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Introduction


Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates a vision for tomorrow.


~Melody Beattie


There is a fifteen-year age difference between my oldest sibling and myself. If you asked the four of us kids to describe our mother, who she was, and what she was like, I bet you would get four totally different answers. My mother was twenty-five and a newlywed when she had my eldest sister. By the time I came along she was forty with three other children. Her marriage was not that new and exciting by then, and in fact she would be divorced within five years. She also didn’t have the energy that she did as a twenty-five-year-old when her first child was born.


So I had a very different mother than any of my siblings. She made her mark on each of us in a very positive way, but for each of us it was a different experience. And that’s what I got from this collection of great stories as well—101 different experiences. There are many different kinds of Moms, many different ways to be a mom and still be the perfect mom for your children.


Many of us have a preconceived notion of just what it is a “mom” should be: a teacher, a caregiver, a shoulder to cry on, a font of all wisdom? Is a mom a Clair Huxtable or a Carol Brady? A Lorelai Gilmore or a Claire Dunphy? They all have it going on. I think what we look for in a mother is defined by our own experiences. And that is what made putting this volume together so fascinating… and fun. My coauthor Amy Newmark and I got to choose from thousands of stories that were submitted for this book. We left a lot of great stories by the wayside, but we are confident that the ones we chose represent all the different types of mothers out there. The unifying factors that we saw in these stories about terrific moms were their selfless love, their passionate interest in their children’s dreams and lives, and their lifelong commitment to their kids, even if they were juggling other children, jobs, volunteer work, husbands, and housework.


Being a mom myself, I put massive pressure on myself to be “perfect” with my children. Is that even possible? These stories opened my eyes to the reality that what is important to each of us is different. But whatever our priorities, our kids appreciate what we choose to do for them. As a mother of very young children, looking ahead to many more years of hard work, I found it encouraging to read about how much children appreciate the sacrifices their mothers made for them.


You need appreciation when you are a mother! And that’s the key here. This book is a gigantic “Thank You” to all the moms out there. It’s your way to say thank you to your own special mother who poured her heart and all her effort into making you who are today. To all the moms out there who are reading this, who have “been there, done that,” you are appreciated. You’ll get that when you read these stories and you see the outpouring of love and thanks from our writers.


In Chapter 1—“Great Role Models”—you’ll read about my mom and what she taught me, and you’ll also read about the great examples that other moms set for their children. Donna Finlay Savage, for example, describes how her mom bravely taught her kids to live without prejudice in the South during the early days of the civil rights movement. And Alisa Edwards Smith tells us how her mom taught her to “fake it till you make it,” something we all sometimes need to do when we are not feeling quite confident enough about a new challenge or opportunity.


Moms can be incredibly strong, and in Chapter 2—“Rising to the Challenge”—you’ll meet some very impressive moms who handle all kinds of situations with great aplomb. Amy talks about her mom’s stroke and how she bravely and diligently recovered from it, returning to her normal active life. And Connie Pombo used her mom’s own example fighting cancer to handle her own breast cancer when she was diagnosed.


Amy and I decided to look at the lighter side of life in Chapter 3—“Maternal Mischief.” After all, our mothers can be a hoot! You’ll read about how Jody Lebel’s mom crept into a tattoo parlor to see if they could get Sharpie cat whiskers off her face, and how Eva Schlesinger and her mom inadvertently snuck contraband fruit into the U.S. and then had to scarf down the evidence right in front of a Customs agent.


We all want our moms to be proud of us, even when we’re adults. In Chapter 4—“Love and Acceptance”—you’ll meet moms who surprised their own kids by being more open-minded and loving than they ever imagined, whether their kids were coming out to them, being obnoxious teenagers, or just being unappreciative. And you’ll read Joe Ricker’s story about how he never understood how much his teen mother loved him until she showed him her cache of artwork and letters after he rebelliously eloped.


Chapter 5—“The Best Cheerleaders”—reminds us who’s really there for us at all times no matter what. It’s our moms, who are always willing to share our dreams and help us make them come true. Larry Miller, a successful journalist, tells us how his mother steered him on the right course to his writing success by telling him to write about what he knew. And Maril Crabtree ends up finishing every project she ever starts, including a thesis and a law degree, because of her mom’s wise motivational words.


Harriet Beecher Stowe, a New England girl like myself, said, “Most mothers are instinctive philosophers.” And that’s why we made Chapter 6—“The Wisdom of Mothers”—to pass on some great advice and sage thinking. Mark Leiren-Young talks about how his mom did nothing wrong and everything right when she raised him as a latchkey kid. He learned all about responsibility, discipline, and even how to cook. Since my mom raised me the same way, I loved Mark’s story.


Did your mom ever fiercely defend you or stand up for your rights? Amy and I both have stories about our moms doing that, so we loved the stories in Chapter 7—“Mom Was Right.” Even when Kathy Lynn Harris’s mother embarrassed her by not letting her go on a sports team trip when the roads were icy, she knew she was right. And how about all those things that your mom insisted on when you were a kid that you swore you would never do to your own kids… except that now you are! You’ll love Carol Commons-Brosowske’s story about having the “meanest mother in town,” one she emulates now that she is a mother herself!


