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  What People Are Saying About

  Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul . . .


  “Being a parent is life’s greatest privilege. Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul is a joy to read. I will treasure the personal stories and share them with my children and their children. What a lovely reminder of the miracle that is family.”


  Dr. Caren Kaye, Ph.D.

  director of Parent Education,

  Los Angeles Unified School District


  “Inspirational storytelling has been a part of the human experience since the earliest cave drawings. Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul provides a wonderful visionary guide, full of hope, wisdom and encouragement, to help anyone through the peaks and valleys of parenthood. A must-read.”


  Larry Shaw, Ph.D.

  director of Family Counseling, Hollywood YMCA


  “Whether you’re thinking of becoming a parent, new at parenting or your children have left the nest, Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul is for you. These stories are witty, funny, comforting, inspirational and helpful. There is something here for everyone.”


  Jennifer Chikato


  “Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul offers a kind of ‘kitchen-table wisdom’ for mothers, fathers, grandparents and stepparents alike. It heals, consoles, nurtures, teaches and reminds us of what parenting is all about.”


  Terri Festa


  “Take an hour out of your busy life and sit down and read Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul. These stories are full of heart, life and love—they will nourish you and revive your spirit! I couldn’t put it down!”


  Sue Harvey


  “The stories in Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul show, again and again, that even when we are attending to the often mundane details of our children’s lives—whether it is a spinning plate, a Barney video or a pickle jar—the Big Love we have for them shines through in rainbows of color. It seems both beauty and love reside in the details. Throughout this book you will laugh and cry; you will reminisce and daydream; but most important, you will always feel at home.”


  Mike Riera

  author of Field Guide to the American Teenager

  and Uncommon Sense for Parents with Teenagers
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  Introduction


  The relationship between parent and child is the deepest, most intense and richest in all our human experience. As we watch our children grow from babyhood to adulthood, we experience the full spectrum of emotions, from the heights of total elation to the depths of sorrow. Parenthood is complex and the experiences we have raising our children can be a mixed bag, both good and bad. Our goal in creating Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul is to inspire, uplift and honor parents everywhere—to allow them to feel good about being parents and to help them know that during the difficult times, they are not alone.


  Over the past two and a half years, we read more than five thousand stories to find the ones we present to you now. We were so amazed and touched by the depth of feelings and the range of experiences that people shared with us. We read stories about the joys of giving birth, the awe of being a new parent, and the struggles and complexities associated with being a family. People told us of their deep grief at the loss of a beloved child, and shared with us how they found the strength and courage to move on.


  We were moved by the touching stories about the struggles and triumphs of being a parent of a “special needs” child, as well as the stories where parents and children were separated because of war, divorce or adoption, then miraculously and exultantly found each other again.


  We received stories from parents of new babies, toddlers, teenagers, young and aging adults, as well as stories from young parents, old parents, married parents, single parents, stepparents, foster parents and widowed parents.


  Through our contact with some of these writers we realize they came to some kind of personal closure or resolution as a result of writing their story. We hope that as you read these stories you are able to capture something special from them and apply it to your own life. May you experience the miracles of love and inspiration when you read this book. May it touch your heart and move your spirit, as it has done for us.


  And so, from our hearts to yours, we offer you Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul. This book is our gift to you, the parents of the world.


  


  1

  THE JOYS OF

  PARENTING


  What gift has Providence bestowed on man that is so dear to him as his children?


  Cicero


  


  The Pickle Jar


  His heritage to his children wasn’t words or possessions, but an unspoken treasure, the treasure of his example as a man and a father.


  Will Rogers


  As far back as I can remember, the large pickle jar sat on the floor beside the dresser in my parents’ bedroom. When Dad got ready for bed, he would empty his pockets and toss his coins into the jar. As a small boy I was always fascinated at the sounds the coins made as they were dropped into the jar. They landed with a merry jingle when the jar was almost empty. Then the tones gradually muted to a dull thud as the jar was filled. I used to squat on the floor in front of the jar and admire the copper and silver circles that glinted like a pirate’s treasure when the sun poured through the bedroom window.


