am a very blessed woman to have such a wise mom, and I plan to tell my own daughters to buy their own version of the pink Pyrex!


— Michelle Bruce —
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No


If you want to do something, go for it — you’ve got nothing to lose.


~Louis Tomlinson


My palms were sweating. I was sure I could hear my heart pounding. This was the worst. Why did I even think I could do this? Here was proof that I was completely out of my mind. I hated feeling this way, but I had to do what I was about to do. I sought out a small bit of my inner strength and opened my mouth.


“Excuse me. I was just wondering. Would it be possible to maybe get that table over there by the window instead?” I asked. My voice sounded hollow and strange to me, as if a stranger from a distance had asked the question instead of me. I waited.


“No, I’m sorry, but that table is reserved,” the hostess replied kindly as she led me into the dining area.


As I followed her to my table, I realized that the earth had not opened up and swallowed me. I had not passed out or died of humiliation. The entire population of the restaurant was not laughing at my audaciousness for asking for a table by the window. I had asked and been told “no.” That was all. Nothing more.


For someone like me, who is chronically shy and insecure, asking for a different table was a huge challenge. But I’ve started doing it on a regular basis because of a simple piece of advice my mother told me: “The worst they can say is ‘no.’ ”


And so, I have learned to actually ask for what I want. I’ve learned to reach for my dreams and pursue my goals. I’ve auditioned for plays. I’ve asked men out on dates. I got a job that I wanted. I’ve even gotten prices reduced on a huge variety of items. Because I asked. Because my mom was right.


Sure, I have been turned down. I can’t say I have never been embarrassed. I have been, but I keep trying. I will continue to ask for what I want out of life and from other people. What could happen? The worst they can say is “no.”


— Traci E. Langston —
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Full of Memories


Nobody can do for little children what grandparents do. Grandparents sort of sprinkle stardust over the lives of little children.


~Alex Haley


Thanksgiving was in full swing. My parents’ home was filled with family, the house smelled of roasting turkey and warm bread, and the sounds of football.


Cooking with my family is one of my favorite Thanksgiving traditions. Mom was making stuffing. Dad was chopping, dicing and slicing the fruit salad. All the sisters were making pies, sweet-potato casserole, and cranberry dressing. We were sharing stories and laughing.


My two-year-old son, Jackson, was curious and underfoot, as always. He needed to taste the fruit. He wanted to see what was baking in the ovens.


“Jackson, where is your ball?” I asked, trying to redirect him.


Jackson ran to the other room for a few minutes. Shortly, he returned. He pulled on my shirt, saying, “Choo, choo. All aboard!”


“Not now, sweetie. We can play after dinner. Mommy needs to cook for our yummy Thanksgiving dinner.”


“Come on, Momma,” he persisted.


“Jackson, go find Daddy. He will play,” I said.


Jackson sighed dejectedly and walked over to Mammaw.


“Mammaw,” Jackson said, batting his sweet, blue eyes. “Choo, choo. All aboard.”


“Okay, sweet guy. Let’s go see.” Mammaw washed her hands and then held her hand down for Jackson to grasp. He led her proudly to the dining room.


“Wow,” Mammaw said, looking at the dining-room chairs lined up in a neat row.


Jackson patted the chair in which Mammaw should sit. Mammaw sat obediently in her assigned chair. Grinning from ear to ear, Jackson and Mammaw yelled, “Choo, choo. All aboard!” several times.


“I get Papaw,” Jackson said, smiling.


“Yes, he will love your train,” Mammaw encouraged.


Jackson walked over to Papaw. Papaw washed his hands and allowed Jackson to lead him to the train. Papaw happily found his seat on Jackson’s train.


Jackson, Mammaw, and Papaw yelled gleefully, “Choo, choo. All aboard!”


Jackson’s baby brother crawled over to join the train. Jackson decided he needed Daddy and Great-Grandma on his train. Mammaw helped Great-Grandma to her chair, and Jackson pulled Daddy away from his computer.


Jackson once again came to me. “Choo, choo. All aboard?”


“Thank you!” I said. Jackson led me to his train and showed me my seat.


All our Thanksgiving cooking stopped. The pies were not watched. The potatoes were not mashed.