Teaching our kids is one of the most important things that we do, and various grown children thank their mothers for that in Chapter 8—“My Mother the Teacher.” Bill Jager tells a fascinating story about how his mom was his kindergarten teacher in his rural town, where school didn’t start till the first grade. And we loved Elizabeth Greenhill’s story about how her mom made the family go back to the bank to return money the teller had given her in error. It was a great lesson for Elizabeth and her siblings.


As I read through these stories, I realized “mom” is defined in myriad ways. Some people consider their “mom” to be a person who isn’t even biologically or adoptively connected to them, but who still served the “mother” role. Johnny Tan talks about the nine mothers he has had throughout his life—yes, nine—in Chapter 9, “The Other Moms in Our Lives.” And Chris Rainer talks about how she came to love and rely on her stepmother, regretting how she had not embraced her when she first came into her life.


You know, we women tend to be self-deprecating. We wonder if we are “enough.” I wrote a song about this a couple of years ago. It’s called “Me.” My sons look at me and they see the world. I look at them and see the same! But sometimes, when you are a mom, and your kids are relying on you, or they are grown and you wonder how you did, you can feel a bit like an imposter. You might think, “Hey, it’s just little old me. Who am I to think that I can do this mothering thing?” That’s what my song is about. One of the lines—“When I look in the mirror all I see is me”—pretty much sums it up. But it’s clear from reading these stories that it will all work out. We moms rock! And we are “enough.” So I say “thanks to my mom” and thanks to all you moms reading this special volume. I hope it will make you smile, laugh out loud, and even tear up a few times. And overall, I hope it makes you feel loved and appreciated, because you clearly are!


~Jo Dee Messina
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ME


I’M SOMEBODY’S DAUGHTER


SOMEBODY’S FRIEND


A SHOULDER TO LEAN ON


NO MATTER WHEN


I’M SOMEBODY’S TEACHER


WHEN THEY DON’T UNDERSTAND


GOT A SEAT IN THE BLEACHERS


I’M THE WORLD’S BIGGEST FAN


OH WELL


I WISH I WAS HALF THE WOMAN I’VE GOT TO BE


I WISH I HAD ALL THE ANSWERS RIGHT IN FRONT OF ME


I’M EVERYTHING TO EVERYONE AND I’M SCARED AS I CAN BE


BECAUSE WHEN I LOOK INTO THE MIRROR ALL I SEE IS ME


I’M SOMEBODY’S SWEETHEART


SOMEBODY’S GIRL


SOMEONE’S DIRECTION TO FIND THEIR WAY IN THIS WORLD


I’VE GOT TO BE PERFECT


EVEN WHEN I FEEL BAD


I’VE GOT TO KEEP GIVING


WHEN I’VE GAVE ALL I HAD


OH


CHORUS


WHEN I FEEL UNCERTAIN


I’M ON MY KNEES TO PRAY


I KNOW THAT IT’S ALL WORTH IT


BUT AT THE END OF THE DAY


CHORUS


IS SOMEBODY’S DAUGHTER


SOMEBODY’S GIRL


SOMEONE’S DIRECTION TO FIND THEIR WAY IN THIS WORLD


Words and Music by Jo Dee Messina, Kathie Baillie and Patricia Conroy © 2013 Dreambound Songs (ASCAP), Whole Earth Music (ASCAP) and Patricia Conroy Music (ASCAP)


All Rights Reserved. Used By Permission. International Copyright Secured.


Use this link for Jo Dee’s performance of “Me” www.jodeemessina.com/chickensoup
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Great Role Models
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The String that Binds Our Hearts


Even when tied in a thousand knots, the string is still but one.


~Rumi


I still remember it vividly. It was my first day of kindergarten and I didn’t want to go in. My mother and I pulled up in front of the school and parked along the curb, behind the big yellow busses. No matter how my mom tried to calm my nerves, it wasn’t working. I didn’t want to get out of the car. I didn’t want to go inside and leave her. I just wanted to go back home and spend the day around the house with my mother.


As I cried, my mother told me the magical truth that has carried me through many a challenge. “You can go into school because I will be with you,” she said. I asked her how that could be. “There is this string that goes around my heart and ties around yours. No matter where you go or what you do, the string will always be there connecting us.” That calmed me down, and after a bit of coaxing, I finally made it inside for my first day of school.


My mother’s wisdom and advice have helped me through many a challenge. And my mother has been a great role model for me. My parents divorced when I was about five, so for much of my childhood I watched my mother do the job of two parents. My two eldest siblings were on their own by the time I was eight so my mother had to raise my brother and me on her own. When I was growing up, I remember my mother always showing the ultimate strength. She also displayed discipline and dignity in all that she did, no matter how stressed she was about time or money. “Never leave the house without lipstick on,” she’d advise. Make sure you “run a brush through your hair.” She would get dressed for work every day and don a scarf or big pearl necklace (fake, of course). She had quite the collection of clip-on earrings and always looked and acted like a lady.


