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      Sons are for fathers. So goes the party line. And I believed it … until I gazed into the sweet, old soul face of my newborn son and knew the real truth: Sons are for mothers, too.

      Still, during my son's growing-up years, I found it difficult to completely ignore the advice of “experts” and well-meaning loved ones who discouraged close relationships between mothers and sons. Some said it was unwise, potentially even harmful, for a son to form a close bond with his mother. Others claimed it was simply not possible, that the natural order of things is for boys to distance themselves from their mothers. As the young and conscientious mom of a first (and only) son, I often found myself weighing my strong instinct to nurture our mother-son relationship against the fear that getting too close might somehow thwart or damage his “maleness.”

      What utter nonsense, I realize now. Thankfully, my instincts won out most of the time. And from the day my bouncing baby boy made his grand entrance twenty-eight years ago, the two of us have shared a bond that is as deep, strong, abiding, rich, and natural as any mother-daughter and any father-son connection could be. But it is different, in some ways.

      While growing up, my son was always a bit of a mystery to me. Unlike his two older sisters — whose emotions, thought processes, and behavior I could usually anticipate and understand — my son as often as not baffled me. He would say or do something, and I'd think, Huh? What is that about? Where did that come from? When I did unravel the whys and wherefores behind his alien behavior — when I figured out (more or less) what he was thinking and feeling — I was even more surprised. His perspective was definitely different from mine.

      Frankly, I rather enjoyed the element of surprise and the journey of discovery that having a close relationship with my son allowed. As confusing and frustrating as the mismatch of our wavelengths could be, it was also intriguing and enlightening, often endearing, and sometimes flat-out funny. In discovering what made my “tiny man” tick, I learned a lot about the male psyche and about myself, as both a mother and a woman.

      Our open and honest relationship also enabled me to provide my son with some insight into — and, I hope, a deeper appreciation for — the female perspective. I was determined to help him become a manly man who was also a gentleman. Sometimes, I might have gone a little overboard in my mission.

      One of the meanest things I ever said to my son was in response to his complaint, when asked to do dishes, about having to do “girls' work.” It was the third time he'd griped about being assigned “girly” household chores. The first two times, I'd explained that the only fair and valid qualification for determining someone's right or responsibility to do a task was ability. He could do dishes as well as I could take out trash. I'd explained that being relegated to a job you didn't want to do and being prohibited from doing a job you wanted to do simply because of your gender was demeaning. This was a hot button for me, and he knew it. So, on his third gripe, I snapped. In anger, I called him a “sexist little pig” and assigned him dinner dishes for the entire week.

      That night, shortly after I'd gone to bed, I heard sobs coming from my son's bedroom. He was fourteen; crying wasn't cool, and he rarely did it. I went to his room, sat on his bed, and stroking his spiky hair, I asked him what was wrong.

      “You hate me,” he said, his voice cracking on “hate.”

      “Sweetheart, I do not hate you. I love you with all my heart,” I said.

      “How can you love me if you think I'm a sexist pig? You hate sexist pigs!” he wailed.

      I apologized for calling him a nasty name and hurting his feelings. But, I explained once again, it was important to me that he understand that sexism, like racism and other forms of prejudice, is offensive and hurtful, too.

      “I understand, Mom,” he said. “I'm sorry.”

      “I'm sorry, too,” I said. “Truce?”

      “Truce.”

      We shook pinky fingers, and then I kissed his forehead and I stood to head back to bed.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do I still have to do dishes every night this week?”

      “Yes.”

      Silence, followed by a deep sigh.

      “Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you, Son.”

      That's how it is with my son and me. No matter how far apart our points of view might be, no matter how upset we might get with one another, it always comes down to that: a truce. An eternal alliance. A loving, respectful acceptance of our differences. A joyful celebration of our commonalities. An unbreakable, unshakable bond.