  When the jar was filled, Dad would sit at the kitchen table and roll the coins before taking them to the bank. Taking the coins to the bank was always a big production. Stacked neatly in a small cardboard box, the coins were placed between Dad and me on the seat of his old truck. Each and every time, as we drove to the bank, Dad would look at me hopefully. “Those coins are going to keep you out of the textile mill, son. You’re going to do better than me. This old mill town’s not going to hold you back.” Also, each and every time, as he slid the box of rolled coins across the counter at the bank toward the cashier, he would grin proudly. “These are for my son’s college fund. He’ll never work at the mill all his life like me.”


  We would always celebrate each deposit by stopping for an ice cream cone. I always had chocolate. Dad always had vanilla. When the clerk at the ice cream parlor handed Dad his change, he would show me the few coins nestled in his palm. “When we get home, we’ll start filling the jar again.”


  He always let me drop the first coins into the empty jar. As they rattled around with a brief, happy jingle, we grinned at each other. “You’ll get to college on pennies, nickels, dimes and quarters,” he said. “But you’ll get there. I’ll see to that.”


  The years passed, and I finished college and took a job in another town. Once, while visiting my parents, I used the phone in their bedroom and noticed that the pickle jar was gone. It had served its purpose and had been removed. A lump rose in my throat as I stared at the spot beside the dresser where the jar had always stood. My dad was a man of few words, and he never lectured me on the values of determination, perseverance and faith. The pickle jar had taught me all these virtues far more eloquently than the most flowery of words could have done.


  When I married, I told my wife Susan about the significant part the lowly pickle jar had played in my life. In my mind, it defined, more than anything else, how much my dad had loved me. No matter how rough things got at home, Dad continued to doggedly drop his coins into the jar. Even the summer when Dad got laid off from the mill, and Mama had to serve dried beans several times a week, not a single dime was taken from the jar. To the contrary, as Dad looked across the table at me, pouring catsup over my beans to make them more palatable, he became more determined than ever to make a way out for me. “When you finish college, son,” he told me, his eyes glistening, “you’ll never have to eat beans again unless you want to.”


  The first Christmas after our daughter Jessica was born, we spent the holiday with my parents. After dinner, Mom and Dad sat next to each other on the sofa, taking turns cuddling their first grandchild. Jessica began to whimper softly, and Susan took her from Dad’s arms. “She probably needs to be changed,” she said, carrying the baby into my parents’ bedroom to diaper her.


  When Susan came back into the living room, there was a strange mist in her eyes. She handed Jessica back to Dad before taking my hand and quietly leading me into the room. “Look,” she said softly, her eyes directing me to a spot on the floor beside the dresser. To my amazement, there, as if it had never been removed, stood the old pickle jar, the bottom already covered with coins.


  I walked over to the pickle jar, dug down into my pocket, and pulled out a fistful of coins. With a gamut of emotions choking me, I dropped the coins into the jar. I looked up and saw that Dad, carrying Jessica, had slipped quietly into the room. Our eyes locked, and I knew he was feeling the same emotions I felt. Neither of us could speak.


  A. W. Cobb
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  “No, enhancing family values does not

  mean raising your allowance.”


  

  

  



  Reprinted by permission of Dave Carpenter.


  


  Geraniums of Love


  Thou are thy mother’s glass, and she in thee calls back the lovely April of her prime.


  William Shakespeare


  As the fifth of seven children, I went to the same public school as my three older sisters and brother. Every year, my mother went to the same pageant and had parent/ child interviews with the same teachers. The only thing different was the child. And every child participated in an old school tradition—the annual plant sale held in early May, just in time for Mother’s Day.


  Third grade was the first time that I was allowed to take part in the plant sale. I wanted to surprise my mother, but I didn’t have any money. I went to my oldest sister and shared the secret, and she gave me some money. When I arrived at the plant sale, I carefully made my selection. I agonized over that decision, inspecting each plant to ensure that I had indeed found the best geranium. Once I had smuggled it home, with the help of my sister, I hid it on the upstairs neighbor’s porch. I was very afraid my mother would find it before Mother’s Day, but my sister assured me that she wouldn’t, and indeed she did not.


  When Mother’s Day arrived, I was bursting with pride when I gave her that geranium. I remember how bright her eyes were, and how delighted she was with my gift.


  The year I was fifteen, my younger sister reached third grade. In early May she came to me full of wonder and secrecy and told me that there was going to be a plant sale at school, and she wanted to surprise our mother. Like my older sister did for me, I gave her some money and off she went. She arrived home full of nervous excitement, the geranium hidden in a paper bag under her sweater. “I looked at every plant,” she explained, “and I know I got the best one!”


