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Introduction


Moms. We love them whether we think they’re perfect or not. Because we all know that the mom we have is perfect for us.


My mom was no exception. But here’s the crazy/ awful/weird thing. After working on this book for a year — coming up with the concept, collecting thousands of submissions, narrowing down the list to these 101 stories and making the chapters — on the very day that I was scheduled to start editing the book, December 28th, my mother was rushed to the hospital. She almost died and I burst into tears when I got home that night and found a thank-you note in the mail from her, telling us it had been the “best Christmas Eve ever.” I think she somehow knew her days were numbered, because she and my father were the last to leave our house on Christmas Eve, unheard of for them. They had been the first to leave for the prior twenty years.


She was still alive as I sat by her hospital bed and edited the first couple of chapters over the next six days. And then she wasn’t. We don’t really know what happened, except that she had Type 2 diabetes and everything shut down at once. She may or may not have had cancer, too. She died right after the first diagnostic test — from the diabetes, not the possible cancer.


My mother’s mother had lived well into her nineties, smoking cigarettes the whole way. So I had thought that my dynamic mother had lots of runway despite the fact that she thought the perfect diet was a couple of regular Cokes and a Snickers bar every day. In fact she demanded and received a Coke the last day she was alive, with only grudging consent from the doctors. I watched in amazement as her dangerously low blood oxygen level soared with that first sip of Coke. She smiled and whispered “Delicious” through her oxygen mask.


My mother only made it to eighty-five but she did it her way: traveling the globe right to the end; watching her beloved Mets and Red Sox; driving around with her ancient dog — who predeceased her by three days; and visiting her friends and relatives. She had already made her plans to go to Florida in March. She didn’t feel the Mets could get off to a good start unless she attended spring training every year.


So I finished editing this collection while planning my mother’s funeral, caring for my shocked eighty-seven-year-old father, and doing all the things that you do after your mother dies. I don’t know if it was good or bad for me, but I do know that I loved these stories and laughed and cried my way through the editing process. Perhaps it accelerated my grieving and healing, or perhaps it was like rubbing salt in my wounds. But I’m a professional and this is what I do. I make my deadlines, or at least don’t go more than a week past them!


So here it is. Our collection of 101 stories about everyone’s “best mom ever,” whether they’re talking about their mothers, grandmothers, stepmothers, mothers-in-law, or anyone else who ever “mothered” them. We also hear from the spouses, talking about how much they admire their wives for the amazing job they do caring for their children.


What a wide variety of tales you are about to read! I’m sure you will love them as much as I did. Prepare to laugh out loud as you read our chapter about “Adventures with Mom,” and you share Jan Bono’s week stuck in a trailer home with her mother after a snowstorm and a collapsed carport block all their exits. You’ll nod your head in recognition when you read about Sandra Plawski’s mother in our “Wise Words” chapter. She told her children that wherever they were, when there was a full moon they should look at it and know that she was looking at it, too.


You’ll think about how your mother comforted you, and you comforted your own children, when you read our chapter called “Always There for Me.” I loved how Margie Williamson’s mom waited for her every day after school with a pot of tea and a plate of cookies, so that she could support her daughter during her difficult freshman year. And I knew all our mothers would have done the same when I read Terri Rilea’s story in our chapter called “Mom to the Rescue.” Her mom ran to the mailbox during a terrible rainstorm, wrapped young Terri’s imaginary friend in a towel, and ran back to the house with her.


I was so impressed by Pauline Koh-Banerjee’s immigrant mother, who built a career in insurance sales after going through hard times with a mentally ill husband. She and many other heroes are honored in our chapter called “The Strength of a Mother.” There’s a great quote from Linda Wooten that says, “Being a mother is learning about strengths you didn’t know you had, and dealing with fears you didn’t know existed.” That is so true. We have no idea how strong we are until we became those protective, fierce, dedicated warriors who watch out for our children.