However, we did have a four-generation train in our dining room.


Mammaw and Baby Brother stomped their feet, yelling, “Chugga, chugga, chugga, chugga.” Papaw yelled, “Choo, choo.” Daddy and Great-Grandmother told Jackson that he had a wonderful train. I gasped, “Oh, Jackson, I see a cow outside my train window. Look, everyone, at that tall tree!” Jackson sat in the conductor’s seat, smiling broadly.


Finally, Jackson yelled, “We are hewe!”


Everyone disembarked the train, thanking Jackson for the wonderful train ride. Jackson shook each rider’s hand. He had thoroughly enjoyed every second of his four-generation Thanksgiving Day train ride.


The dining-room chairs were returned to order. Dinner was late, the pies were a bit too brown, and the homemade cranberry dressing was omitted from the menu.


After dinner was eaten and cleaned up, my mom and I sat rocking my sweet boys to sleep.


“Momma, our train ride in the dining room was so much fun. I feel a bit bad that dinner was late, though,” I said.


“Oh, sweetheart. I have learned something very important since becoming a grandmother. Stuffing can always wait so that great memories can be made.”


Ten years from now, no one is going to remember that dinner was a half-hour late or that the pecan pie was a bit overcooked. No one will even recall exactly which foods made it to the table. What everyone will remember is that we had a four-generation Thanksgiving Day train ride with two-year-old Jackson as our conductor.


— Marie Loper Maxwell —
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Give It a Year


Knowledge speaks, but wisdom listens.


~Jimi Hendrix


My mother gave me the best advice when I was pondering a big decision: “Give it a year. A lot of things change in a year. Don’t make a rash decision. If, in a year, you haven’t worked things out, then it’s time for a change.” These wise words worked for almost every situation: job changes, friendship struggles, and even marriage.


When I was having issues with my teenage son and my marriage I confided in my mom. “I really thought we had it together, and suddenly everything is falling apart. His moods are just too much to take,” I admitted.


“I know things are stressful with Gavin, but he will grow out of it. Teenagers go through this. You and your sister really put us through it. But look how that worked out.” Mom patted my hand kindly. “We love your husband, but we saw the change in him. You need to really think about things now. Give it a year, but during that time prepare yourself. You know what you have to do.” She hugged me, and when I returned home that night I felt more composed. I was ready to make my stand. I put the kids to bed and prepared for “the talk.”


I was honest with him. His depression was not only affecting him, but it was crushing the kids and me. The mood swings were too much to handle.


I wanted my own room, for space and comfort. His erratic sleep schedule and late-night gaming sessions were keeping me from sleeping. Over the past few months, he’d spent less time with us and more time burying himself in his games.


“I’m giving us a year.” I looked him dead in the face. “You need to get help, and I’ll give you that time. I’ll make my decision in a year.”


“I will do it for you and the kids. I love my family, and you’re worth fighting for.” He kept my gaze, not looking down as he had so often before.


If I had gone with how I felt at that moment, I would have taken the kids and left him, changing all our lives.


That year started as the year from hell. I prepared, tucking away money and making plans. I watched him carefully.


He began therapy. It was obvious to everyone he wanted change, and there he found direction. He had a few slip-ups, but they happened less often and, eventually, not at all.


Mid-year, my mother invited us over for dinner. I knew family dinners made him anxious. “I’ll make an excuse for you,” I offered, not wanting to send him into a nosedive.


“No, I want to go. I should go,” he offered.


I was stunned, but happy.


My mother made prime rib. At the end of the meal, she picked up the dishes and returned to the kitchen, coming back out with a heart-shaped cake on a platter. It was iced in white and framed with maraschino cherries.


“Happy birthday!” she and my father sang, with my husband and children joining in.


Regardless of being two weeks early, the sentiment was there. When I was a girl, my mother would always make me a heart cake for my birthday since it was so close to Valentine’s Day. It had been years since she’d made me one. She must have known how much I loved those cakes. Tears welled up as I thanked her.


I saw the love not only in my parents’ eyes, but my children’s and my husband’s.


He even reached under the table and squeezed my hand. I thought I’d been on a solo journey, struggling alone. That cake reminded me that I was loved and worthy of being loved. I thought about all the birthdays that had come and gone, and how different each year had been. Every 365 days had their own set of triumphs and struggles.