  With a sweet sense of déjà vu, I helped my little sister hide that geranium on the upstairs neighbor’s porch, assuring her that our mother would not find it before Mother’s Day. I was there when she gave my mother the geranium, and I watched them both bursting with pride and delight. It was like being in a dream I had already dreamed. My mother noticed me watching, and she gave me a soft, secret smile. With a tug at my heart, I smiled back. I had been wondering how my mother could pretend to be surprised at this gift from her sixth child, but as I watched her eyes light up with delight as she was presented with that most precious gift, I knew she was not pretending.


  Harriet Xanthakos


  


  The Tooth Fairy


  Children are God’s apostles, sent forth, day by day, to preach of love and hope and peace.


  Jane Russell Lowell


  He held out the little red felt pillow and pointed to its tiny pocket, which held a quarter, instead of a tooth. “Look, Mom! Look what the tooth fairy left me. Twenty-five cents!”


  I shared his excitement, and we chatted for a few minutes about the purposes to which he would put his new wealth. I returned to my kitchen activities, but he lingered, silent, a thoughtful look on his face. “Mom,” he hesitated, “is there really a tooth fairy, or do you put this money in my tooth pillow and take away my tooth?”


  Of course I knew I would have to answer such questions, but in spite of seven years of preparation, I hadn’t really thought through a suitable reply. I stalled for time by asking, “What do you think, Simon?”


  “Could be either,” he reasoned. “It seems like something you would do, but I know some things are magic, too.”


  “What would you like to think?” I continued, still uncertain about whether or not I was about to break his heart.


  “It doesn’t really matter,” he said with confidence. “I like it either way. If there is a tooth fairy, that’s pretty exciting, and if it’s you, that’s pretty nice, too.”


  I concluded that no disappointment would result from my answer, so I confessed to being his benefactor, and he smiled contentedly. I then cautioned him not to say anything to his younger brother, explaining, “Each child is entitled to the magic until he or she is ready to ask the question that you did today. Do you understand that?”


  “Yes,” he said, nodding. He took great pride in his older brother role, and I knew he would never spoil anything intentionally. I considered the matter closed, but still he lingered in the kitchen.


  “Is there something else, Simon?” I asked.


  “Just one more question, Mom. Does Dad know?”


  Elaine Decker


  


  Let’s Go Fly a Kite


  Dads are stone skimmers, mud wallowers, water wallopers, ceiling swoopers, shoulder gallopers, upsy-downsy, over-and-through, round-and-about whooshers. Dads are smugglers and secret sharers.


  Helen Thomson


  When my son was very small, about five or six, I traveled a lot. I worried all the time about what that absence might mean to him later in his life, not to mention how hard it was for me to be away and miss all his milestones. But I knew how important it was for a boy to have his father near. My own father, although very present in my life, was quiet and mostly kept to himself, and the times I loved the most were the special moments we had together, occasions when we would connect apart from the rigors of everyday life that put such a heavy demand on his time. I cherished those specialmoments and still, to this day, hold those memories dear. I decided that if I couldn’t be with my son as often as I wanted to, I would make a concerted effort to create those kinds of special times for us.


  One year I had to be in Europe for most of the summer— one of the hardest times for me to be away. My son was out of school, and it was vacation time for families. My wife eased the separation by sending me little care packages from home. They contained pictures and cute little notes and drawings from my son. He once sent me a candy bar with a bite taken out of it, with a little note saying, “I’m sharing my treat with you.”


  In one of my letters home I promised my son that I would teach him how to fly a kite. We could go to a nearby beach and fly it as high as it would go. Through my travels I would pick up things for our kite adventure and send it to him. I bought a couple of blueprints on how to make your own kite, and I sent those on. I found special balsa wood for the frame that I sent him one piece at a time, carefully packed. Bit by bit, in each letter or package home, I sent something for our kite. Toward the end of my trip, I had to go to Japan. There I found the most beautiful blue silk with gold threads woven through it. Perfect kite material. I sent it home. I found some multicolored, heavily braided material that would be perfect for the tail. I sent that home, along with a small Buddha figurine that would serve as a weight. I told him it wouldn’t be long; I was on my way home.


