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Introduction


Did you ever notice that MOM spelled upside down is WOW? That’s because our moms are just AMAZING.


~Author Unknown


I worked on this collection of stories while living through the final “firsts” after losing my mother a year ago: the first Christmas without her, the one-year anniversary of her death a few days ago, and today, the one-year anniversary of her funeral. I worked through a lot of my grief as I edited this book, meeting all the amazing moms in these pages and feeling the same happiness, sadness, and pride as their grown children—the talented, selfless writers who shared these personal, moving stories with us.


It was a difficult, but enlightening experience, and when I posted about it on Twitter I got a thoughtful response from one of our long-time Chicken Soup for the Soul writers—James Warda. He shared a wonderful piece of wisdom from his sister. After their father died, she told James, “I feel his absence but feel his presence more.” Isn’t that brilliant? And so true.


A mother’s influence never stops. Whether she’s in the trenches raising young children, or she’s counseling her grown children, or she has passed on, the kids will always feel her support, try to make her proud, and follow her advice, even if they pretended not to be listening when they heard it. And that applies to grandmothers, and stepmothers, and mothers-in-law, and all the other mothers in our lives, all of whom are represented in these pages.


What a wide variety of tales you are about to read! In Chapter 1, “Just What I Needed,” you’ll see how Timothy Freeman’s mother-in-law gracefully stepped in to the role when his mother died, telling him, “You’ve still got a mom when you need one.” He says he started crying when she told him that, and I did too!


Chapter 2 is about “Lasting Lessons” and it’s for all the moms whose sons and daughters are still rolling their eyes when their mothers try to share some wisdom and guidance with them. Laurie Carnright Edwards confesses that her mom embarrassed her terribly when they went car shopping together, insisting that there was a better deal to be had and forcing Laurie to stride out of that dealership even after two price reductions. But Mom always knows best. That car salesman called Laurie later and met her mother’s terms.


Everyone’s mom or grandmother or mother-in-law or stepmother is a bit crazy, in a wonderful way, and we have one wacky lady after another in Chapter 3, which is called “What a Character!” Jill Keller tells us about the wild day she had when her mother insisted over and over again that Jill was pregnant—because she had dreamt it. Jill knew she wasn’t pregnant but her mother saw confirming “signs” all day long. You can guess who ended up being right!


We all have our favorite mom or grandma foods, and we have a whole chapter about that, too, but these “Recipes for Life” go deeper, because there’s usually a backstory to these kitchen memories. Beth Krone-Downes tells us how she finally came to understand why her great-grandmother’s recipes were so variable as to ingredients and so imprecise as to measurements. She had been a refugee who escaped to the United States from Germany and went through many tough times. Beth realized that her great-grandmother never knew where she’d be cooking next, or what would be available to her, so her recipes were fluid and flexible, adaptive to her circumstances. Great-Grandma Johanna never told Beth how hard her life had been—it was the recipes that revealed the truth.


Talk about struggling—we have numerous stories about mothers and grandmothers who bravely went through tough times and came out the other side, and we shared many of those stories in Chapter 5, “My Role Model.” Savannah D. Cassel is one grateful daughter who recounts how her single mother struggled financially to raise her. But as soon as their situation improved, her mother turned around and filled up her car with groceries for another family going through a tough time.


Many of our stories are about children whose mothers never made it obvious to them how difficult their lives were. Chapter 6 is called “The Sacrifices She Made” and it’s filled with stories of children having epiphanies about their selfless mothers. Elaine Herrin Onley, for example, always had the right clothing for school and social events. It wasn’t until she came home from a party one night and spotted the ragged nightgown that was usually hidden under her mother’s robe that she realized how much her mother had been sacrificing to keep her children looking good.


We all become our mothers, right? And once we’re old enough, we welcome that. In Chapter 7, we share all kinds of “Special Memories” of good times with Mom, including a cute story by Dorann Weber about how hard she resisted learning her mother’s hobbies—knitting and crocheting—to the point where she refused to even wear the sweaters that her mother knit for her. But then that moment that all mothers wait for occurs: Dorann became a mother herself. And everything changed. She donned one of the sweaters her mother knit for her and she started knitting herself. That’s the sweet revenge we all talk about, right? “Just wait till you have a child of your own . . . .”