That evening marked a changing point. From that day on, I was willing to trust the legitimacy of my husband’s change and allow the year to work itself out naturally.


When my children are adults, when they struggle as we all do, I will pass on the wisdom my mother shared, reminding them to “give it a year.” So much can change in 365 days.


— Nicole Ann Rook McAlister —
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Shopping with Mom


We’re so busy watching out for what’s just ahead of us that we don’t take time to enjoy where we are.


~Bill Watterson


Iraced through the grocery aisles. Three-year-old Ben grabbed at items on the shelves as we went by. Several bags of bread slid from their display and hit the floor. I scooped them up and shoved them back in place.


“No,” I said. “Stop touching things.” Seated in the grocery cart, Ben squirmed like a restrained animal. He kicked his shoes against the metal basket, making a racket.


“Stop that.”


Ben stretched out his arms, trying to reach even more items on the shelves. I tossed a bag of carrots into the cart and trotted toward the front of the store. Shopping was over.


While we waited to check out, I occupied Ben with my key ring. An older woman, who stood in the line next to ours, smiled at me. Then she stepped over and gave Ben a soft squeeze on his cheek. “My, aren’t you the cutie.”


Ben narrowed his eyes and screwed up his face. I could see his mind grind away with a comeback. “You… You… cabbage you.”


“Benjamin!”


Heat flared in my cheeks. I turned to the woman. “I’m so sorry.”


The smile disappeared from her face. She jerked upright, shot a stare of disapproval my way, and returned to her place in line.


I wanted to melt into the magazine rack beside us.


“You’re going to take a nap when we get home.”


Suddenly, as if my mother stood next to me, I heard her voice whisper, “When a child acts the most unlovable, that’s when he needs the most love.”


I looked at my watch: 1:30. Not only had we missed lunch, but we’d skated right past Ben’s naptime. I put my arms around him and gave my little man a hug. “We’ll be home soon.”


In the parking lot, I buckled Ben into his car seat and loaded the groceries into the trunk. Several minutes later, I glanced in the review mirror. Ben was sound asleep.


Mom’s old adage echoed in my head all the way home. Maybe Ben’s behavior in the store had more to do with me than with him.


As our family expanded and grew, Mom’s advice proved true. I learned to recognize the signs when one of our children teetered on the edge of a colossal meltdown. Sometimes, when they misbehaved, it was because I had crammed too many activities into one day. Though they didn’t always escape discipline, when the unlovable behavior emerged, I kept Mom’s saying in mind and sandwiched the necessary consequence with love.


However, I did my best to avoid these traumatic events. I planned our daily routines around naptimes and tried not to overload our schedule. I carried snacks and water in the car with us. As the parent, it was my job to resist our culture’s drive to fill every minute with activity, and instead create a calm environment that nurtured my children.


Sometimes, we simply turned off the phone, cuddled on the couch and read books. Other times, we played board games or took walks and listened to the birds. Though at times we still struggled with attitudes, my strategy eliminated much of the unwanted drama. Our slower lifestyle made for calm days and a more peace-filled home.


We raised three children on Mom’s wisdom. Her sage advice continues to influence our kids’ lives, as they now parent our seven grandchildren.


— Kathleen Kohler —
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What I Never Knew I Knew


Advice is like snow — the softer it falls, the longer it dwells upon, and the deeper it sinks into the mind.


~Samuel Taylor Coleridge


Everyone else was celebrating the end of high school, but I was stuck at my computer, trying to write a speech. It was a week before graduation, and I still had nothing. Not that I hadn’t tried. For days, I had searched the web for examples of great graduation speeches, scanned my diaries for anything insightful, and combed my memory for any high-school event worth recalling.


It seemed that I had no insights to offer my classmates. After all, I was eighteen. What did I know about life? What inspiring wisdom could I offer? What could I say that didn’t sound trite? I gave up and put away the computer as I had the previous two days.