      There was a time, though, when I thought we'd lost our connection — and, worse, that I'd lost my son, and worst, that he'd lost himself, to a debilitating brain injury and resultant neurobiological disorder. During the first five years following the brain injury, my son was disconnected from reality, and from me, much of the time. Though I barely recognized him and though he repeatedly pushed me away, I tried unceasingly to reach and reconnect with the beautiful boy whose gentle soul I'd known even before his birth. As he sat or paced in stonewalled silence, distant and distracted, I would quietly recount, over and over again, every special moment, every magical connection, we had shared as a family and as mother and son.

      I reminded him of our nightly ritual, which began when he was a toddler and extended all the way through high school. Just before drifting off to sleep, he would call out from his room, “Love you, Mama/ Mommy/Mom,” and I would answer, “Love you, Son.” Even when he slept over at his dad's or someone else's house, he couldn't sleep until we'd exchanged our “love you” routine over the phone.

      I recalled how, when I was carrying him in my tummy, he'd “dance” when I played my favorite tunes — Joni Mitchell, the Beatles, Paul Simon, Motown. How, before he could walk, he'd grab my fingers with his dimpled hands, pull himself up, and shake his diapered booty to the grooves. How, as a teen — when his buddies weren't around — he'd play his guitar along to my old tapes. How we'd sing out loud together in the car, sometimes making up outrageously silly songs, like a country-western parody that began with the line, “My wife done left me for the butcher in the holler.”

      I recalled how, when he was a baby, I'd hum while I rocked him and coo, “Ahhh, my tiny man.” One evening, when he was no more than two or three months old, as I rocked and hummed and cooed to him, I was startled by a strange sound, almost like a frog croaking, and realized it was my little one “ahhhing” right along with me.

      I retold the story of our drive home from preschool one afternoon, when he enthusiastically obeyed my request to refasten his seatbelt.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You are such a good little boy.”

      “No, my not!” he said.

      “You're not a good little boy?” I asked.

      “I'm not a little boy.”

      “Oh, excuse me … you're right. You're a very good big boy.”

      “No … ,” he said, exasperated. “I'm a tiny man.”

      My tiny man, I wanted to add, but didn't then nor all those years later when I was trying to remind him of who he was, who I was, who we were. Instead, I reminded him of the many times when he'd been, indeed, my tiny man — my most ardent admirer and most mighty protector. I told him about the time we were at a baseball game and a fellow spectator paid a little too much attention to yours truly. My son stood up on the seat next to me, stretched on tiptoes to his full three-feet height, puffed out his Superman T-shirted chest, wrapped his meaty little arm around my neck in a death grip, fixed his evil eye on my admirer, and between clenched teeth growled, “She's my mama!”

      In recalling these and countless other precious mother-son memories, I was saying to my lost boy, I am your mama! I will always be your mama. Our bond shall not be broken. I will not let go of you or give up on you.

      
        I will hold on to you and keep on reaching for you until you find your way back.
      

      And he did, thanks in large part to an exceptional doctor, to medical science, and to my son's own courage and tenacity. But I also know, without a shadow of a doubt, that our close relationship helped pull him, and me, through the darkness and back into the light. It gave us hope and understanding, comfort and strength. Today, our bond is deeper than ever, our relationship closer than ever. And I look forward to discovering new mysteries and joys as the mother of a son who has grown up to be an exceptional human being … and quite the manly gentleman.

      In A Cup of Comfort for Mothers & Sons, you will discover many tender and telling stories about real-life mothers and sons. Some of the stories will tug at your heartstrings; others will tickle your funny bone. As a collection, these stories reveal the depth and breadth, and capture the magic and beauty, of the special bond between mothers and sons. And each story provides living testimony to something those of us blessed with close mother-son relationships already know: Sons are for mothers, too.

      Enjoy!

      
        Colleen Sell
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      I heard ice cubes rattling and turned to see my adult son pouring a Coke. Talking a blue streak, he grabbed the last ice from the bin and emptied out four new trays. Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome, he looked every inch a man. But I needed one last bit of proof that he was well launched into adulthood, so I watched.