I learned to just soldier on, dispensing that unwanted advice while the kids were growing up, and smiling occasionally when they’d quote my own advice back to me as if it was something they had just thought of themselves. So every teenager should read Jocelyn Drawhorn’s story in Chapter 8, “Thanks, Mom.” Jocelyn tells us about a very wise teacher, Mrs. D, who was always available to help her during the school day, especially during those awkward times when her so-called friends were being mean to her. Mrs. D told her not to let her friends’ problems become her own, saying, “Never let the insecurities of others determine who you are.” Jocelyn says she has carried that advice with her throughout her adult life, thanks to Mrs. D, who, she reveals, is her mother.


We close out the book with Chapter 9, “A Lasting Legacy.” This was the hardest chapter for me to edit as it kept reminding me of all the good things that my mother did and the lessons and characteristics that are her legacy to me. One way to keep a mother’s legacy alive is to support her favorite cause at her funeral. In my family, we did that by requesting donations to the local animal shelter in lieu of flowers, and that’s why I included a story by Xochitl E. Dixon in this collection. Xochitl and her family asked the guests attending their mother’s memorial service to bring coats and gloves and hats to honor her, a teaching assistant who had always made sure to equip a few of her students each winter with the outerwear their families couldn’t afford. At their standing-room-only service, they collected hundreds of coats, hats, and gloves for their mother’s students.


I guess that is symbolic of all our mothers—they are the providers of the coats and hats and gloves that we need as we navigate life, and I’m not really talking about clothing. I’m talking about the emotional outerwear they provide when we leave our homes and interact with the world—the comfort and support and morals and strategies for life. Our mothers are our cheerleaders, our chief advisers, and our role models for how to be the very best human beings that we can be. This book is a great big thank-you to all the moms out there. You are truly appreciated by your families.


~Amy Newmark


January 7, 2018
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Just What I Needed


A mother is the truest friend we have, when trials heavy and sudden fall upon us; when adversity takes the place of prosperity; when friends desert us; when trouble thickens around us, still will she cling to us, and endeavor by her kind precepts and counsels to dissipate the clouds of darkness, and cause peace to return to our hearts.


~Washington Irving
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Peggy Sr.


Thank you . . . for gracing my life with your lovely presence, for adding sweet measure of your soul to my existence.


~Richard Matheson


We walked to the end of the hall, neither of us saying a word. We’d just been down to her room, and my mother-in-law knew it was going to be the last time she could hold my mama’s hand, ask her how she was doing, brush her hair back off her forehead and give her a kiss on the cheek. It was the last time she’d make her laugh by giving her a wink and a grin and asking her “Does he belong to you?” while pointing at me on the other side of the bed. By this time, all Mama could do was nod her head and chuckle when the woman I call Peggy Sr. said, “Well, he’s a pretty good fella . . . I think we ought to keep him around.” It was the last moment they shared together.


Her daughter and I had already been married twelve years, but it was there in that hospital, at the end of that hall, that I realized how much this woman loved me and how much I loved her. She didn’t say a word before she got on that elevator; she just held my face in her hands and gave me a smile that said everything I needed to hear: “This is bad . . . this is sad, but you’re going to make it ’cause I’m right here.” I put my head on her shoulder, feeling like the gravity of this whole episode was knocking me to my knees. But she was there to catch me.


My hands were shaking because moments before, I’d signed a DNR just like I always promised I would when the time came. But in that embrace, there was a rub on my back and a kiss on my cheek . . . and my hands quit shaking. She took her arms from around me and put her hands on my face, staring hard into my eyes. Again, without words, I knew what she was asking.


“I’ll be okay,” I said out loud. “I’ll be okay.”


Later that afternoon, Mama was moved into hospice care. She was gone the next morning.


A couple of weeks later, we were standing in my in-laws’ driveway, saying goodbyes after a good meal and a relaxing evening together. I got in my truck and rolled down my window, waiting for my wife to finish a chat with her dad. Seeing an opportunity to speak to me privately, Peggy Sr. came over, leaned in my window and said, “I need to tell you something. I would never, ever pretend to take the place of your mother. But I want to make sure you know how much we both love you. I know you miss her, but you’re not alone. You’ve still got a mom when you need one.” I assured her I needed one almost every day, and then I cried like a baby all the way home.