The next day at school, various people pitched in to help me with my writer’s block. One classmate suggested that I should just whisper, “Freedom,” drop the mike, and walk off. A teacher suggested the words, “It’s been real. It’s been fun. But it hasn’t been real fun. Have a nice life.” But their input wasn’t helpful. No one suggested anything that resonated with me or that I deeply felt to be true. No one suggested anything that I could say with conviction in front of a thousand people. In despair, I went to the library after the bell rang, sat at a computer, and thought.


That’s when it came to me. Suddenly, I found myself typing, slapping the keys in a frenzy, spewing forth sage advice that I never knew I knew. Here are some of the things I wrote:


1. Never worry about what other people think of you because no one cares enough about you to pay that much attention to you anyway.


2. Do listen to what your friends and family think because they do care about you and are more likely to tell you when you’re doing something completely crazy.


3. Never be afraid of hard work because hard work usually doesn’t kill anyone… usually.


4. Always remember that your honesty is more important than your reputation.


Several minutes after school let out, I finished and hit “Print.” I thought that I just might have a speech! Nonetheless, for the next few days, I kept trying to perfect it. Finally, I had to get a second opinion. I took some drafts to my mom and asked for her input. As soon as she finished reading the first draft, her lip wobbled, and she said that it made her want to cry. I couldn’t figure out why, as none of my cheeky wisdom was meant to be emotional. But at least my words had elicited some sort of reaction, which was more than I had expected. I decided the speech was finished.


Only after the commencement ceremony did I discover the reason for the tears. The speech was a success, and it kept the audience in stitches for a full five minutes. Even I laughed while giving it. Afterward, one of my mom’s friends addressed her in confusion.


“You told me the speech made you cry,” she said. “I was expecting something sappy, but it was hilarious!”


My mom said that the four bits of wisdom had done it.


“Those were things I used to say,” she explained. “And she was listening!”


— Angelique Morvant —
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Evening Things Up


A mother is a woman who shows you the light when you just see the dark.


~Grimaldos Robin


Every once in a while, my husband graciously offers me time off from our five kids. Actually, I think he allows this time because he realizes I’m seeking answers that he can’t provide in this thick, overgrown parenting forest we’re trying to navigate. Mom is my tree of knowledge in this forest.


Today was no exception. I rushed into my mother’s apartment, and said, “It doesn’t matter what it is. The kids argue with each other about everything. They even argue with me.”


Mom wore that all-knowing smile on her face as she watched me pace her living-room floor. I stopped pacing and faced her. “Michelle and William always fight over the Legos and building blocks. And we have hundreds of them!”


Mom must have known I wasn’t finished yet. She didn’t say anything, so I continued.


“The twins tell me I give one girl or the other the bigger hunk of ice-cream sandwich.” I pointed my finger at her. “It’s not true, Mom.” I resumed pacing. “And Marie and Michelle always seem to want the wagon at the same time.” I threw my hands up in defeat and collapsed onto her couch. “We certainly don’t need more than one wagon. Didn’t I teach them how to share?”


I sighed and waited for the knowledge tree to speak. Mom took a deep breath.


“Vicki, because my sister and I also argued all the time about chores, toys, or the division of food, my mother finally came up with a system to settle all arguments. She had one of us write up the chore list, numbering each chore. Then she had the other girl choose odds or evens. The writing of the chore list would switch, and each girl had the opportunity to write the list — but the other sister always chose first.”


My eyes widened.


“My mother had one of us cut the piece of cake or ice-cream sandwich,” she continued. “And the other girl chose first.”


The sun was beginning to shine through the dense parenting forest.


“You can be sure,” my mother said, “that those pieces of cake were cut as evenly as anyone could get them, with the same amount of frosting on each piece. The list of chores had the ones we didn’t like to do in both the odd and the even numbers.”


“Brilliant!” I exclaimed.


“Yes,” my mother said. “And it takes you out of the mix. One kid divides up the building blocks, and the other child chooses a pile first. One daughter uses the wagon, and the other daughter sets a timer for how long. But then that daughter has the same amount of time with it.”


I clapped my hands and rose to put on the kettle for a pot of tea. This was going to change everything.


— Victoria Marie Lees —
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The Mom Gene


Accept good advice gracefully as long as it doesn’t interfere with what you intended to do in the first place.


~Gene Brown


My mother-in-law called to tell me something I already knew. “Now, remember, tomorrow is Labor Day, and that means we won’t be getting any mail.”