Now, I’m not a grandmother yet, but I will be in a few months. So I loved reading about the strength of grandmothers as well, because they’re the ones you turn to for all that unconditional love and acceptance when you need it. You’ll read about those very understanding grandmothers in our chapter called “A Grandmother’s Love” — grandmas who help their grandchildren through surprise pregnancies, family upheavals, difficult financial times, and other life changing events. You can always depend on a grandmother to come through for you. Here’s my own mother at my kids’ college graduation.
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My mother was my role model in so many ways. Not only do I look like her, but I believe I inherited her intellectual curiosity, her love of travel to exotic places, and her can-do attitude. We just don’t see the obstacles — it’s like we’re driving Humvees through life, getting where we want to go. So I loved editing our chapter called “My Role Model,” in which we saw mothers overcoming challenges, quietly doing good deeds, and passing on all those wonderful life lessons by accomplishing things, not just talking about them. Prithwijit Das shares his own story about how he and his immigrant mom graduated with master’s degrees in education on the same day from the same university, and what she overcame to get there.


Mothers routinely perform miracles. We learn that very early, and we see them making things happen throughout our lives. So I loved putting together our chapter called “Maternal Miracles,” which starts off with a story by Tom Schwarz about how his mother always, and I mean always, knew when something bad was about to happen, and rescued her family from what would have been fatal accidents more than once.


And it’s not just our mothers by blood who perform these miracles. In our chapter called “By Heart, Not by Blood” you’ll meet the remarkable women who adopted or fostered the lucky children who were just plain meant to be theirs. A young man named Derek is one of them. He tells us that his mother revealed on his fourteenth birthday that she found him as a newborn in a shopping cart at CVS. And yet somehow he and his adoptive mom share remarkably consistent physical and medical characteristics, right down to having the same defective toe on the same foot.


I closed out the book with a chapter called “A Mother’s Legacy” and that was the one that made me cry the most as I was editing. It kept reminding me of all the good things that my mother did and the lessons and characteristics that are her legacy to me. Every time I look in the mirror I see her, and I continue to obey her, even getting a haircut the day before the funeral. I could hear her saying, “Don’t you think your hair is getting a little too long?” I was moved by Trudie Nash’s story in this chapter. She was driving home after her mother’s funeral, with no room in her car for a struggling young family she saw making their way through the pouring rain. Trudie grabbed her mother’s umbrella from the pile of things she had taken from her house and handed it out the window to the young parents, who gratefully sheltered their two babies.


I guess that is symbolic of all our mothers — they are our shelters in whatever storms pass through our lives: our umbrellas, our cheerleaders, our chief advisers, and our role models for how to be the very best human beings that we can be.


~Amy Newmark
January 21, 2017
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Mom to the Rescue


[image: Images]


She’s always there for me when I need her; She’s my best friend; she’s just my everything.


~Ashley Olsen
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Mom Goes to the Mountain


I may look quiet and reserved but if you mess with my kids, I will show you seven different kinds of crazy.


~Author Unknown


My mother taught me a lot of things, not just the usual mother-daughter stuff like cooking and cleaning and how to dress. The major lesson I learned from her was this: When you have a problem, don’t waste your time with middlemen. Go straight to the top, to the head honcho, to get the problem solved.


I watched my mother in action many times. One of my favorite incidents was when my brother Ted was attending college in a little town in Vermont. The campus was lovely, situated on top of a steep mountain with spectacular views. There was a problem though. At the start of his sophomore year, Ted called home and told my parents, “They said I don’t have a room on campus. They said they didn’t get the deposit.”


“Where are you staying?” my father asked.


“They have this house for visitors down at the foot of the mountain,” Ted said. “It doesn’t have any heat.” Now, this was early fall and the weather is nice that time of year in Vermont. But winter comes pretty quickly to New England — cold, windy, and snowy. Ted didn’t say what we all knew: It was also a long trek up that mountain to the campus. When winter came, he would have a hard time making it to class through all the snow.


My mother was angry. “They’re crazy — I know I sent that room-deposit check,” she said. “I’m going up there and straighten this out.”


I thought that was a great idea. I knew Mom could handle the situation. She would get it resolved quickly. But what I didn’t expect, and what I didn’t think was a great idea, was that I was going with her. That past summer, Mom and I had taken a Greyhound bus trip from Kentucky to Nevada and back. We both had miles left on the bus ticket — enough for the round trip from New York to Vermont and back.