Mothers-in-law have long been punch lines and clichés. But the only thing you’ll hear me saying about mine is that I thank God for her every day. I call her Peggy Sr. and my bride Peggy Jr. because they’re birds of a feather. Peggy Sr. spoils me rotten, makes me laugh, and has the most extensive “Crimson Tide” wardrobe of anybody living east of Tuscaloosa. She’ll holler “Roll Tide” anywhere from the grocery store to church. She makes the best deviled eggs on the planet and has a hat collection that would shame any woman parading around Churchill Downs. She loves gospel music and sings it perfectly, too. But the thing she does best is what she did there in that hallway at the hospital—look right into the soul with a mother’s tender eyes and calm whatever storm she finds brewing.


~Timothy Freeman
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A Birthday Letter


You give but little when you give of your possessions. It is when you give of yourself that you truly give.


~Kahlil Gibran


I was a young, stay-at-home mother and there never seemed to be enough money to go around. Thus, on my mother’s birthday, I found myself lacking a present. My father had died when I was in my teens, and my twin brothers lived far away, so if I didn’t acknowledge my mother’s birthday, likely no one would.


My mother worked during the day, and I had a family to cook dinner for and then a young son to put to bed, so a visit seemed impractical. I thought about a quick phone call to wish her a happy birthday but that didn’t feel like enough. Then I realized I could bake her some cookies. I would take them to her house and leave them with a little note for her to find when she got home.


Sitting down to write a few words of good wishes got me to thinking. My mother and I had not always been close. I resented things that happened in my childhood, and I held them against her. Pouring out words of love and respect seemed insincere, but there were plenty of things that I did appreciate, so I decided to list all of them. Pretty soon, I had several pages of genuine heartfelt thoughts, so I wrote a letter to my mother expressing my appreciation for the things she and my father had taught us as children.


They had taught us to live within our means, and not to go into debt other than a mortgage. They taught us that the color of someone’s skin was irrelevant. My mother taught us that helping others in need was its own reward. She taught me to value the elderly by encouraging me to make May Day baskets and valentines for them. My father taught us to be good neighbors by taking care of our home and helping others if they needed a hand. My parents taught us how to work. They taught me that putting a huge dent in the car was an opportunity to learn how to use body putty and paint. My mom taught us how to see the shapes in the clouds and how, if we were patient, we could see shooting stars on a summer’s night. She taught me to appreciate the way the air smelled after a rain.


The list went on and on.


By the time I had finished the two-page birthday letter to my mother, I realized that I had been given everything I really needed as a child. My mother had not been perfect, but overall she was a good mom. My letter had expressed my love and appreciation after all.


I put the cookies on the table in her kitchen, arranged the handwritten letter beside it, and went home. That evening, she called and thanked me. She said it was a wonderful birthday present, and she loved me wholeheartedly. I was busy with dishes and getting my son ready for bed, so I didn’t spend a lot of time on the phone with her and I didn’t understand just how much that letter meant to her.


Two years later, she suffered a fatal heart attack. While cleaning out her house, I came across a photocopy of the birthday letter I had written to her. It was in the drawer of the bedside table in the guest room. I was confused as to why she would make a copy and stash it in the guest room.


But then I got my answer. Room after room, drawer after drawer revealed more photocopies of the same letter. There was one in the kitchen drawer and one taped to the inside of the kitchen cabinet. I found one in a drawer in both bathrooms and another in the sofa table in the living room.


The last room I cleaned was her bedroom. By this time, it had become a treasure hunt. I already held nine copies of the letter in my hand when I sat down on her bed. I was bawling by this time and I opened the drawer beside her bed, looking for a tissue. There I found an old handkerchief and as I pulled it out a wrinkled piece of paper fluttered to the floor.


It was the original birthday letter. It had been smoothed over and over again. I realized that my homemade birthday gift was the best present I could have ever given my mother. It seems that the best things we gave to each other weren’t really things at all.


~Marcia Wells
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At First Sight


Anger makes you smaller, while forgiveness forces you to grow beyond what you were.


~Cherie Carter-Scott


It was hate at first sight. My fiancé Jake and I stood in his mother’s dim kitchen. The scent of old coffee filled the air as my future mother-in-law looked me over.


She turned to her son and announced, “It’s her or me.”


I stepped back in surprise and looked at Jake.


He squared his shoulders, and a muscle twitched in his jaw. His face reflected the same stubborn look his mother wore.


Jake grabbed my arm and steered me toward the door. As we walked out, he called over his shoulder, “It’s her.”