“Thank you for the reminder,” I said. But what I wanted to say was, “Yes, Mom, I’ve lived through forty-three Labor Days now, so I knew that already.”


“Now, you need to turn here,” she told me when I was driving her to the doctor’s office — the same doctor’s office I drove her to last month and the month before. “Thanks, Mom,” I said, instead of, “Yeah, I know how to get there because I’ve been to your doctor’s office a few dozen times already.”


“Do you have a cold?” she said when she heard me sniffle. “Because there’s medicine you can take for that. They sell it at Walgreens.”


“I’m fine, Mom,” I said, instead of, “Yep, I’ve taken cold medicine before, and they sell it at CVS, Target, and Walmart, too.”


My mother-in-law really likes to give me advice, whether I need it or not. And my own mom is not much better.


“Make sure you put jackets on the kids tomorrow,” she told me. “It’s supposed to be cold.”


“Thank you, Mom,” I said, instead of, “It’s November, and I live in the Midwest. I could’ve figured out all on my own that my kids would need jackets.”


Nearly every day, one of my moms calls me to tell me something that I already know. But I was handling it with aplomb. Until we went on vacation. With both of them. At the same time.


“Can the kids swim? If not, you’ll need to put life jackets on them,” one mom said.


“And if we’re going to be outside, they’ll need sunscreen. You know, so they don’t get sunburned,” my other mom said.


I looked at my husband. “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I whispered.


“Hang in there, love,” he said. “They mean well.”


My husband was right. They did mean well, and I reminded myself of that fact repeatedly during that vacation — until I’d had enough, and I snapped.


We were eating dinner on the last night of the trip. I’d ordered my meal, as well as a kid’s meal for my youngest son. He’d requested fruit as his side dish.


“Does that fruit include grapes?” my mom asked the waitress. “If it does, my daughter will need to cut them in half.”


“Oh, yes,” my mother-in-law continued. “Grapes are a choking hazard, you know.”


“Yes, I do know that,” I snapped. I pointed at my oldest son. “He has survived under my care all these years. He is a teenager now, and I never let him choke on a grape or drown in a pool or get stung by a jellyfish or anything. Why can’t you guys just trust me to be a good mom?”


My moms’ mouths dropped open. “Do you think we don’t know you’re a good mom?” my mother-in-law said with tears in her eyes.


“You’re a great mom,” my mom said. “We both know that.”


“Then why do you constantly tell me what to do? You both act like I don’t know anything.”


My moms looked at one another. “We’re just trying to help you,” one said. “We remember that being a mom is hard, and everyone needs help.”


“I’m happy to have your help,” I said. “But the unsolicited advice gets to be a little much.”


“Oh, we’re just reminding you of things you may have forgotten,” my mom said. “We’re not telling you what to do or anything.”


“It makes me feel like you think I can’t handle things on my own,” I said.


“We’re sorry,” they said. “You’re a wonderful mom. We didn’t mean to upset you.”


I nodded, feeling sheepish that I’d lost my temper. “It’s okay. I appreciate your help.”


We hugged it out, and I thanked them both for caring about my family so much.


The next morning, we were getting ready to leave the hotel and make the long drive from the Sunshine State back to the Midwest.


“Did you use the potty?” I asked my younger son. When he nodded, I looked at my older son. “Did you?”


He shook his head. “I don’t need to go.”


“Are you sure? It’s a long drive. We won’t be stopping for a few hours, and you’ll have to hold it. Maybe you should try. You know, just in case.”


My son burst out laughing. He looked at my husband. “It’s like a genetic thing. They can’t help themselves. I don’t think they even know they’re doing it.”


My husband nodded. “It’s the Mom Gene. It’s the genetic predisposition to over-parent their children, no matter how old they get.” He smiled at me. “And, apparently, it’s hereditary.”


I started laughing, too. I couldn’t help it. Just twelve hours before, I’d gotten mad at our moms for giving unsolicited advice, and now I’d done it to my teenage son.


“I’m sorry, bud,” I said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. You are old enough to make your own bathroom decisions.”


“That’s okay, Mom.” He looked down and shrugged. “Last night, when you got mad at the grandmas, I understood how you felt.”