I tried to protest, saying I didn’t want to miss school, but I soon found myself on a Greyhound bus with my mother, heading to Vermont. The father of one of Ted’s college friends picked us up at the station and took us to the campus.


Mom marched right into the Student Life office, the canceled check in her hand and a determined glint in her eye. She spoke to the comptroller about the problem, reiterating that she and my father had indeed paid the room deposit. She wanted Ted back in the dorm. Now. The comptroller said the dorms were full and there was nothing he could do, ma’am, sorry.


My mother was short of stature, but when she was indignant, somehow she got taller. She stood up straight, looked the comptroller in the eye and said, “Where does the president of the college live?”


The comptroller probably thought Mom was bluffing. He had a little smirk on his face as he told us where the president lived. He didn’t think my mother would go there. He didn’t know my mother!


Mom beckoned to me. “Let’s go.” She was not bluffing. She was going to see the president of the college. In his house! She was not going to let her son freeze at the bottom of the mountain and trudge through mounds of snow to get to class. She had paid for Ted to live in the dorm and she was not leaving Vermont until he was in the dorm.


The next thing I knew, we were standing on the porch of the president ’s house in the little town at the bottom of the mountain. I was mortified. I hadn’t wanted to come here in the first place, and now I really wished I had stayed home. I was beginning to think Mom was going too far.


The president’s wife came to the door and let us in. Mom introduced herself gently but pulled no punches. “I want to speak to the president,” she said.


“He’s busy right now,” the woman said.


Mom smiled. “That’s quite all right. We’ll wait,” she said. And we plunked down on a sofa in the living room. The president’s wife was startled, but she recovered enough to offer us some tea. Soon the president himself came in. Mom explained the problem. The president realized right away she was not going to leave his house until he had done something — namely, found a room in the dorm for Ted. He promised to take care of the matter. He escorted us to the door, but Mom had the last word.


“I’ll call you next week to make sure everything is all right,” she said. By now, everyone on campus knew she would do exactly that. And if they didn’t want her to come back, they had better get Ted a dorm room pronto.


The next night, after Mom and I returned home, Ted called. He played on the college’s basketball team and hadn’t been able to accompany Mom on her mission to get him back up the mountain, but he had heard what happened from a lot of people on campus. He thought it was pretty funny. And he was in a dorm.


That college did not soon forget the day Jane Tyler came to campus and shredded the red tape to get her son in the room that was rightfully his. My mother taught me some very valuable life lessons that day in Vermont: Never take “no” for an answer. Always stick up for what you know is right. And most important, don’t be afraid to go straight to the top — of either the mountain or the chain of command. Go to the people who can make things happen. They will always remember you for it.


Years later, after graduating, Ted ran into the college’s (now former) president at a function in Washington, D.C. After the usual greetings and handshakes, the president said, “And how is your mother?”


~Tanya J. Tyler
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Unconditional Love


Mothers and their children are in a category all their own. There’s no bond so strong in the entire world. No love so instantaneous and forgiving.


~Gail Tsukiyama, Dreaming Water


One day, in the spring of 1958, a woman gazed silently at a black and white photograph. The picture was of a little girl kneeling in the snow, her arm around a black dog.


“Her name is Tina,” said the man who had handed her the picture. “She’s seven years old. I love my daughter more than anything, but I can’t keep her. My wife. . . she isn’t Tina’s mother, you know? She resents having a reminder around of my other marriage. I had to send Tina back to my ex-wife, to keep her safe.”


The man twisted the hat in his hands as he continued, “But Tina’s mother hasn’t had Tina with her for years; she’s remarried now with two kids and she… well, she’s emotionally unable to deal with another one. You see?” He swallowed hard before adding, “My daughter needs a home.”


The woman handed the photograph to her husband, who took it and studied it for several minutes before giving it back with a small smile. He said, “Well, honey, what do you think?”


The woman touched a finger to the image of the child smiling hopefully into the camera, and then looked into the eyes of the little girl’s father. “Yes,” she said. “We’ll take her.”