      He filled the trays with water and replaced them in the freezer. I gave him ten points, rejoicing at how far we've both come. During his adolescence, ice cubes had triggered our biggest fight.

      Just old enough to have his own set of car keys jingling in his pocket, he had developed an ice cube passion. My husband and I went to sleep at night to crunching sounds coming from his bedroom and were frequently jarred awake an hour later as he mindlessly rattled more cubes in a plastic mug. Ice cubes were his crutch, his pacifier.

      Though I worried about possible damage to his teeth, that he didn't refill the empty trays rankled me even more. Our neighbors grew accustomed to my appearance at 5:30 P.M., clutching an ice bucket like a saffron-clad Tibetan monk with a begging bowl.

      In increasingly heated exchanges, I stressed that it wasn't about ice as much as it was about responsibility within the family. Ice cubes became the metaphor for all of my issues with his teenaged self-centeredness. As the empty trays remained unfilled, my complaints veered off into his messy bedroom, dirty dishes left on the kitchen counter, smeared toothpaste on the bathroom sink, or his car parked across our driveway. The list went on and on, but it always began and ended with ice cubes.

      One evening at dinnertime, after a difficult day at work, I opened the freezer for ice. Nothing. Furious, I turned and saw the empty trays at the far end of the counter. Gripping one tray like a war club, I rounded on my son and, if words could do bodily harm, he might still be in a cast. As it was, I yelled, he swore, I hit him on the arm with the empty tray, he pushed me against the counter, and I screamed, “Out!”

      In tears of rage, he slammed out the door, and I threw the tray against the wall.

      I stood still, ashamed of the things I had said but certain that all fault lay with my son. My husband shook his head sorrowfully and made another trip next door with the ice bucket. My son circled the house, came in the front door, and went upstairs to his room. As the rest of us ate dinner, his unoccupied chair spoke volumes.

      At bedtime, I listened outside his door. Silence. I knocked, and when he didn't throw something at the door, I interpreted it as permission to enter.

      He lay with one arm across his eyes. His adolescent body filled the narrow bed, and my memory flew back in time to when he was nine months old. I heard once again his palms slapping against the wooden floors as he crawled at top speed toward me when I came home from work. Chubby hands then, with grubby bits of graham cracker stuck between the fingers. Now those same hands were broad and tanned, with tendons where lovely dimples once lurked. Scrapes from dirt bike injuries marred his knuckles. His broken nails needed trimming, but I no longer had the job of imprisoning his fat little hands to clip the fingernails after his nightly bath.

      His overlapping bare feet looked like Christ's on the cross, pale and long and narrow. A surfing sock line separated his chalky feet from the deep tan above. Peeking from beneath his frayed cutoffs were knobby knees scarred by surfboard collisions with coral reefs. Those same knees had been his most ticklish spot in infancy, and I ached to once again squeeze the flesh above them. I wanted others to love him as much as I did. I wanted a guarantee that his selfish, thoughtless behavior would disappear and that he would turn into the mature, compassionate son I had always expected to raise.

      What had I done wrong?

      I knew I couldn't touch him, not yet, but in my heart I yearned to kiss his fingertips or bury my nose in the sweaty male scent of his tousled hair. I wanted to whisper my love, to hold him in my arms and sing “Kumbaya” once more.

      Instead, I knelt and said, “Colin, I'm so sorry I lost my temper, but I don't know what to do. When you don't refill the ice cube trays, it drives me crazy.”

      Only a strangled sniff came from the bed.

      I touched him. He didn't flinch, so I held his hand. He squeezed my fingers, and my heart soared like a bird released from a cage.

      “Mom … ,” he began, but paused.

      I kissed his fingers and waited for him to collect himself.

      He tried again. “Mom, there's something I don't understand. I just don't understand why you get so upset about this.”