  I arrived home very late one night. I crept into my son’s room to find him sleeping soundly, completely surrounded by all the items I had sent him for our kite.


  For the next week we worked on creating our masterpiece. I loved every second of it. We had our exclusive time together, in the garage, after dinner.


  Finally, it was finished. It was beautiful. The blue silk made it so elegant, more like a showpiece than a toy. It was all I could do to keep my son from sleeping with it that night. “You don’t want to roll over on it and break it, do you?” He tried patiently to explain that he couldn’t possibly do that because deep in his mind, even though he was asleep, he would know it was there and he would sleep carefully. Finally we agreed to keep it on a chair next to his bed. “We’ll fly it tomorrow, right, Dad?”


  “If the weather’s right.” I explained to him that you need wind to help lift the kite off the ground. Quite frankly, I was afraid we had passed our window for good weather. It even looked like it might rain.


  “We’ll fly it tomorrow ’cause I’m going to pray with all my heart for the best kite weather.” When I checked on him later that night, he had pushed the chair with the kite on it up against his bed. He was sound asleep, with his hand resting on his kite.


  The next day, the weather was iffy. There wasn’t even a breeze. My son came into the living room with kite in hand, “Let’s go, Dad!” We walked outside. I was doubtful, but he was ready. As we walked down to the beach, it was still as calm as it could be. By the time we got on the sand, a robust wind kicked up, and we were able to launch it without a bit of difficulty. The wind held, the day was beautiful, sunny and clear and we flew that kite all day long. “I told you, Dad.” He was right. I will never underestimate the power of a child’s prayer again.


  My son is grown now, with children of his own. The other day we met for coffee. Even though the world spins quickly around us, we still try to make time for each other. While having our coffee he mentioned that he had some new pictures of his daughter that he wanted to give me. When he reached into his wallet to retrieve the photo, something fell out. I reached over to pick it up and hand it back to him. Suddenly, it dawned on me what it was that my son was keeping in his wallet, and I began to well up. He smiled as I handed it back to him. A flood of memories washed over us as he tucked his treasure back into his wallet . . . a small remnant of blue silk with gold threads woven through it.


  Robert Dixon

  As told to Zan Gaudioso


  


  The Photograph Album


  A dad is man haunted by death, fears and anxieties. But who seems to his children the haven from all harm. And who makes them certain that whatever happens—will all come right.


  Clara Ortega


  It was a lazy Sunday morning, the type of day that getting out of bed requires an effort and when you finally put your feet onto the floor, your impulse is to slip them back under the covers and bury yourself under the blanket. Reluctantly, Marilyn and I left the warmth of our bed and made our way downstairs for a late breakfast. When we entered the kitchen, Lori was already at the table doing her homework.


  The conversation between us was sporadic and general. Marilyn and I finished our breakfast and with the three of us engrossed in our own preoccupation, the room was relatively quiet. Marilyn was drinking coffee, I was reading the newspaper and Lori was busily scribbling in her book.


  From behind my newspaper, I heard Lori close her textbooks. Glancing up, I watched her stand and start to walk out of the kitchen. Suddenly, she turned and faced me. “Why are there more pictures of Lisa than there are of me?” she asked. Lisa is our older daughter.


  I stared back, not understanding the question. Lori turned and left the room. Caught off-guard by the question, I looked at Marilyn. “Are there more pictures of Lisa than of Lori?” Marilyn shrugged and raised her eyebrows in a motion of puzzlement. “Are you aware that there are more pictures of Lisa than Lori?” I added.


  Marilyn said, “I’ve never counted them. I don’t know.”


  “Kids!” was my immediate response. “They drive you nuts with dumb questions,” and I proceeded to raise the newspaper and continue my reading. “There can’t be that many more pictures of Lisa than of Lori,” I mumbled behind the newspaper, but I was having difficulty focusing on the words.


  Marilyn’s answer was the same as my thoughts, “I hadn’t realized that there was any significant difference.” I lowered the newspaper again and continued, “Now why would Lori ask such a question?” I asked.


  Marilyn just shook her head and stared back at me. After a few minutes of thought she said, “When Lisa was born, you were taking photographs. You hardly went anywhere without a camera. When Lori was born, you were involved in colored slides. There must be hundreds of slides of Lori somewhere in the house that Lori has never seen or doesn’t remember.”