Mom was the ultimate multitasker, too. When I was a kid, she would take me to work with her at the answering service where she was a switchboard operator. I would sit in the window of the office looking at the Brigham’s ice cream shop across the street. Sometimes I sat at a board that wasn’t in use and pretended to answer phones while she manned the real phone lines, taking messages for doctors, contractors, and whoever else needed an answering service. She always made sure we went across the street for ice cream at some point.


My mother always strived to be the best she could be and that meant that even as she was raising two young kids, she was bettering herself. She was over forty when she went back to school to get her psychology degree. Back then, you could leave kids on their own, so she would bring my brother and me along at times to play in the library or on the campus grounds while she was in class.


My mother didn’t earn a lot but she somehow managed to save all year to take my brother and me on vacation for one whole week. It was usually a place close to home like New Hampshire so we could get there by car. She made so many sacrifices so we could have what we needed. When I was little, I never remember her buying clothes for herself—just clothes for my brother and me.


Mom gave so much of her time to us, too. When I began singing, I was too young to drive so my mother drove me to shows, staying up well past one, only to get up for work before six in the morning and drag her bones through the next day. She was always selfless, always giving everything she could to us.


When I got older, I wanted to chase my dreams of a music career. After finishing high school I decided I should go for it. I packed my car full of everything I owned and set off on the 1,100-mile drive to Nashville, Tennessee. My mother, always the giver, handed me some money she had saved to get me started on my new career. As she saw me off, I said, “Mom, it’s going to kill me being so far away from you.” She responded with that magical string story again: “Remember, there is a string that goes between your heart and mine. I am always with you. Even when you think you’re far away. Our hearts are joined together, always.”


Fast-forward about six years and my mother had sold our family home in Massachusetts and moved to Nashville so I could take care of her. Her sister moved in with her in a little house I got for them outside Nashville. But then I signed my record deal and began touring extensively. I was rarely home. My mother was getting older and I worried about her. We were in the kitchen talking one day as I was getting ready to leave for another run, and I voiced one of my biggest fears: “Mom, what if something happens to you while I’m on the road?”


She calmly responded, “If that happens, stay out there and do your thing.”


“What?!” I exclaimed.


She smiled and said, “That little string that goes between your heart and mine can’t be broken by anything. By distance, time or even death. I will always be with you.” As my eyes got teary she went on to say, “Besides, you can’t come home. I won’t be here. I’ll be out there, waiting for you to go on stage.” Then she giggled.


The string story has resurfaced whenever I needed it. When my mother had to undergo heart surgery in 2013, she had many complications. There were times my mother would be unconscious for days, even weeks. When she was awake, she was lost and confused. I learned more about medicine, the human body, doctors, hospitals, and medical protocol than I ever wanted to know.


I struggled with this new challenge. What could I do for her in such a helpless state? How was she feeling? Was she even aware of what she was going through? The woman who was my rock and my strength for my entire life was being kept alive by medicine and machines. My world, my soul, was rocked to the core time and time again, with every complication, every procedure, and every decision that had to be made. This went on for months. There were nights when I would stay with my mother at the hospital and climb into bed with her. I’d pretend she was simply asleep and I was a little kid cuddling up beside her just like I had as a child. At times, it seemed like that little string she always told me about had become a lifeline that kept me from losing it completely.


My children are not quite ready to learn about the string that binds our hearts. They are two and five. But, I will tell them about that magical string one day soon, so that when I have to travel for work or when they go off to camp or to college, they will know. They’ll know that the string that binds my heart to their grandmother’s also binds theirs to mine. I hope it will mean as much to them as it does to me. That string connects us. It can’t be broken by anything. Not distance, not time away, not even death. The string has made me stronger. I will pass it on, with love, to give my sons the strength to make it through whatever life brings their way, too.


~Jo Dee Messina
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Without Prejudice


When you teach your son, you teach your son’s son.


~The Talmud


If my mom had followed the pattern of her mother and grandmother, she probably would have been a racist. A kind and loving racist with gracious manners and Southern hospitality, but a racist nonetheless. And I might have been a racist too.


My mom experienced the typical racial prejudice and segregated lifestyle of white families in Jackson, Mississippi long before that segregation was portrayed in the book and movie, The Help. She found the same culture of segregation and discrimination when she moved to Louisiana in her early teens. But at some point on the road to adulthood, my mom decided not to share that culture with her children.


Though few black families lived in our Houston neighborhood in the 1960s, my mom was determined to help her girls embrace racial equality. When Alabama’s governor tried to prevent the desegregation of the state’s public schools in 1963 and state troopers were called to block elementary school doorways, my mom grabbed our hands and lined us up in front of the family television to watch the grainy, black and white images. Mom cried as black children were turned away, clinging to their parents’ hands. My sisters and I were young—just three, five and seven. We were far too young to understand the issues and emotions behind Mom’s tears or the battle over integration. But our age didn’t matter to Mom. She wanted us to share the history-making moment with her.