      I took a deep breath, choking back a resurgence of irritation. Speak calmly, I told myself. “Because when you leave us without any ice cubes, it makes me …”

      He lowered his arm with a jerk and stared up at the ceiling. “Mom, listen to me. Just listen, will you? Look. I've never been arrested. I don't use drugs. I don't smoke. I've never gotten a DUI. I always let you know where I am. And I've never gotten a girl pregnant.”

      He paused, turned his head, and stared at me. His chin trembled as he continued, “I just don't understand why you get so upset about ice cubes!”

      Ice cubes.

      I swallowed around an enormous lump in my throat. Then I kissed his damp forehead. Looking into those blue, blue eyes, I relaxed for the first time in hours.

      “I'll make a deal with you,” I said. “You keep taking care of all that stuff, and from now on I'll take care of the ice cubes.”

      Every afternoon until he left for college, I emptied ice cubes into the bin and refilled the trays. First thing each morning I did it again. I made so much ice every day that he never had to deal with the trays at all. I kept my part of the bargain, and he kept his.

      I figured that, by far, I got the better part of the deal.

      
        Peggy Vincent
      

      This story was first published as “Tensions at Home Suddenly Thaw” in the Christian Science Monitor, September 15, 2000.
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      My hero never carried me out of a burning building or cracked a walnut with his biceps. He did not earn a Purple Heart or a boxing championship. He is no famous quarterback, and he does not have the leading-man looks of Robert Redford. He is no Aeneas, Spartacus, or Hamlet — a legend beyond his time. My hero has not even come of age yet, for he is my six-year-old son, William.

      I had the first glimpse of my son's unique brand of quiet heroism when his sister was born and screamed her head off the first three months of her life. William exhibited no sibling rivalry or jealousy, but instead showed sympathy for my inability to console colicky Caroline. He did not ask me why I was running the vacuum cleaner again just so I would not hear her rage in the other room. He understood without being told how frustrated I was when I got up repeatedly to go to her room. One time, he told me to sit down, that he would take care of it. And he did. I can still see him walking into her room, his little redhead barely tall enough to peep inside the high crib. With his arm at an odd angle, he patted her tense back with his chubby little hand, cooing, “Hush, little sister. Don't cry.” Hearing her brother's voice, she grew quiet momentarily.

      I can still feel his hand on my back, too, when I — crazed with postpartum blues — was sobbing because Caroline would not stop crying. I saw the concern in his eyes, and I witnessed his exemplary big-man behavior. He was my rock in a house full of wailing women. He saved my life right then and there — and he might have even saved the life of his infant sister. He was three years old.

      Though mother-son relationships are often special, my bond with William was extraordinary for the telepathy we shared. For example, for a while, I felt a certain irritation with complete strangers who would walk up to my one-year-old daughter, stoop down to the stroller, and pinch her in the cheek or kiss her on the head. One day, I found myself in an elevator with Caroline in the stroller and William standing next to me. In walked an elderly lady with blue hair and arthritic hands. The moment she saw Caroline's dimpled cheeks, she reached out her clawlike hand. Here we go again, I thought. At that moment, William hissed with the venom of a snake, “Stop! Don't you touch her!” The lady's outstretched arm froze in midair.

      A more heroic example of our connectedness occurred when William's three-year-old girlfriend was so enamored with the falling snow that she started running to catch the flakes, not noticing the busy street she was heading toward. Just as I was thinking of racing after her, William hollered and dashed after his friend, then overtook her and threw his toddler body in front of her — much to her mother's gratitude. This was truly one of his more heroic acts in the conventional sense, but William's heroism has often been most sublime when he has exhibited insight and empathy beyond his years.

      I mean, I knew I had an unusual child when William, at three, told me he had “terrible heartburn again.” At first I ascribed the comment to his having watched too many Maalox commercials, but then, when he told me, at four, he was missing his “other, normal life,” I began to seriously wonder.

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, sitting down next to him.