Months of mother/son separation ensued. Even though they lived in adjoining towns, Jake and his mom refused to visit or even phone each other.


I’d heard the term “stubborn as a Missouri mule.” Well, the mules could take a lesson from those two.


“Mom, why don’t you and Jake make up?” Jake’s sister asked.


“No. He chose that woman over me.”


Jake’s sister tried again. “Why don’t you like her?”


Mom thought for a while. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “She just rubs me the wrong way.”


After Jake and I married, visiting my in-laws during the holidays felt like torture. Jake’s mom veered between ignoring me to icy politeness, but she showed genuine love for Patty, our four-year-old daughter from my first marriage.


My sister-in-law’s twin girls were the same age as Patty. Mom showered them all with gifts, cookies, and love.


Still, no matter what I did, my mother-in-law liked me as much as a hernia.


If I bought her a present, it was the wrong color.


If I brought food, it was cooked incorrectly.


In the Great Cucumber Debacle of 1989, she disassembled my vegetable platter to slice the veggies thinner.


My bitterness and anger grew, leaving Jake stuck between two warring camps.


In the movies, a life-changing event transpires, and two adversaries lay aside their differences.


For me, it wasn’t an action flick or spy-drama occurrence.


My life changed completely when I turned it over to the Lord. I told my husband, “From now on, I’m thanking God for all the blessings in my life. Even your mother.”


Jake raised one eyebrow. “You’re thankful for my mother?”


I hesitated for a moment, slowed by newfound honesty. “Well, I’m grateful she gave me a wonderful husband. That’s a start.”


I focused on gratitude each time I thought of my mother-in-law. Her influence had produced my husband’s compassion, kindness, and thoughtfulness. Plus, I felt grateful that she accepted Patty as a beloved granddaughter.


Although it wasn’t a dramatic movie-scene turnaround, a softening had begun in Mom’s heart and mine. As the years passed, our once-prickly relationship grew into love.


Visits didn’t seem like torture anymore. Mom and I would snuggle side by side on her plush living-room sofa. I’d wrap myself in a blanket and breathe in the scent of baking cookies. She, always warm, would rub my terminally cold hands with hers.


“Don’t you ever get cold?” I asked.


She shook her head and smiled. “I’ve always been too warm. I used to stand barefoot in the snow to cool off.”


One day as we sat together on her sofa, she took my hand and sandwiched it between both of hers. I waited for her usual, “Your hand is so cold.”


Instead, she said, “I’m so glad you married my son. He couldn’t have found a better wife.”


I wrapped my arms around her, my heart overflowing with gratitude at her sweet words.


Life took a drastic turn when Mom went into the hospital for a cardiac ablation to correct her abnormal heart rhythm.


Instead of a routine procedure, she wound up with a nicked liver and a punctured heart. The surgical team worked frantically to save her. She lived, but she had gone without oxygen for far too long.


Despite therapy, she was plagued by physical issues and memory problems. She’d ask the same questions repeatedly. She, who’d always been so hot, couldn’t get warm.


As time went on, her health declined.


She’d still touch my hand and say, “Oh, your hands are so cold.” She’d cup my chilly hands in her icy ones and try to warm them, saying, “There, that’s better, isn’t it?”


“Absolutely, Mom. So much better.”


In odd moments, she’d turn to me and say, “I’m so glad you married my son.”


The night before she passed away, Mom and I spent some time alone in her dim hospital room.


She tossed and turned, restless and in pain. The beeping monitors and antiseptic smells added to her discomfort.


I held her hand and prayed quietly over her, then whispered, “I love you. Thanks for raising such a great husband for me.”


She stopped thrashing and looked at me in a brief moment of clarity.


I leaned close as she squeezed my hand and murmured the last words she spoke to me.


“I’m glad you married my son.”


“Me, too, Mom,” I whispered. “Me, too.”


The moment ended, and she began her agitated rocking again.


The next morning, Mom was gone. I was grateful she wasn’t suffering anymore. Grateful for the years we’d spent as friends. Grateful for the husband she’d given me. Grateful for her impact on my life.


Yes, it was hate at first sight, but I’m so grateful it was love at last sight.


~Jeanie Jacobson
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Step by Step


Stepparents are not around to replace a biological parent, rather to augment a child’s life experience.