  After digesting Marilyn’s remarks, I agreed. “After Lori leaves, we’ll look for those slides. Who knows, we might find more slides of Lori than pictures of Lisa,” I joked.


  Later that afternoon, when we were alone, we went into the basement where we had stored the boxes that we had brought from our previous home. It wasn’t long before we discovered the trays of slides, and for the rest of the afternoon we looked at each tray, pointing out those slides that highlighted Lori.


  “What are you going to do?” Marilyn asked.


  “It’s her birthday in a few weeks,” I said. “We’ll select about one hundred slides with Lori and convert them into pictures, put them into an album and give them to her as a gift. I don’t know if the album will answer her question, but at least she’ll know that we cared enough to find her an answer.”


  Over the next few days, we secretly went through all of our slides, selecting and rejecting pictures until we were satisfied. Marilyn took the slides and had them converted into photographs. When the photographs were returned, we placed them into an album. When the album was finished, we hid the book until her birthday.


  The album brought back memories of the early years of our marriage and we hoped it showed how we felt about our daughter. What began as a puzzling question had developed into a need to convey to her how much we loved her and somehow had not made her aware of our feelings.


  On November 24, when passing Lori’s room to leave for work, I opened her door and slipped the album inside, letting it rest on the carpet. Attached to the album was a birthday card with a note explaining why her mother and I had put the album together. I left the house and drove to work.


  It was about eight o’clock when my office telephone rang. I picked up the receiver and identified my company name asking, “Can I help you?”


  On the other end of the receiver, a tiny voice spoke with obvious difficulty. “I love you, Daddy,” she said and disconnected. The receiver remained against my ear for a few more minutes before I placed it on the telephone. Our message had been delivered and acknowledged.


  Alvin Abram
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  “It’s no wonder I have a complex. You have five photo

  albums of Billy and only one single picture of me. And

  it’s a picture of me saying my first word,

  which was ‘Billy.’ ”


  

  

  



  Reprinted by permission of David Cooney.


  


  The Spinner Plate


  When you look at your life, the greatest happinesses are family happinesses.


  Dr. Joyce Brothers


  It was defective and should have been replaced when we first bought the dishes, but by the time we discovered the dinner plate’s flaw, the packaging and receipt had long been discarded. Whenever anyone applied the touch of an eating utensil to the plate, a small bulge on the bottom caused it to spin freely. This required the unfortunate diner to hold the plate in place whenever he or she tried to manipulate fork and knife in unison. Even though it was one of eight, and there were only four of us, the plate turned up on the table with annoying regularity. We began to devise sneaky ways of avoiding ending up with the dreaded Spinner Plate at our place at the table. The children began to “offer” to set the table as a ruse for appointing both the plate’s place and theirs at the table. The last one seated would automatically test the stability of his or her plate, which often set off a series of cries: “Aaaww! I had it last night. Aren’t there any other clean plates? I didn’t want to sit here anyway!” I can even admit to a few lapses into self-pity myself when landed with the wretched thing.


  Having heard the whines and complaints one too many times, my husband decided one evening to try to put an end to the sniveling, or at least compensate the plate’s unlucky recipient each time it came into use. “From now on,” he announced, “anyone caught with the Spinner Plate will receive extra kisses.” He then turned to that evening’s recipient, our daughter, and kissed her heartily all over both cheeks. He invited our son and I to do the same. No longer feeling like the helpless victim of defective dinnerware, our daughter felt special and it was the beginning of a complete about-face in our attitudes toward the Spinner Plate.


  The children still tried to manipulate the plate’s positioning, but now for a different reason. After everyone was seated, one of them would smile smugly and proclaim, “I’ve got the Spinner Plate” and give the plate a whirl, as if someone might dispute it. If one of the family was known to have had a particularly trying day, the Spinner Plate was purposely set at his or her place. After a round of kisses, dinner would begin with troubles eased, perhaps even forgotten.


  The Spinner Plate eventually met an early demise, perhaps from its more frequent use, and so ended the ritual of extra kisses at the dinner table. I hadn’t realized the significance of the plate’s loss until recently. We were dining out with our children and as the waiter placed my husband’s plate in front of him, it gave a familiar spin. The children’s faces lit up as I bestowed “extra” kisses to their father, and I resolved to find a replacement for our Spinner Plate as soon as I could. An everyday “something” that would serve as a reminder to express the affection we feel for one another. We all need extra kisses from time to time.