      William rolled his eyes to underscore his feeling that mothers exist to ask inane questions, and then he replied, “Because … I really miss my wife and kids.” His voice broke, but like kids are wont to do, he moved on immediately. He jumped off the couch, raced into the front yard, and hopped onto his tricycle like a hardened cowboy.

      “Well, he could have been referring to a previous life,” crackled my sister over the long-distance phone line. Although I didn't want to rule out anything, because death and otherworldly matters give me the creeps, I was skeptical. So, I wrote it off as the kind of “old soul” remark William was able to make simply because his powers of observation, imagination, and articulation were more advanced than those of most kids his age.

      However, when his little preschool friend, Elise, came over for lunch one day, I had another insight into William's connection with “The Beyond.” While riding in our car, Elise and William exchanged views about God and church. As the driver, I relish such moments, because young kids are remarkably candid in the backseat of a car, probably because they think nobody's listening, giving me all the more reason to eavesdrop. The topic of Heaven came up, and Elise giggled like an older schoolgirl, eyebrows raised and laughter coming out in snorts and hiccups. William did not share her hilarity. On the contrary, he pulled his train engineer cap farther down his face and stared solemnly out of the window.

      Then he said, “Well, I can remember Heaven rather clearly. I even think I remember God.”

      Elise thought this was hysterical and bounced up and down in her car seat with glee.

      Clenching his jaw, William continued as if in a trancelike state. “There were goats. It was good. I liked it.”

      After these revelations, there followed a brief cooling-off period between William and Elise. When I later asked him whether they were still friends, he sighed with the sophistication of someone who has had years of therapy and said, “Mom, Elise and I have a very complicated relationship.”

      To me, William's heroism lies in these kinds of comments. It seems he has had a whole life behind him already — a life in which he has faced, and learned from, moral dilemmas. He never was a child; he was always a little man. He even dressed like one: pants with cuffs, dress shirts, ties, penny loafers. People would ask me whether we had come from a funeral, because William was always so dressed up. One blazing hot summer he refused to wear shorts because they were not “fashionable” enough. (I think he meant “formal.”) I remember him sitting in the sandbox at the park, his cheeks flaming red, his tie getting in the way as he scooped up sand.

      Now, at almost-seven, he will not come near a button-down shirt, or tie, or penny loafers. But his old-soul style has remained, and with it comes a compassion that has made him a hero among his peers too. William stands up for the weaker ones in his class. He was outraged the other day when one of the boys characterized a shy girl as someone “you can push aside” because she “has no feelings to begin with.” In the playground, William protects his little sister like a lion, a role she has gratefully acknowledged by calling him “Daddy” when her real daddy is out of town.

      In a culture that is fed by adventure movies, crashing cars, and blazing guns, the conventional hero is often male, good-looking, and muscular: Rambo. But as a woman, I am much more drawn to the anti Rambo, the kind of sensitive guy who can talk about his feelings without losing his backbone — the kind of man who does not have to put on any bravado. William is such a guy, and as his mother, I cherish his sensitive qualities as grand and gutsy assets that will serve him better than countless hours of pumping weights in the gym.

      William and I don't have telepathic moments anymore, and our early intimacy has now given way to play dates, school, and sports. I see my role in his life receding into the background, and I am trying to be brave about it. Recently, I made my first long-distance trip away from him (and his father and sister). I tried not to think too much of it when he told me on the phone, with the indifference of a teenager, that he didn't really miss me. That is when I realized I had lost my sensitive and precocious little William, who, on a second call, did not even bother to come to the phone. On the third day, when I called again, I secretly rejoiced when his father told me William had peed in his bed, an accident that has never happened in my presence. I tried not to overanalyze, telling myself that bedwetting didn't necessarily mean he was missing me or experiencing some maternal separation anxiety.

      When I saw his happy face at the airport, I thought, Yes, he did miss me. Or does he just know about the presents in my suitcase? But I knew for certain that our connection was intact when, at home, he wanted to cuddle, his long legs dangling off my “shrunken” lap, and when, just before he drifted off to sleep, he told me he was worried that Julia Child would no longer cook now that she had turned ninety.