~Azriel Johnson


I suppose it wasn’t easy for either of us in the beginning. Welcoming an out-of-control fifteen-year-old boy into one’s home would be difficult for any stepmom. Walking into a new family in a different house in a strange city could tip any teenager over the edge. It did for me, but Judy placed her apprehension aside and embraced me. She saw the good in me, even if it lay buried under years of pain and distrust.


It certainly helped that three great kids came with her. The two boys and I hit it off right away. They were athletes even at a young age, and we played indoors and out every day. The older daughter pecked at me whenever she could, but I gave as good as I got. We all grew close over time.


Judy was a busy working mom, but she always made time to inquire about her kids’ worlds. I don’t think it was idle conversation either; Judy always showed genuine interest.


She and my dad met at the tail end of two troubled marriages. They loved each other enough to throw everything into a bag, shake well, and plow ahead with life. They began as two adults with three kids. Then I came along, and after that one of my brothers. They bought a bigger house, got everyone situated, and ran with it.


I remember one day talking with Judy’s sister on the phone. We got onto the subject of my mom and dad’s split, and I mentioned how sad I felt for my mom. “But isn’t it wonderful that your dad is happy now?” she said. I’d never thought about it like that before. From then on, I saw Judy in a new way—as a companion for my dad, a guy who’d had his own share of troubles. I began to love her as a person and as my stepmother.


I trudged through high school and community college, and flailed around here and there, not really accomplishing anything. I’m sure Judy and Dad had a few conversations about me, but I think Judy always saw the spark. Judy always looked for the good in everyone.


I stumbled through my “idiot years,” as I like to call them. Everyone threw up their hands, and rightly so, but I’d like to think Judy held onto a silent hope that maybe I’d finally straighten myself out. I can see it in her eyes these days, and in that beautiful smile: true happiness and honest motherly pride. I’m a university professor and an author of children’s fantasy novels.


She knows how much I love my cats. She e-mails me pictures and videos of cute felines, and buys me kitty-cat Christmas presents. One year, she bought me a 365-day magnetized kitten calendar for the refrigerator—a simple gift, but one with great meaning for me.


Judy sends birthday cards to everyone in the family; she never forgets. She gets as much pleasure out of it as the recipients. She also loves to entertain. Having the clan over for Christmas is a joy for her. The family has grown substantially—eight kids, most with their own kids. Throw in grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and you could have the neighbor’s kids at the party and no one would ever know. And no one plays Santa better than Judy.


She takes care of my dad now; he’s ninety-five years old and surprisingly alert, but physically slowing down. I’m sure it’s doubly tough on her; she has to watch a man she loves deteriorate before her eyes, and she’s taken on the lion’s share of the domestic workload. I wish I could pay her back for all the little things she’s done by sending a maid over twice a month.


For now, it will have to be simple gestures. We held a family birthday party recently. I sat and talked with her grandson, a young man who lost his father a couple of years ago. He has challenges ahead of him, but with the right nudge he might find his path.


Judy sent me an e-mail thanking me for spending time with him, but I recognized that I was just like that grandson way back when. Everyone needs someone to talk to about life’s challenges. I think Judy sees the same spark in him that she saw in me many years ago. I’m sure she’ll never give up on him either.


We talk periodically. Whether by e-mail or by phone, I can always envision her smile in the background. On different days, that smile might be directed at her husband, her children, friends, co-workers, or the hostess at a restaurant. She gives it away freely. Judy wants everyone she meets to be happy.


Sometimes, I felt self-imposed pressure to refer to Judy as my mother, especially since my own mom passed some years ago. However, I now realize the folly in that idea. Judy is my stepmom, and she’s fulfilled her role with dignity, patience, and deep devotion. I love her for being exactly that, and I feel privileged that she became a part of my life more than forty years ago.


~Kevin Gerard
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Every Age and Stage


I would maintain that thanks are the highest form of thought, and that gratitude is happiness doubled by wonder.


~G.K. Chesterton


Being born into a military family set the stage for me to have many mothers in my life. It would be a challenge to identify the one who had the greatest impact, because they were all perfect for me at the time they stepped forward to mother me.


My mother died when I was seven. One of my cherished memories is hearing her merrily singing popular Broadway tunes as they came on the car radio. Few things have brought me greater joy than belting out the lyrics to musicals with my own children.