I nodded. “It’s hard to let your kids grow up.” And then I realized that my moms probably felt the same way. Just as I loved my kids and wanted to protect them, my moms loved me and wanted only the best for me.


I’d love to tell you that my moms have gotten out of the unsolicited-advice business, but they haven’t. They both still call me daily with warnings about the weather, pollen counts, and other concerns, both real and imagined. Mostly imagined.


But oddly, it doesn’t bother me as much as it used to. When I start to get irked, I remember the time that I encouraged a teenager who was old enough to drive to use the potty before we traveled. Turns out, I was more like my moms than I want to admit.


We moms love our kids and want the best for them. And sometimes that means we offer unwanted advice.


We can’t help it. It’s the Mom Gene.


It might be annoying to our children — even our adult children — but we always, always mean well.


— Sarah Williams —
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Worth Passing On


We are made wise not by the recollection of our past, but by the responsibility for our future.


~George Bernard Shaw


All women experience that moment — the moment when they open their mouths and their mother comes out.


“Shut the door! Were you raised in a barn?”


“Clean up after yourself. I’m your mother, not your maid.”


And my personal favorite, “Eat your dinner. There are kids starving in Africa who would love to have this food.”


I can’t get away from it. For better or worse, my mother is the voice in my head, part of who I am and how I handle my day-to-day life. I almost feel as though the years of advice she poured into me have acquired a sentient life of their own and are helping me make good decisions for the tiny humans now in my charge.


“A full load of laundry dries faster than a partial one.”


“Make it/grow it yourself. It’ll taste better and be healthier.”


“Don’t give your body to a boy who doesn’t respect you as a person.”


And, finally, the mantra I live by: “If you’re not sure you should, you shouldn’t.”


I can’t remember when my mom first laid that one on me — probably right about the time I started making my own decisions and then second-guessing them.


It’s been a good rule of thumb my whole life. Generally, I know what I should do — the big stuff anyway. So, if I’m not sure I should, chances are, I shouldn’t. I wasn’t sure I should go away to college, so I didn’t. I stayed home and married my husband.


My mom was trying to make a decision a while back and called to talk it over with me. I couldn’t resist. “Well… my mom used to say,” I teased, “ ‘if you’re not sure you should…’ ” We laughed together. Mom is always tickled when I quote her. Maybe because it’s proof I was paying attention.


Last week, when a friend sat in my kitchen trying to decide whether or not to take a job, I opened my mouth and passed it on again. “Well,” I began, “if you’re not sure you should, you shouldn’t.”


She smiled. “That’s good advice.”


“I know,” I replied. “My mom gave it to me.”


I inherited a lot of things from my mother — antique furniture, recipes, her nose — but what I treasure most is her voice in my head, proof that wherever I go and whatever I do, a part of her will always be with me. And every now and then, the voice comes up with something extraordinary. Something worth passing on.


— Shannon Pannell —
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The Girls of Troop 32


God could not be everywhere, and therefore he made mothers.


~Rudyard Kipling


My mother never intended to make a political statement. She never carried protest signs or marched in a civil-rights parade. But in her practical, down-to-earth way, with no fanfare or credit, she modeled her commitment to equality and integrity.


Thanks to my mother, I was in an integrated Brownie troop. This was surprisingly radical in Virginia in the late 1950s. Three years after the Supreme Court ruled in Brown vs. Board of Education that segregated schools were illegal, African-Americans in our town still had separate public schools, swimming pools, and neighborhoods. Changing that reality was more than a decade in the future.


In 1957, the Catholic Diocese opened a new elementary school in our town. Sacred Heart Academy was open to all children regardless of race. I was in the first first-grade of this brand-new school; twenty-eight of us were in that class, including several black girls. This commitment to integration was quite unusual in Virginia. The public schools in our town were segregated, and the nearby town of Front Royal had closed its entire public-school system rather than allow blacks to attend, setting up whites-only private schools. Catholic parents from Front Royal hired a bus to send their children to the integrated parochial school in our town, twenty-five miles away.