      “And Mom, did you know that a killer whale is not a whale but a dolphin?”

      I told him I did not, and felt tempted to ask him if he knew he'd had a wife and kids in a former life. But I refrained, because … well, even heroes need to grow up and even old souls need to be children.

      
        Inez Hollander
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      Tom rocked slowly, rhythmically, his head bobbing in time. The chair by the living room window had been his refuge and haven, his vantage point set at a safe distance from the passing world outside. It was a gentle rocking that afforded him a virtual hypnotic escape into a detachment safe from the bustling masses, which he did not understand and that had no time for his simple ways. He had kept his vigil for all these many years, softly murmuring to himself remembrances of yesterdays. He watched. He listened. Mostly he rocked.

      Today, turning toward the kitchen, he gazed at his sister, Nina, who now moved about intent on arranging a lunch tray for Mama. He took comfort in the thought that Nina had always appeared from somewhere whenever there was a need, like the day Papa died and she had come to take care of things.

      A deep frown creased Tom's brow, as he recalled that morning when they took his father away. Mama had pulled him aside to tell him that Papa was gone, but then she was enveloped by all the people who had come to pay respects. Nina had been there, and it relieved him to catch her looking at him from time to time. Tom had rocked and stared, but felt unable to slip away into his realm of whispered memories, for grief was new to him and made him wonder about the world even more than before. When night did come, the house turned cold and empty. He had never turned in until Papa gave the word, which Tom, in his dependence, needed and interpreted almost as a good-night blessing. It was late when Mama turned to him, waved a hand in tired resignation, and whispered, “Papa is no more. Go to bed.” Tom ran his hand over her cheek and went off to spend a confused, sleepless night. He felt lost without Papa, but somehow he knew his mother suffered even more.

      Time passed, and now Mama was sick. Tom knew it was serious because Nina had arrived once again. Her presence brought on memories of the days when he was bigger than she, when Papa would send him to walk her to grammar school. How good it felt to have her tiny hand in his, as they came to a crossing. Then, as a goodbye, he would gently caress her soft cheek, as he left her safe on the school playground. Now, Nina was all grown up, and actually, he liked it better that way, because she could provide for him, especially since it was frighteningly clear that today Mama could not.

      Tom knew that in the past his mother had always been there, willing and able to please everyone. In the times when Papa lived, she had made sure that both he and Tom received just what they wanted and needed. Now, she could not come to the kitchen, and a longing tugged at Tom, as he yearned for the togetherness he had felt with both of his parents.

      As he sat and rocked, Tom recalled how, because his mother was not very tall and could not reach the clothesline very well, Papa would send him out to help. Tom enjoyed their system, which was more like a ritual, really: While she shook out each item, he would get the clothespins ready. Mama would hand him each piece neatly, just as it needed to be hung, and Tom would place it on the line and attach the pins. That way, Mama did not have to stretch and risk falling.

      He went on to remember the peaceful after-breakfast routine when Papa would sit beside the radio to listen to the news, while Mama settled in the chair at the dining room window. Tom would bring her the prayer book and rosary that he knew she would want. He did not know why, but he liked to watch as she turned the pages, as she whispered the words and gently fingered the beads. He listened intently for the final amen, his signal to return the book and rosary to the bedroom table.

      Now, Tom could not control the flow of memories, and he longed for the times when Mama would call him as if eager to send him on an errand into the next room. He had felt needed on those occasions. Because he knew Mama's legs always hurt, he was always sure to answer her call. Oh, how disgusted he would pretend to be when, sometimes, she greeted him with a playful, “Come close. I just want to give you a kiss.”

      For some time now, Mama had not wanted to play. Tom had noticed, and today he yearned to see her eyes dance again in that peaceful happiness and gentle teasing.