Mom followed the news of the civil rights movement and talked about it at the dinner table. When Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was jailed in Birmingham in 1963, my mom sent him a letter. She didn’t know Dr. King, but she wanted to assure him of her prayers. He was changing the world her girls would live in.


On those weekends when we visited my mom’s dad and step-mom, stepping back into the world of white prejudice, Mom showed us how to respect her dad’s black employees. My grandfather may have called the lawn man “boy,” but my mom introduced him to us as Mr. William. She took time to visit with Mr. William during each visit and ask about his family. She taught us the same respect for the women who cooked and cleaned at my grandparents’ house.


Once my youngest sister started school, Mom put feet to our dinner table discussions about racial discrimination. She began volunteering once a week at a Baptist ministry center in one of Houston’s poorest neighborhoods. There she talked with young black and Hispanic moms who came for sewing classes and food distributions. She cuddled their babies and joked with their children. And she encouraged us to volunteer with her during school breaks once we were old enough.


As I approached ninth grade, Houston’s school district was pressured to rezone the schools to speed up integration. I wasn’t excited about switching to a new school—a school four miles farther from my home—or the prospect of leaving my friends behind. For weeks after school started, I came home with stories about knifings and fights between black and white students. I worried that I might get caught in the middle of one of those fights. But my mom encouraged me to plow through fear and discomfort, keep the big goal in sight, and make new friends with students of other races.


Mom’s lessons stuck. Today my husband pastors a multi-ethnic church congregation in Nevada. If you scan the crowd on a Sunday morning, you’ll see people from almost a dozen ethnic heritages. Funny, but I rarely notice the diversity until a newcomer or friend comments on it.


I think my mom notices the diversity though. When she visits our church, she smiles at the rainbow of races. After the worship service is over, Mom shakes hands and greets people without any hint of prejudice. I see her joy as she talks to my wide array of friends, and I know she is pleased. This is the life Mom always had in mind for her girls.


~Donna Finlay Savage
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A Last Request and a Lasting Lesson


When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.


~Kahlil Gibran


My mom died just before dawn on a miserably cold and rainy December morning. The dark clouds and constant drizzle over her Cape Cod neighborhood fit our somber moods as my brothers and sisters and I arranged with the local funeral home for Mom’s last departure from her beloved house on the edge of the tidal marsh.


All five of us were there, having been alerted earlier that week. As soon as we had gotten “The Call,” we had immediately flown or driven from our homes in California, Florida, Georgia and New York to the house on the marsh. We had left behind our sympathetic spouses, needy children, pending projects and full schedules. My husband bravely took over for me to support our nine-year-old son, who was nervously anticipating his first school-wide Geography Bee that week. In spite of their shared anxiety about the upcoming Bee, both of them understood that I needed to be with my mother and my brothers and sisters. They didn’t want me to worry about them, because I had more important things to worry about.


As I joined my brothers and sisters at the house on the Cape, I felt oddly peaceful. Though I dreaded losing my mother, I wasn’t anxious about the process. I knew that Mom had prepared well for her death. All we had to do was be present for her and each other during this final stage. She had done everything else.


Mom was a born teacher and a natural organizer. When she had received the diagnosis of incurable cancer that September, she had planned her death as pragmatically as she had planned her busy life as wife, mother and professional. She had asked all five of us to take turns being alone with her at the Cape for one week at a time, for as long as she needed us. When it was my turn for a “week with Mom” I flew up to the Cape gladly. It was an incredibly special time together. I managed her medications in partnership with the Hospice angels who kept her pain-free. Together Mom and I admired the ever-changing view of the tidal marsh, with its flocks of starlings and visits from deer and foxes. Mom discussed her burial wardrobe, funeral invitation list, and other practical details of dying. We gave each other our undivided attention and made precious memories of intimate moments together. It was a privilege to share her final experiences of gratitude, love, and forgiveness.


During those weeks Mom wanted only her children with her. We took turns protecting her from the outside world, fielding numerous phone calls and attempted visits from friends, relatives, and neighbors who valued her friendship so dearly. On Mom’s behalf, we asked them to understand her need to preserve her evaporating energy for the precious time with us. And we reassured them of her continuing love and respect, and appreciation for all their years of friendship.


Now, in the subdued gray light of the wintry morning, the funeral home station wagon rumbled slowly away with its precious burden. We wrapped ourselves in blankets and nestled close to each other in the dimly lit living room as the noise of the vehicle faded into the distance. I felt the tense energy of the morning’s activity gradually drain into peaceful stillness. For the moment, we could rest. Characteristically, Mom had seen to every detail: transportation back to her New York birthplace, funeral arrangements, even the florist who would provide the graveside floral arrangements. In a day or two we would travel together to New York. For now, as we sat watching the mist roll over the marsh, in a room fragrant with flowers from the well-wishers in the neighborhood, we had nothing to do.