  Lori Broadfoot


  


  Daddy


  I had heard many stories of men who experienced sympathy pains or put on weight as their partners entered their last stages of pregnancy. I really did not believe it until this happened in our home.


  When I was pregnant with our second child and nearing the end of my term, it became quite obvious that my husband’s waistline had begun to rival mine.


  One morning while standing in the kitchen with our then three-year-old daughter, Courtney, we noticed that she had begun to eye us curiously. Though she had been frequently schooled about the arrival of her new baby sister, something seemed to confuse her. Courtney looked at her father, then looked at me. Again she returned her gaze to her father. Thoughtfully, and with all the seriousness a three-year-old could muster, she asked, “Daddy, when are you going to have YOUR baby?”


  Laurin Broadbent


  


  Comic-Book Solomon


  Children are little hoarders at heart and seldom interested in sharing. They see. They want. They keep.


  My five-year-old daughter was listing off her possessions the other day when she brought out her supply of comic books.


  “This is mine and this is mine and this is mine and . . . ,” she droned on, picking up each comic book separately.


  “Wait a minute,” my wife said. “That one isn’t yours. That’s Richard’s.”


  “No, it’s mine. It’s mine,” Jane insisted.


  “It’s Richard’s. It’s got his name written on the top.”


  “It’s mine.”


  “It isn’t yours. Look. It has R-I-C-H-A-R-D written right there.”


  The evidence wasn’t accepted.


  “I don’t care. It’s my pile of comic books, and it’s mine,” Jane persisted.


  “You have to give it back to Richard,” my wife countered.


  “No.”


  “Wouldn’t you be mad if Richard had something of yours and wouldn’t give it to you?”


  Jane then burst into tears, her answer for practically every argument.


  “But it’s mine!” she blubbered. “Grandma gave it to me.”


  “Grandma didn’t give it to you. Richard got it at Christmas. I can remember. . . . Well, I can recognize Santa Claus’s printing. He printed each of your names on a comic book for your stocking.”


  More tears. More yowls. More Bette Davis. And a tighter grasp on Exhibit A.


  The prosecution proceeded to clinch its case by calling upon an independent witness (Jane’s older brother, Stephen) and asking him to verify the name on the comic book.


  “Richard,” he swore.


  Even Perry Mason couldn’t have helped Jane after that damaging testimony.


  The verdict.


  “You’ve got to give the comic book back to Richard,” my dishpan Hammurabi decreed.


  Then followed a long discourse on the rights of others, the many advantages of being honest (especially in the afterlife) and, finally, the promise of dire consequences if Jane didn’t cough up the comic book.


  “Now, for the last time, whose book is that?” my wife asked.


  “Richard’s,” Jane admitted sullenly.


  Richard was then summoned from the back yard.


  “Go on,” my wife encouraged Jane. “You know what you have to do.”


  “Here’s your comic book, Richard,” Jane said.


  “I don’t want it,” Richard replied, running off to rejoin his pals.


  Next case.


  Gary Lautens


  


  Driving Me Crazy


  You can learn many things from children. How much patience you have, for instance.


  Franklin P. Jones


  One of the high-water marks in any parent’s life is teaching their children how to drive.


  I’m hitting this high-water mark in my own life just now, and it’s pretty much right up there with labor pains and parent-teacher conferences.


  In the week since my boy received his learner’s permit, life has changed for me.


  I don’t “drive” anywhere now. I “lurch.” My boy and I have been lurching all over town together now for a week because, he says, there’s something wrong with the car.


  “Something’s wrong with this clutch,” he tells me whenever we lurch to a stall, which is pretty much every time he tries to get the thing going.


  On those occasions when he does get it going, he generally gets it as far as second gear and then quits bothering with the gearshift.


  “We’re picking up some speed,” I tell him. “It’s time to shift to third.”


  But he doesn’t want to do that because it just means he’ll eventually have to face the prospect of shifting back into second.


  “Something’s wrong with third gear,” he says. “I’m sticking with second.”


  And so, when we’ve finally got the car lurched into motion, we maintain a steady pace by zooming around town in second gear.