      This particular morning, however, had been a tiring one for the eighty-year-old widow lying still in the adjoining room. She had returned home from a hospital stay and was still recovering from two broken ribs in a body that ached more from eighteen months of widowhood than from the effects of a fall on the floor of the very room where her daughter now prepared lunch. There had been no time for shopping, and Nina wondered what to present that would be nourishing yet appealing to her mother's diminished appetite. She found fresh cheese and Italian bread; that would be good together with a tomato salad, simple and cool. She knew Mama would love some fruit, but not even a few grapes were to be had. Putting off this final preparation, Nina turned her attention to her brother's lunch in hopes that an inspiration would somehow come to her.

      Tom had continued rocking slowly, staring fixedly at his sister, and expressing his thoughts in low, gossipy tones: “I know. Sure, I know. Nina is fixing Mama's lunch. She'll give me some, too, but she can't find fruit for Mama. Sure, I know.”

      “Tom, come eat your lunch. I'm going into the bedroom.”

      He rose, looked at Mama's tray, squeezed Nina's arm, caressed her cheek, and headed toward the back door. Puzzled by her brother's actions, Nina watched from the kitchen window and saw Tom reach up into the fig tree in the backyard. Papa had planted the tree years earlier, and though it had produced both full and lean yields, somehow their father had always managed to harvest a good supply. He had relished outwitting the ever-ready birds by hiding the new, green fruit in small paper bags lightly clipped onto the branches with Mama's clothespins. This present season, the crop was particularly sparse, but Tom had carried on in his father's memory.

      Reappearing in the kitchen, Tom placed a plump, tender, moist fig on Mama's tray and set the small paper bag and clothespin beside his plate. He looked at Nina, slipped in at the table, and murmured, “I know. Sure, I know.”

      
        Natalina C. Rodriguez
      

      This story was first published twenty years ago as “Gentle Love” in The Cathedral Times, the newspaper of Cathedral Parish of St.

      Augustine, Augustine, Florida.
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      My son turns to me when the judge finally speaks.

      “I'll let you take him home. Do you want custody?”

      “No.”

      He turns pale, and I feel him trembling next to me. Hurt and fear reflect in his eyes. He is too stunned to notice tears sliding down his cheeks. At fourteen, he hears only rejection, and to him, my decision means I don't love him. I know nothing I say will help. His pain cuts through me like a knife, and my tears overflow. Then, a metal door clangs loudly, and he's gone.

      What have I done? He is my youngest child. Handsome and smart, his life could be all happiness and success. Why this?

      I struggle to concentrate on the reasons I'm inflicting this pain on both of us. My son is already six feet tall and 180 pounds. He's challenging authority and ignoring rules. His legal transgressions emphasize the need for supervision and professional counseling. As a single mother, I cannot offer those things while providing for him. My choices are limited.

      He looks older than fourteen, and he attracts older people. He's big, daring, and confused about many things, but he's young in years and experience. The possibilities of the harm that might come to him terrify me. Mental images of my child, barely into his teens, spending his remaining youth in an adult correction facility are equally frightening. If he continues to get into trouble, he will be charged as an adult.

      I know I will blame myself if he gets injured or killed, or if he does something so terrible that he ends up in prison, because I failed to take action. I must try anything and everything to change his direction.

      After our day in court, I pace the floor through endless nights, asking myself the same questions over and over: Did I make the best decision? Will he ever understand and forgive me? Can I live with my decision if he never comes home?

      There are no answers. No way to be sure I've made the right choices. No guarantee my decisions will help my son. No comfort as I face the possibility I've lost my youngest child by trying to help him. Right or wrong, the burden is mine alone.

      My head is exploding, and the ache in my chest is unbearable. I'm physically ill from worry and heartache. Though I firmly believe his welfare and his future must be my priorities, nothing prepared me for this. For months, I function robotically on the verge of total exhaustion.

      Every visitation day, I spend every minute I'm allowed with my son. And every visit he asks me why I don't want him.
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