Well, almost nothing. As a matter of fact, there was one more task to attend to, one more errand to run for Mom.


In spite of her shrinking horizons, Mom did think fondly of her neighbors and friends. Even though she had declined to share her remaining time with them, she wanted to acknowledge their friendly overtures and express her lasting affection for them. So Mom had asked my older sister to purchase, on her behalf, a case of splits of sparkling wine. The small bottles were to be decorated with ribbons and delivered by us in person, after Mom’s death, to those neighbors who had been her favorite local companions.


Accordingly, in the early afternoon, as the cold morning rain gave way to a watery blue sky, all five of us set out to walk through the neighborhood together, braving the chilly air and picking our way around the puddles. Taking turns carrying the heavy boxes, we visited every house. Together, we carried the news of her death, that final gift of beribboned bottles, and her instruction to her friends: “Please use this Champagne to toast to our friendship.”


We hugged, and cried, and laughed, with neighbor after neighbor. We gave each special person Mom’s last gift, a gift that reflected her unique flair for life and honored the strength of their mutual affection. And my mother the teacher taught me one more lesson. As I walked in her shoes and hugged in her place, I felt her love flow through me to each grieving friend. With it flowed my love for her and my heartbreak at her death. And, with each hug, an answering affection poured from each person. My breaking heart opened as I absorbed, through my sorrow, the joy of a life well lived and friends well loved.


As the five of us returned to the house with empty boxes and full hearts, we saw, against the backdrop of the gloomy sky, a breathtakingly beautiful rainbow. It made us all laugh. Obviously, Mom had orchestrated the whole thing from her new seat in the heavens. “Stop the rain so my children can deliver those bottles without getting wet,” she probably instructed. The storm clouds had obediently dispersed, just long enough for us to fulfill Mom’s last request and, in the process, learn one more lesson about whole-hearted love. Clearly, a rainbow that arched over the whole sky was the perfect way for Mom to express her approval.


~Judith Lavori Keiser
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The Play’s the Thing


Flaming enthusiasm, backed up by horse sense and persistence, is the quality that most frequently makes for success.


~Dale Carnegie


It was a cool evening during a long, wonderful summer break. I sat with my two younger sisters lamenting that while kids on TV had school plays, our school in real life did not.


Enter Mom.


Mom has never been one to sit idly by. She is a woman of action, especially when her children are involved. Her daughters wanted to be in a school play, so a school play they would have.


Mom agreed that it was a shame to not have a school play. She had always encouraged us to try new things, to challenge ourselves. Whenever we were scared or nervous, like when we had to play a solo at a recital, she would remind us that it was a good experience. So it was that Mom declared she would do her best to change the school play dilemma.


I was in fifth grade; I had learned many years ago that Mom could do anything. So, with never a doubt in my mind, I looked forward to our school play.


This was pre-Internet, so Mom read books and consulted the high school theatre director. She taught herself basic theatre terminology, the ins and outs of arranging rehearsals, the tricks of the trade for lighting and sound effects, how to obtain the rights to a script—everything.


Mom made a plan; we were to do Peter Pan! I had already spent many magical moments watching Mary Martin fly as Peter Pan; this was so exciting! While my sisters and I busied ourselves watching the video and dancing along with Princess Tiger Lily, Mom got down to business.


Mom contacted our school and got permission to do the school play; I can only imagine how that went. She bargained for use of the school gym, fighting with the needs of the school’s various sports teams. She made it happen.


She held auditions. She got volunteers and built a stage. Mom scavenged for costumes and props at thrift stores, and created what she couldn’t find. She rented lighting and sound equipment. She designed sets and drew scenery. She prepared the music accompaniment and she choreographed. Mom was the producer and the director. On top of this, she coordinated a substantial team of volunteers, which is no small feat.


During this time, Mom was also being a normal mom. She worked a full-time job, she prepared meals for our six-member family, she drove us to our various other extracurricular activities, and somehow she kept the house in one piece.


When the time came and the stage was set, Mom put her final efforts into publicity. And the seats were packed! Every night!


It was a hit, and everything went off without a hitch.


Mom went on to do The Wizard of Oz, The Sound of Music, and Fiddler on the Roof before handing over the torch. Each play got increasingly complex. She even went so far as to compose original songs so that more kids could have solos. She altered the scripts to give more kids lines. And crazier still—she somehow managed to have double casts, so she could double the number of starring roles (and double the workload for herself).


See, Mom was not just there for my sisters and me, she was devoted to giving as many kids as she could the opportunity to have that good experience, to get up on the stage and be brave. She was so very proud of everyone. She still talks about all the different kids who impressed her, who she noticed came out of their shells.