My first stepmother happened to have been my older brother’s fifth-grade teacher the year my mother passed. While her stay in our lives was a mere six months, I vividly remember her hand clasping mine as we stood in line to see The Sound of Music. That memory impressed upon my young heart that simple acts of concern, care, and compassion can go a long way toward bringing hope and reassurance to a grieving soul.


My second stepmother entered our lives in a fashion that would have been comical if it hadn’t bordered on desperate. On the verge of deployment to Vietnam from his assigned base in the Caribbean, the obvious need for someone to watch his three children may have nudged my father into a hasty marriage to a recently divorced mother of four.


A backyard wedding was followed by a honeymoon cruise through the nearby islands. The seven children, from six to sixteen years old, began exploring our new life together. One of the most fascinating aspects of this arrangement was how nonchalant the involved adults appeared to be over the obvious language barrier. Our four new stepsiblings were native Spanish speakers, and the three of us, fairly new to the island and mostly isolated on the military base, spoke only English. Over the next few months, we somehow managed to come up with our own version of Spanglish and communicated fairly effectively over the next five years.


Our new stepmother impressed upon us the value of determination and hard work. She added to the family income through both her small tailoring shop (an impressively self-taught skill) and the beautician service she ran in our screened-in carport-turned-salon. In addition to the responsibilities of raising the seven children of a blended family and running those two businesses, she also kept an immaculate home. She managed all of this largely on her own while my father volunteered for three back-to-back deployments as he pursued his military career and the extra pay that helped to keep our motley crew afloat.


A final tour to Europe and my father’s retirement seemed to strain the union, and another marriage dissolved into divorce. Through this new set of circumstances, the love of another kind of mother came into my life—a foster mother.


Friends of mine were about to be stationed in the Pacific Northwest. While helping them clean, organize, and prepare for the arrival of the moving company (skills that often become second nature to military brats), my friend’s mother looked at me tearfully and said, “I’m going to miss you so much! Why don’t you come with us?”


Phone calls were made and meetings ensued, which included legal guardianship and money to cover travel and living expenses. And thus I came to experience the love of this new kind of mother. She may have had no biological or marital obligation to care for the child she was “fostering,” but she embraced mothering another soul simply because she had it in her heart to do so. What a special kind of blessing it is to be so loved!


Several years and another foster mother later, my college education was interrupted by my own marriage. Here I found the love of yet another kind of mother—a mother-in-law. My mother-in-law had seven children of her own. Her only son was my new husband, and she had six daughters ranging in age from twelve to twenty. In the midst of her own bustling life, she had the heart to welcome another daughter into her circle. Through her example, I learned we can always make room in our hearts to love someone new—even when our cup is full!


Almost four years of infertility revealed to me that a mother’s instinct can be powerful enough to propel a woman to overcome tremendous obstacles. When my firstborn child arrived after a challenging pregnancy, the kaleidoscope of love from all the mothers in my life seemed to arrange themselves into a beautiful pattern, illuminated by the dawn of my own motherhood. Early motherhood insecurities gave way to joy as our family grew over the years, through birth and adoption, to seven children of our own. Now I have experienced the joys and sorrows of being a natural mother, an adoptive mother, a mother-in-law, and more recently, a grandmother.


A friend of mine shared with me once that her mother had commented about me, “She is a natural-born mother. It comes to her like falling off a log.”


She obviously had no idea how the very thought of being a mother had caused me to break out into a cold sweat as a young woman. But the host of beautiful mothers who helped me navigate through a variety of situations and circumstances encouraged me along the way—as only mothers can.


I marvel at all the mothers who have touched my life. Those mentioned here, plus grandmothers, pastors’ wives, and nurturing friends, have all provided what I needed during the different stages of my life. I’ve been blessed beyond measure by each of them.


~Donna Lorrig
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The Driving Lesson


A well-balanced person is one who finds both sides of an issue laughable.


~Herbert Procknow


At sixteen, I possessed something every teenager dreams of . . . a learner’s permit. But unlike most kids my age, I was terrified by the thought of navigating almost two tons of crushing steel.


“Do you want to drive home?” Mom asked when she picked me up from my after-school house-cleaning job.


I hesitated. “Really? Are you sure?”


Mom nodded with confidence. “You’ll do fine.”


“Okay.” I hopped into the driver’s seat of our Ford Galaxie 500.


“You’ve got plenty of room to back up,” she said while I maneuvered in Mrs. Carlson’s driveway.