When I was in second grade, my mother, a white Polish-American, and Delaney Byrd’s mother, an African-American, met while serving as lunchroom volunteers. They decided to form a Brownie troop for the girls in my class, even though neither had been a Girl Scout in her youth. We met in the somewhat musty basement of the Catholic church, proudly wearing our brown uniform dresses and Brownie beanies, and we did all the things Brownies were doing everywhere. At school, at Brownies, and at church, the African-American girls were not black friends; they were just our friends.


In the summer, Mom and Mrs. Byrd ran a day camp for our troop at a nearby seminary. What a magical place and time! The seminarians hung sparkly and colorful decorations in the trees and scattered large, wooden cartoon characters along the paths for us to discover on our walks in the woods, and our leaders gave us plenty of time to wander on the grounds. We played together in the swimming pool under the watchful eyes of the moms and complained about the rotten-egg smell of the water. We made jewelry out of macaroni, and sculptures out of clay. We drew pictures and put on short plays. We learned about nature and a few rudimentary camping skills. And we sang songs — my mother has a remarkable trove of silly songs and ditties. We had our own favorite anthem:


Hi-yike-e-yike-us, nobody like us


We are the girls of Troop 32


Always a winning, always a grinning


Always a feeling fine!


Many years later, I took a class on women in the civil-rights movement. I had been a child in the 1960s and, for the most part, I was pretty sheltered. When I told my mother what I had learned, she explained why she and Mrs. Byrd had taken vacations from their jobs to run a day camp.


At that time, black girls were not permitted to attend the Brownie camps sponsored by the local Girl Scout council. In fact, the nearby Girl Scout camp and the national Girl Scout camp in Washington, D.C. only allowed African-American girls during designated blacks-only weeks. Integrated troops were not welcome or, to put it bluntly, were completely excluded from the sponsored camp sessions.


We could not stay together as a troop using official scouting facilities and, since there were relatively few African-American Girl Scouts in our town, some of our friends would not be able to attend camp at all. Mom and Mrs. Byrd agreed that they had to operate their own program. Neither of them had ever run a day camp before, but they figured they could learn by doing. And they did.


Our mothers probably had very little impact on overall race relations in our town or even in changing the culture of the Girl Scouts organization. That was not their goal. In their quiet, unassuming ways, these two wonderful mothers created a brief oasis of hope and promise for the young girls — white and black — of Brownie Troop 32 in Winchester, Virginia.


— Nancy Learned Haines —
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Lessons from a Six-Carat Diamond


Through darkness diamonds spread their richest light.


~John Webster


My mom was not a vain person, but a natural beauty who spent very little time on her physical appearance — especially in terms of fancy clothes, manicures or hairstyles. She declared herself a tomboy and didn’t care about stuff like that. She kept beautiful her way: rest, water, exercise, vegetables, and laughter.


Some say it was a generational thing, being raised in and around the Great Depression. From a young age, my mom had her mind conditioned about money. She would tell me that her father was tight-fisted and miserly with a touch of lazy, and he had her run his little corner store from the age of ten. She saw the poor people of her neighborhood come in, heads hung low, scrounging for food and making hard choices, like meat or cheese, powdered milk or juice. She took their coins with an eye on the bottom line. It was up to her, though just in elementary school, to make sure the register balanced at the end of the day. That experience taught her early that life is all about making choices — the seemingly small salami or bologna choices that direct a person’s long-term security.


For all of her thriftiness, my mom had one weakness: diamonds. In 1958, my teenage dad gave her a diamond chip as an engagement ring, which she proudly wore until she had squirreled away enough for an “upgrade.” By then, she was in her late thirties, and had worked hard and done without in order to acquire a beautiful Tiffany two-carat solitaire ring. I witnessed the small sacrifices and hard choices she made to get that diamond. Over the years, with patience and perseverance, my mom also acquired other gorgeous diamond pieces like earrings, pendants, and bracelets. Mom wore those diamonds proudly, whether she was pulling weeds, going to Walmart, or at the bridge table. She simply loved the way her diamonds sparkled. Sure, her clothes may have looked like floral draperies, and her hair may have been a mess, but she didn’t care — as long as she was garnished with her precious diamonds.