It continues to amaze me when I think back on my school plays. To being a Lost Boy and watching my sister shine as Maria von Trapp. But mostly, I think about what Mom accomplished. How she made this unbelievable effort in order to give invaluable, strengthening experiences to so many. I’m inspired.


~Maggie Anderson
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Fake It Till You Make It


Always act like you’re wearing an invisible crown.


~Author Unknown


I watched my mom stride with purpose into a large group of men standing around a pile of concrete mixture that was going to be used to build a new water tower for the orphanage my mother helped run in Ogbomosho, Nigeria. Her shoulders were back and she used every inch of her five feet ten inches as she talked. I was tired; we had already made stops at the leprosy settlement and the blind centre. But tired or not, my siblings and I piled out to play with the children in the orphanage. We loved them and they loved us. It was 1967 and the Biafran War was raging, so the orphanage was filling up and definitely needed a new water tower. I recognized the determination on my mother’s face; she was about to give someone a lecture, so I paused to watch.


“There is too much sand in this mixture,” she said with absolute authority and confidence as she picked up a handful of the concrete and let it slide through her fingers. I stopped and stared. What did my mother know about concrete or construction? Medicine, mothering, managing—definitely. But concrete? The men all nodded and promised to add the correct ingredients, and my mother strode away.


As we walked down the hall of the orphanage, the children jumped into our arms for kisses and hugs. “You are a force of nature,” I said to my mother, but she was too busy instructing the women who ran the orphanage to respond.


I was nearly a teenager, and it had made me a slight bit sassy. After her work was done and we sat in the car going home, I said, “Mother, I didn’t know that you knew anything about concrete.”


“I don’t!” she said. “I just know that putting too much sand in the mixture is how they cheat you.” I laughed and laughed. My mother was indeed a force of nature. She grew up in the Appalachian Mountains in a house with no heat and no plumbing, and she was the first person in her family to graduate from high school. She had dreams and hopes way beyond her family’s means. But she said she would go into medicine, marry a doctor and go to Africa; and there she was striding fearlessly into a group of men, supervising the building of something she knew nothing about.


When I was frightened my first day in class at Duke University, I channeled my mother. When I was uncertain about how to be a mother after my children were born, my mother was there to show me the way. When my children had a high fever, I called my mother. But most of all, when the uncertainties of life hit and I did not know exactly how to proceed, I thought of the saying, “Fake it till you make it.” And I realized… that was the lesson my mother taught me that day in Nigeria in 1967.


She was faking it! She had no idea how concrete should feel, but she faked it and made a much-needed new water tower for an orphanage. Thank you, Mom, for showing me that life is a series of twist and turns where we often have no idea how to proceed. When those times come we need to raise our shoulders, stand tall and stride in with confidence. Thank you for your courage and determination, but most of all your grit.


~Alisa Edwards Smith
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Selfie


Taking joy in living is a woman’s best cosmetic.


~Rosalind Russell


I plucked it. In spite of the old wives’ tales or the superstition that three would sprout in its place, I took the tweezers and pulled.


I had to. The strand of curly grey hair that poked skyward was too obvious nestled among my straight, chestnut-brown tresses.


Curly grey hair? Was that what was going to become of my locks? It was two inches long when I stretched it out. I wondered how long it had been there, silently marking time.


Underneath the discovery of my first grey hair was a sense of calm, of acceptance, the next step. For this, credit goes to my mother.


While other moms were running to the drugstore, or consulting with their hairstylists over how to “naturally” cover the grey, I watched my mom’s hair evolve from black, to pepper with a side of salt, salt with a dash of pepper, and finally to what it is now: an all-over silvery grey.


Of course in my early years I was irked. Everyone else’s mom had “normal” hair, so why didn’t she? “Too fake,” was her response.


True, but the other moms didn’t look like clowns. The browns, auburns, blonds and reds complemented their skin tones and gave them a bounce in their step… at least that’s what the commercials promised.


“Okay, but can’t you get contacts?”


“Then I’d have to do something with my eyebrows.”


“You should pierce your ears.”


“Too painful,” she replied.


It was a beauty argument I couldn’t win. She was set on being as natural as possible. Even on the occasions when she went out with my dad, the pallet of eyeshadow sat undisturbed beside the lipstick and perfume on her dresser. I didn’t even know why she bought them.


Never watching my mom fuss over her appearance has been the biggest blessing of my life. While other moms were taking their daughters for make-up lessons, perms and obsessing over morsels of food, my mom was cheering me on from the sideline during soccer, having coffee breaks the minute we got to the mall, silently teaching me balance before it was trendy.


In spite of her own feelings about beauty, my mom allowed me to explore the subject on my own: taking me to get my ears pierced when I was ten; never saying a word when I left the house wearing way too much mint green eyeliner; and laughing with my friend Meredith about whether I actually had eyebrows anymore. Thankfully the latter has sorted itself out.


But the truth remains, whatever I experimented with beauty-wise was just that: an experiment. I never did anything to make myself feel better, or cover up an inch of skin; completely the opposite: I tried things on as one would snakes—for shock value.