  Teaching my boy to drive has made us much closer. There was a time before he got his learner’s permit that he wasn’t that keen on doing some types of things with me, such as going downtown together to buy a carton of milk.


  “Would you like to go downtown to buy a carton of milk with me?” I’d say, and he’d say, “Well, no. Actually I don’t think that idea appeals to me at all.” Getting a carton of milk with me just wasn’t his cup of tea back then.


  But now, when I try to sneak out of the house with my car keys, he can hear them jingle as well as the dogs can. And suddenly he’s standing there in the driveway, anxious to spend some quality time with me going downtown to buy a carton of milk. And this means that we’re going to be out in the car together for quite some time.


  That’s because, not only do we have to go everywhere in second gear, we can’t even get out of the driveway until he makes a number of time-consuming “adjustments.” All student drivers need to make “adjustments” before they can “go.”


  They make elaborate adjustments to the seat, for example. Up. “Too close.” Back. “Too far.” Up. “Too close.” Back. “Too far.” They can spend a good two, three minutes going up and back, and it never does “feel right.”


  “Something’s wrong with this seat,” my boy tells me.


  And he spends an inordinate amount of time adjusting the rearview mirror. My boy’s rearview mirror is adjusted to just exactly the precise specifications they should have been using when they adjusted the Hubble telescope for space launch. His rearview mirror is totally, totally adjusted.


  Which is somewhat ironic because he never uses it.


  I’ve also been spending a lot of time riding around in reverse, which is in no way related to using the rearview mirror. Reverse is different than forward for my boy because, instead of lurching along, he launches away.


  The first time he tried leaving our driveway in reverse, he went from zero to sixty in 2.5 seconds and never did stop until he ran into the basketball hoop.


  “Something’s wrong with reverse,” he told me.


  And I’ve learned to look at the roads around town with a new eye. I used to just take it for granted that all the roads were pretty much wide enough for two cars, coming and going. But, by watching my boy swerve onto the shoulder every time a car comes, I realize I’ve had a limited view of things.


  “Why did you drive off the road?” I asked him the first time I noted this habit.


  “Something’s wrong with that driver,” he told me.


  Last night my boy said he thinks he’s ready for the highway.


  I told him I didn’t think so, at least not until he was willing to use third and fourth gear. I just can’t see how any good could come of zooming down the highway in second gear.


  He was disgusted with my fastidious concern about staying alive.


  “Something’s wrong with you,” he told me.


  He’s certainly got that right.


  Beth Mullally
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  “We aren’t waiting up for you.

  Your father’s waiting up for the car.”


  

  

  

  

  

  



  Reprinted by permission of Dave Carpenter.


  


  I’m Okay


  Motherhood is the most emotional experience of one’s life. One joins a kind of woman’s mafia.


  Janet Suzman


  The house is a mess, the dishes are dirty.

  I’m too old for this stuff, I’m well over thirty!

  The car is not clean, my hair is a wreck,

  And I’ve already spent next Friday’s paycheck.


  The laundry needs washing, the kids are too rowdy,

  And I never have time for a leisurely “Howdy.”

  With all that I do, it’s never enough,

  It’s never quite finished, it always looks rough.


  I looked in my mirror and what did I see?

  A harried old stranger, where I used to be.

  The hurrier I go, the behinder I get.

  Today is tomorrow, and I’m not caught up yet.


  My kids are growing at such a fast pace,

  That I’m missing their childhood for the sake of this race.

  I work and I clean and I cook, and I say

  “Hit the books, clean your room!” there’s no time for play.


  Well, the Lord, for some reason, chose ME with the care

  Of three of His children, but I’m rarely there!

  I’ve GOT to slow down lest there’s nothing to show

  For my role as their mom when they pack up and go!


  I’m only one person, but look through my door,

  What appears to be one, divides into more!

  I’m a chauffeur, a cook, a planter of trees,

  A teacher, an umpire, a mender of knees.


  Sometimes, I forget that deep down inside,

  There’s a lady with feelings, and last night, she cried.

  She gets tired and lonely, feels taken for granted

  She wants to see blooms from the seeds that she’s planted.


  Then, amidst all the turmoil in this mind-bending pace,

  My little ones look at me—square in the face . . .

  And just when I need it, they all in one day

  Say, “Momma, I love you” and then . . . I’m OKAY!