The car bumped over potholes down the long dirt drive. When we reached the county road, I stopped. “Now, look both ways,” Mom instructed. “Turn your wheel to the left. Give it some gas, but take it slow. We’re not in any hurry.”


I pulled onto the narrow two-lane road. We rolled along fine until a pickup truck barreled up behind us. Mom stiffened her back and leaned forward. I glanced in the rearview mirror. I guess it didn’t occur to the man driving the blue rust bucket to slow down as he crowded our bumper. When I failed to speed up, he blasted his horn. My fingers clenched the wheel.


Mom pointed. “You’d better turn into the next driveway and let this guy pass.”


Before I reached the place where I needed to turn, the guy laid on his horn again. In a panic, Mom exclaimed. “Turn, turn here. I said turn!”


I could see I wasn’t close enough to make the turn, but I did as instructed. I jerked the steering wheel with a hard crank to the right and our car plunged into the ditch alongside the road. My foot slammed down on the gas pedal, and the engine bellowed like an angry bull. Our old Galaxie flew airborne up the other side of the ditch and plowed through a fence.


Mom yelled, “Hit the brake!” We bounced in the seat as the car landed with a thud in the middle of a pasture.


My hands dropped from the steering wheel. For a moment, we sat silently. I took several deep breaths, afraid to look at my mom.


Finally, she asked, “Are you okay?”


“Yeah.” I turned to face her. I expected a harsh scolding, but when our eyes met, we burst into hysterical laughter. We threw open the doors and climbed from the car. Still laughing, we leaned against the fenders to steady ourselves.


Two brown horses stopped munching grass in the adjoining field. They trotted over to the wire fence to observe the strange happenings. If horses have eyebrows, theirs were certainly raised. They tilted their heads and stared, mouths agape. Their funny expressions triggered more giggles.


“Excuse me,” a man’s voice interrupted. “Excuse me. Are you ladies okay?”


We spotted the blue pickup parked in the driveway and an older man hiking toward us, totally confused at what was so funny.


Mom quickly pulled herself to a more dignified pose. Still shaken, she staggered through tall clumps of grass toward the irritated truck driver. “Yes, we’re fine. I was just giving my daughter a driving lesson.”


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I would never have honked my horn if I’d known a teenager was behind the wheel.”


He checked the car over and didn’t see any damage. However, the tires had sunk into the soft ground, leaving us stranded.


“Well, I’m in a hurry. As long as you ladies are okay, I’ll be on my way.”


“Thank you for stopping to check on us,” Mom said.


We watched him hop into his truck and drive off. “You’d think he might have offered us a ride,” I said.


The property owner didn’t answer the door when we knocked. Mom scribbled a note with our name and phone number and wrote we’d be back to claim the car and have the fence repaired. Then we walked to her friend Jeannie’s house, which wasn’t far.


After a cup of tea and a good chuckle, Jeanie drove us home.


When Dad arrived home from work that evening, the first words out of his mouth were, “Where’s the car?”


Mom and I exchanged a knowing smile, sealing a new bond between us. She told Dad what happened and admitted being partly at fault for overreacting to the situation. For the first time in my life, I saw her as a person, not just my mother.


And, thanks to Mom, that was not my last driving lesson.


~Kathleen Kohler
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Love Engraved


A gift consists not in what is done or given, but in the intention of the giver or doer.


~Seneca, Moral Essays: Volume III


When my brother Paul and I were in middle school, we ordered a “personally engraved Mother’s Day plaque” for our mom a few months before the big day. Being teenagers, we forgot all about it until one Saturday morning when we found ourselves face to face with a tough-looking teenager at our front door holding a small plastic-wrapped object stamped “C.O.D.”


“You ordered a plaque cash on delivery,” he said.


We were broke, so I did the only thing I could—stopped Mom in her slippers and asked if we could borrow twenty dollars.


“What for?” she asked suspiciously.


“We can’t tell you.”


Sensing our desperation, she turned and went into the bedroom while the three of us—Paul, I, and the plaque dude—waited awkwardly.


We heard her muffled conversation with my dad.


“What do they need it for?”


“I don’t know.”


“Who’s at the door?”


“I DON’T KNOW.”


Our parents came out cautiously. Mom handed me a tightly folded twenty-dollar bill. I gave it to Plaque Man, who released the shrink-wrapped tribute like a little hostage and left without another word.