And my shock value wasn’t like other people’s shock value. Sure, while I was in my early twenties I got a tattoo, pierced my navel and dyed my hair fire-engine red. I never tried on an actual snake, never felt the need to spend millions on make-up, never wished I were someone different.


Because of my mom, and like my mom, I believe in natural beauty, the kind of beauty that comes from fresh air on cheeks, and eyes that are sparkly from mischief and adventure.


Now that she’s a granny and I have three daughters of my own, her nonchalant approach to aging makes me feel safe. There’s never a question or a worry that she’ll say the wrong thing or push my girlies down a bumpy path of self-criticism. I love her for that.


Today I stared in the mirror examining the roots of my thirty-seven-year-old hair, wondering how much longer the brown will reflect back at me. If I’m completely honest, there is a part of me that wonders if I’ll be able to carry a head of grey (possibly curly) hair. But when the wondering gets too much, all I have to do is look at my beautiful mother and know I’ll be just fine.


~Alison Gunn
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The Dangdest Thing


Doing the right thing has power.


~Laura Linney


“You’re wasting your time. It’s going to die.” My father crossed his arms and glared at Mom.


She poured milk into the baby bottle, screwed on the lid and said, “Yes, I know.”


Earlier that day Mom had taken me shopping at Phillips Department Store, the 1960’s equivalent of a mall. On the walk home we’d taken a shortcut through the Omaha stockyards and noticed a newborn calf alone, bawling pitifully in one of the pens. Now as we prepared to go back, my father scowled.


He worked innumerable overtime hours on the Post Office docks. On this rare day off he needed to tackle his enormous honey-do list. The prospect of caring for their three toddler sons while his wife fed a doomed calf galled him.


Mom touched Dad’s arm. “Honey, even if it’s meant for slaughter, it isn’t right to let it suffer now.”


Dad rolled his eyes and stomped out of the kitchen. Mom tucked the bottle in her back pocket, took my hand, and we headed out the door.


I skipped at her side, elated by our rescue adventure. “I’m so glad we’re going to save the calf.”


Her grip on my hand tightened, but she walked on without answering. I slowed down and tugged at her.


“Mom, it’ll be okay, right? We’ll save it, won’t we?”


My mother stopped and sighed. She reached down to brush the hair from my forehead. “No honey, we can’t save it.”


I pulled away, tears welling. “But we’re going to feed it. It has to be okay.”


Mom cupped my cheek with a gentle hand. “We can’t save it. But we can help it now.” She captured my gaze. “It’s important to always do the right thing, even if you can’t change the outcome.”


She clasped my hand again and we headed to our task, somber now.


When we arrived the 250-acre stockyard teemed with activity and a smell that carried for miles. Even my familiarity with that odor didn’t prepare me for the stench inside the holding pens. Our calf huddled in the corner of one.


A stock handler rode over as we climbed the manure-splattered rails. “Ma’am, what are you doin’?” he called.


We perched on the top rail and Mom held up the bottle. “We’ve come to feed the calf.”


The cowboy shook his head. “Its mama birthed him then went into the slaughterhouse. That little feller ain’t gonna make it.”


Mom allowed his horse to nuzzle her hand. “I realize that.”


The cowboy pushed his Stetson back and asked, “Then why bother?”


She reached out, stroked his horse’s sweaty neck and said, “Because it’s hungry, and feeding it is the right thing to do.”


The man leaned back in the saddle. “That’s the dangdest thing I ever heard.”


She petted the horse without replying. Whether it was her determination, her evident appreciation of his horse, or her good looks, he finally shrugged and said, “Suit yourself.”


He trotted away and Mom and I slipped into the enclosure. We avoided the fly-laden piles of manure and crossed to the calf. Despite its feeble struggles, Mom upended the bottle and slid the nipple into its mouth. She guided my hand to the bottle and steadied the shaky calf. It caught on quickly, and stared at me as it guzzled the milk. Elated, I stroked its damp coat with my free hand.


The calf drained the bottle and plopped down, content. Mom smiled. “Let’s get home before Dad pulls his hair out. We’ll come back tomorrow.”


The next day we hurried back, but found the pen empty. Mom’s shoulders drooped. I buried my head against her side and wept. “It’s gone. It’s dead.”


While she comforted me our cowboy cantered over. “Ya’ll looking for that calf?”


I lifted my tear-streaked face. Mom nodded.


“It’s the dangdest thing. A farmer stopped by yesterday after you left.” A huge grin crossed the cowboy’s face. “He took the little feller home to raise. Guess feedin’ it was the right thing to do after all.”


That day Mom did more than save a calf’s life. Her actions impacted mine forever by imprinting the importance of doing the right thing. Her model has produced a legacy that’s been passed down to three generations.


And it all started with feeding a hungry calf.


It’s the dangdest thing.


~Jeanie Jacobson
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Mom’s Recipe for Life


Life is like a mirror, we get the best results when we smile at it.