  Rabona Gordon


  


  2

  A MOTHER’S

  LOVE


  Suddenly she was here. And I was no longer pregnant; I was a mother. I never believed in miracles before.


  Ellen Green


  


  On Becoming a Stepmother


  Children thrive in a variety of family forms; they develop normally with single parents, with unmarried parents, with multiple caretakers and with traditional two-parent families. What children require is loving and attentive adults, not a particular family type.


  Sandra Scarr


  When my stepchildren arrived at the door with a suitcase of dirty clothes, their medical records and confused expressions on their young faces, it was obvious they weren’t just coming for dinner. In the long—very long— seconds that followed, I had to make one of several choices. I could lock myself in my room with every book I had ever wanted to read but for which I could never find the time. I could leave the husband I had married for better or worse. Or I could put on a smile, assume the responsibilities that loomed before me and start their laundry.


  Needless to say, I chose option number three. I went out and bought the economy-size box of detergent, three loaves of bread, a ton of lunch meat, a bushel of fruit and several extra-large bags of chips, and I plunged headfirst into being a stepmother.


  Unfortunately, the only models I had for stepmothering came from fairy tales. And those stepmothers were not what I wanted to be.


  In fact, I wasn’t yet that good at being a “real” mom. My daughter was only two and a half, and I was still learning how demanding a child could be.


  What made it even more difficult was that, although I had accepted responsibility for these children, they had not yet accepted me. There they were, a six-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl, watching me, studying me, waiting for me to do all the things their “real” mother had done and wondering why she had sent them to us in the first place.


  They hadn’t asked to come live with their father and me. As day followed day, I could feel how much they missed their “other mother,” feelings they were too young to deal with. Some days, I didn’t want them around, feelings I was too ashamed to admit having.


  At first, they were as nervous around me as I was around them. Sure, we knew each other. We had spent many a visitation weekend at the zoo or the beach. We had gone on picnics and out to dinner. We had played hide-and-seek. I had read them bedtime stories and tucked them in. But during all those hours, they had been my guests, and I had been their father’s special friend. What we needed now was to become special friends ourselves, and to find the boundaries of our new relationship.


  Then, of course, there was my own daughter to consider. And it was through her that I finally learned to be a stepmom.


  Suddenly, she had a brother and a sister. Not a stepbrother or half-sister. Simply a brother and a sister. I had been her mother, and now I was their mother. When people asked her if she had any brothers or sisters, she would answer yes, without any qualifying explanations, without any hesitation at all.


  She was too young to comprehend the situation in any other way. And was there really any other way to see it?


  At first, yes. Because no matter how hard I tried, I kept running into a version of myself created by my stepchildren. Even though I did all the “mom” things—made lunches, did laundry, corrected homework—it was never enough.


  I would hear them playing “orphanage” or “foster home.” I heard my stepdaughter whispering about me in the night. She told the other children how mean I was. How I didn’t have straight hair like mothers were supposed to and how I put too much mustard on her sandwiches. I was too thin and too loud. In other words, I was the opposite of her natural mother. I suppose that’s the closest I ever came to fitting the evil stepmother description.


  I would walk away from their room, a heavy pressure against my heart. And while they played “moving” and “let’s live somewhere else” games, I would cry myself to sleep.


  And then something happened. The everyday motions of life took over.


  We began to fill the photo albums and create memories. The days stacked one on top of the other, like well-worn measuring cups. We began not only to look like a family but to feel like one.


  And we definitely did look like a family. The dentist certainly didn’t know any different, not when he was filling a cavity and the child was holding my hand. The checker in the market only saw three rambunctious children fighting over a package of cookies, yelling for Mom to intervene.


  Sometimes I wanted to yell out, “They’re not really mine.” But what mother doesn’t?


  What mother doesn’t have days when her children are driving her crazy?


  When the school nurse called to tell “Mom” that her child had a fever, I showed up at the office. I sat on one hard bench after another watching my son sit on one hard bench after another at football games.


  I took my daughters door to door selling Girl Scout cookies. I walked the windy streets on Halloween.


  “So how many children do you have?” someone will ask. “Three,” I say, “a boy and two girls.” I give their names. And I leave it at that.


  Of course, there is one complication that other families don’t have. Some day, they might just pick up and leave us. But all children leave home eventually.
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