“Happy Mother’s Day!” I said to Mom, handing over the mystery object.


Mom opened the plastic wrapping and stared at the plaque, which was much tinier in real life than it had appeared in the catalog. She fingered the thin plate on which her own name was cheaply etched.


My father blurted out, “THIS cost TWENTY dollars?”


Over the next few years, I saw that plaque displayed prominently in the living room, then on a bedroom shelf leaning on some books, and later, beneath the books.


My mother’s name rubbed off in a matter of weeks, and the plate developed sickly green spots, like moldy bread. The plaque ultimately migrated to the garage, and finally vanished.


Looking back, the plaque was pathetic as tributes go, but then the same might be said of Mother’s Day itself. How can an entire year’s worth of appreciation be captured in one day, one card, or one gift?


My mother can’t cook well, rarely offers advice, and is uncomfortable with excessive human sentiment. Her maternal instinct is limited to a small range, with worry on one end and denial on the other. But she showed me one thing: what it means to be unconditionally supported, no matter what I do.


The memory of that awful, cheap plaque struck me suddenly last week as I accepted a handmade Father’s Day card from my daughter. I thanked her as if it were the most valuable gift she could give me—and indeed it was.


Impulsively, I called my mom. I told her that, in my mind, no one can hold a candle to her—and not just because it would light her liberally applied perfume on fire.


She had no recollection of the plaque incident and when I reminded her, she responded in a way that brought the moment instantly back to me: “I can’t believe I gave you twenty dollars!”


She never asked for that twenty back, maybe recognizing that the memory—and the intention attached to it—is now worth much more. That’s a true motherhood instinct if there ever was one.


~Joel Schwartzberg
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Dear Mothers


Mothers hold their children’s hands for a short while, but their hearts forever.


~Author Unknown


Dear Mother,


You were utterly unknown to me. I imagined your face, your hair, your touch, but you were merely wisps of smoke, and I played a child’s guessing game.


You gave me life when you didn’t have to; you carried me, nurtured me, nourished me inside. Then you let me go.


***


Dearest Mother,


You longed for me. I was a dream in your heart that couldn’t come true. Yet you found a way. You believed that if you wanted something truly enough, purely enough, it would come to you. You traveled far for me at a moment’s notice.


You brought me into your life and gave me a home. We shared the same birthday, and you said I was the greatest gift you ever received. You cared for me, nurtured me, and helped me to grow. You were there for my first step, my first day of school, and my first period. When I was sick, you sang to me—off key.


You taught me to ride a bike. You taught me to celebrate my successes. And when I had failures, you commiserated with me, encouraging me to try again. When my heart was broken, you held me and cried with me. But you never promised me it wouldn’t break again.


We were a real family, as real as any other. You told me where I came from while still making me feel loved. And when Daddy died, you made sure that I still felt safe and adored. When I needed him, as a willful adolescent, you did all you could to take his place. I gave you more kinds of grief than I could count, but you loved me anyway.


When I became engaged, you rejoiced for me. You welcomed my fiancé into our family without hesitation and began planning a beautiful wedding. My heart broke in a million irreparable pieces when you died before you could walk down the aisle with me. I realized that we’re never too old to need our mothers.


***


Dear, Dear Mother,


You embraced me when I married your only son. You took me in as your own daughter, even though you had two others. You have always been there for me. When I became a mother, you shared your wisdom as my own mother would have but couldn’t. You gave me a family when mine was gone and made me feel a part of something bigger than myself. And you got to be something my mother never did: a grandmother.


***


Now I’m a mother. I endeavor to live up to the examples set by all the mothers in my life, I hope that the young women I am raising will become mothers like the ones who came before them.


~Audrey RL Wyatt
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Stuck


A mother is a daughter’s first best friend.


~Author Unknown


My mom says that when I was a toddler, she carried me everywhere on her hip. “You would sit right here and wrap your legs around me like a little koala,” she says. “I had to cook while holding you, vacuum . . . sometimes I even used the bathroom like that because you wouldn’t let me put you down.”


I used to cringe whenever she reminded me of this, especially in front of my friends from high school, but it’s very true. I’ve always been close with my mom, and I love spending time with her. We’re a lot alike, with frizzy auburn hair, freckled skin, and the same goofy sense of humor. Growing up, it was just the two of us, and I always looked up to her. To me, she was not only the coolest mom in the world, but also the most amazing friend.
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