~Author Unknown


I have a lot of Mom’s recipes in a blue tin box—the pumpkin pie she made during my growing-up years, the light and yeasty dinner rolls that were family favorites, and the tender date muffins that her own mother made. Every time I see one of the cards with Mom’s handwriting on it, I am carried back to the aromas in our small kitchen where she reigned. Even so, the recipe I treasure most is not on any index card. Nor did she send it to me in a letter. On the contrary, she lived this recipe all of her life but I was too blind to see and appreciate it until her final years.


My mother grew up in a small coal-mining town in southwest Iowa. My grandfather once told me that she knew no stranger; she considered everyone in that community her friend. That attitude continued wherever she lived for the rest of her life.


As a tween and teen, I cringed every time my mother addressed strangers in the grocery store or on the city bus. She talked to everyone and offered a smile. I was embarrassed.


Mom had a cheerful greeting for everyone she encountered and a question of some sort that triggered an answer and more conversation. She spoke to the mailman, the grocery store clerks, and the girls who worked in the neighborhood bakery.


“Hi Lorraine,” she’d say to the woman who owned the bakery. “What did you think of Jackie Gleason’s show last night?” Lorraine chatted about the show as she sliced the usual loaf of bread for Mom, then asked what else she wanted. “Half a dozen of those wonderful crullers,” Mom might say. Then she’d lean closer to the counter and say something like, “Isn’t life wonderful?” I’d roll my eyes and accept the free cookie Lorraine gave me even into my teen years, then hurry out hoping no one would see me with the woman who talked to everyone.


Decades later, after my father passed on, I drove the hour and a half to my mother’s house every couple of weeks to spend a day with her and help with errands. She grieved for Dad for a long time inwardly but her smile never wavered. “No sense being a Grumpy Gertie,” she’d tell me.


I watched as she spoke to the Walmart greeter before he even had a chance to open his mouth. “Hi. How are you doing today? Isn’t it great to see the sun?” She flashed him a million-dollar smile as he helped her get a shopping cart while he chuckled.


I noticed that she smiled at everyone she passed in the store’s many aisles. Almost all of them responded with a bright grin of their own. Some spoke, others nodded their heads at this elderly woman who brought a little light into their day.


What really sold me on Mom’s approach to life was her experience on the senior bus, a story I’ve repeated to others many times. The weeks I could not be there, she used this low-cost transportation to the grocery store. After her first trip, I asked her how it went.


“Ha!’ she said, “I got on that bus and what did I see? Thirteen little old ladies and one old man and not one word was spoken.”


I wondered how long it would be until the somberness on that bus would change. On my next visit, Mom mentioned the girls on the bus and something one of them had told her.


“Oh, are you talking with them now?” I asked.


“Of course,” she said. “One day I climbed up the steps of the bus and before I looked for a seat, I gave them a big smile and I said, ‘Isn’t it a wonderful day?’ I noticed a few shy smiles.”


Mom didn’t give up. She greeted them all each time she got on the bus and before long, the whole group was laughing and talking to one another. The bus became more than just transportation.


When we went to the various stores, I observed as she smiled and chatted with perfect strangers. Some of them looked like the sourest person you’d ever met but once Mom beamed at them and started a conversation, most responded favorably. She had a man with deep frown lines laughing over a little joke she told him as she leaned on her cane. My mother didn’t embarrass me any longer. I found myself admiring her.


She’s been gone for ten years but I’ve carried on her recipe for life. I smile at people as I walk by and often begin a conversation in the checkout line. Silent, solemn people respond with smiles of their own and a bit of chatter. All it takes is for one person to initiate the smile or a greeting.


Recently, I noticed a woman ahead of me in the checkout line. Her red raincoat looked cheerful on a wet day, and I told her so. She had looked quite serious only a moment before, but she smiled and thanked me. “You know what?” she said. “I really like the color of your raincoat, too.”


It’s such second nature with me now that only the other day I noticed that everyone I passed in the grocery store smiled at me. Must be a lot of happy people here, I thought. Then, I stopped walking and bowed my head in a grateful prayer of thanks for the mother I had been given. It was me who had done the smiling first and all those people had responded. My mother didn’t lecture but taught me by example. She’d given me a recipe for life.


~Nancy Julien Kopp
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The Letter


You learn you can do your best even when it’s hard, even when you’re tired and maybe hurting a little bit. It feels good to show some courage.


~Joe Namath


My mother died many years ago when I was only thirteen. Sometimes life before then seems like a dream. However, every now and then I remember something that Mom did, and she is right back with me as if she’d never left.


Twenty years after Mom died, I became ill. My health gradually deteriorated and after many tests, I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease, an inflammation of the small intestine. I continually suffered from severe stomach pains and was unable to eat properly. My weight plummeted and I became weak and tired. I was lucky that I was given support throughout this ordeal by my husband, Peter. He helped me cope with the pain and the endless hospital appointments, but it was quite easy to feel sorry for myself.
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