Years passed, and it came time for my parents’ 50th wedding anniversary. My only brother and I did it up big for our parents, whisking them away to Atlanta to treat them to dinner at our mother’s favorite restaurant. It made her happy, but Mom had her eye on a very big diamond to mark the occasion. “The bigger the better,” she said. And she had earned it, after all. Her wholesale (naturally) diamond guy found her a six-carat, round-cut one. Mom cooed over that rock, exclaiming that each carat represented a decade that she loved my dad, plus one to grow on. Mom had that gorgeous stone mounted with baguettes showcasing it on both sides. For the next six years, she never took it off her finger. She loved it and what it represented.


One summer day, out of the blue, things changed on a dime. There we were six years later, hearing the word “incurable.” What a powerful word when it is directed at someone you love.


My mom proudly wore her diamonds to all of her chemotherapy appointments. Occasionally, as I sat with her, I would catch her glancing sadly at the six-carat ring on her IV-bruised hand. Many nurses would remark on its beauty, as my mom would proudly announce that she had earned every last carat. Indeed, she had.


Knowing how my mom loved that diamond made it all the more special when she left it to me. After wearing it on my hand for a year or so, I decided to set it into a necklace where it would be closer to my heart. It reminds me of my mom every day, no matter what I am doing, and it speaks to me in weird ways.


There was the time when I was tempted to buy asparagus at $5.99 per pound. Just as I was putting a bundle into my cart, I inadvertently touched the necklace. A wave of practicality washed over me as I headed over to the green beans instead. It wasn’t about what I could afford, by any means. It was as if I was genetically programmed to suddenly be practical. Another time, I thought I should buy a new car because my old one needed a tune-up and a good mechanic. “Hold on a sec. Think about what you really want and then go get it,” I could almost hear her whisper in my ear. It made me pause and think about how happiness isn’t derived that way. What did I want? What would make me happy?


My mom’s example of practical frugality taught me a lot about how making little sacrifices along the way can bring far more satisfaction in the end. That six-carat diamond, especially, brought my mom joy without fail. For Mom, diamonds made her feel empowered even though she may have eaten canned beans for years to afford the luxury. Diamonds were her kryptonite. One thing is for certain, though: Not even my mom could have known that her beloved six-carat diamond represented both a carat for each decade that she loved my dad and a carat for each year she had left to enjoy the pleasure that diamond gave her.


In some ways, it makes me carpe diem the hell out of life. What does “stuff” matter, anyhow? Other days, it makes me say and do whatever I want. Again, what does it matter anyway? Life is tricky that way.


My mom was far from perfect, and we fought sometimes. I was so obtuse, though. I never realized how much I dug her until it was time to dig her grave. All the diamonds in the world don’t sparkle as much as she did.


— Kim Kelly Johnson —
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The Cycles of Life


Don’t judge each day by the harvest you reap but by the seeds that you plant.


~Robert Louis Stevenson


Tiny leaves, shaped like babies’ tears, cascade over the sides of the container. From twelve small clippings given to me several years ago, I now nurture a beautiful plant.


Originally, I thought I had killed it. Withered, brown leaves hung down the sides of the pot in such profusion there was no doubt it was time to end our mutual misery. I carried the remains to my mother and asked if she could revive what appeared to be a lost cause. She smiled at me and took the container from my hands.


My mother Rose tenderly pruned and pared back the stems, watered and fed the few remaining stragglers I hadn’t completely killed, and gently urged the stems and leaves hiding under the soil into sunlight. For several months each year, the plant thrived and grew, but in the winter months it would shrivel and turn brown. For several years, Mom cared for the plant through the winter, rewarded with a revival of greenery each year in the early days of spring.


My mother’s health grew worse over the decade of the plant’s life, mirroring in many ways the seasons of wellness and concern for her survival. During a visit from Aunt Marion in late spring, when both the plant and my mom faced a particularly difficult recovery, the plant changed hands again. Mom asked her sister if she could rejuvenate the remains. Leaving Mom’s house with a pot of soil and the sickly dried stems of winter, Aunt Marion carried the patient home, determined to save it.


During that summer, the leaves broke through the soil, and the once-barren plant grew again on a kitchen windowsill. As before, each winter it withered, to be renewed again in spring, starting with tiny shoots pushing through, developing tear-shaped leaves, which would cascade down the sides of the planter until the dormancy of winter.
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