The little girl in the photograph was me. And the woman who agreed to open her heart and home to a child she’d never met was my new mother. My new father, of course, played an important, loving part in this decision, but it was my mother who was willing to take on the full-time, thankless, and often heartbreaking care of a previously abused child. Loving me would be a challenge for her from the very beginning.


In the first place, I didn’t want to be there. I was heartsick at being taken away from my father, who I loved desperately despite his refusal to leave the woman who was abusing me. Moreover, I had a natural distrust of women. The two in my life so far had either abandoned me or beaten me. In my mind, why should this new one be any different?


My new father had a much easier time those turbulent first months, because he was gentle and quiet like my daddy. I bonded with him quickly. But when he went off to work every day, my mother was the one left to deal with a bitter, confused little girl.


I was in terrible shape when I arrived on my new parents’ doorstep, not just emotionally, but physically as well. I was nearly twenty pounds underweight, had rickets, and suffered from constant ear infections and bouts of bronchitis. It was Mom who sat by my bed all those nights, who rubbed my chest with Vicks and gave me my doses of cough syrup and antibiotics. She made me chicken soup and hot strawberry Jell-O drinks. And yet, as I recovered, it was Dad’s lap, not Mom’s, where I sought comfort.


Like many abused children, I was a bedwetter. It embarrassed me and I tried very hard not to, but several times a night I drenched my bed. And several times a night, my mother would rouse from sleep to check on me. When she found that I had done it again, she would change my bedding, wipe me down with a warm, wet washcloth, and dress me in fresh pajamas. She would then kiss me and say, “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s not your fault.” I eventually outgrew this humiliating disorder, but in the meantime it cost my mother many hours of sleep. I don’t think she ever heard a thank you from me for her patience, even though in the past I had been verbally and sometimes physically abused for my bedwetting by my previous mothers.


In the weeks and months to come, I tested my new mother’s love again and again. When she asked me not to do something, I did it anyway. When given an order, I ignored it. When she attempted to discipline me, I would draw myself up to my full forty-six inches, look her in the eye, and say, “You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my ‘real’ mother.” Years later, Mom confessed those words had been like a knife in her heart. But she went on loving me anyway.


To help me make friends in my new school, she often arranged with my teacher to surprise my class with donuts. My new playmates would say, “Your mom is so cool!” I would glory in the attention, but I don’t remember ever thanking her.


I look back on those early days and shake my head at the endless, loving patience my mother showed me. No matter how many times I hurt her feelings by refusing the affection she was so hungry to give, she never gave up. Night after night, she tucked me in and then sat beside me, stroking my head. “I love you, Tina,” she told me, over and over. “Other parents have to settle for whatever children are born to them, but I chose you. And I’m going to keep on loving you, no matter what.”


And one day, I finally believed her.


Mom’s been gone now for more than thirty years and I miss her more than I can say. I wish I could have her here with me one more time to tell her how sorry I am for what I put her through in those early days, and to thank her for her unconditional love.


Was she the best mother ever? Well, if being willing to open her heart to a broken, homeless little girl is any measure, then yes, yes she was.


~Tina Wagner Mattern
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The Gift


My mother is a walking miracle.


~Leonardo DiCaprio


When Hurricane Ike flooded our home in Seabrook, Texas, my family lost many possessions, but I was most saddened by the loss of my high school yearbooks. Other items could be replaced, but not the yearbooks signed by my friends, with best wishes for our future and 1970s phrases like “Love & Peace.” These symbols of my youth were gone forever.


During the aftermath of that devastating hurricane, family, friends and co-workers came to our aid, helping out any way they could. My mother, however, went beyond the desire to help. She made it her quest to replace as many of our belongings as possible from her home in Rock Falls, Illinois.


When I sent her a copy of a story I’d written about the hurricane, which was later published in Chicken Soup for the Soul: A Book of Miracles, she learned of my sorrow over the loss of the yearbooks. That story sent her off on a seemingly impossible quest that resulted in an amazing gift of love. She vowed to find a copy of my 1973 senior yearbook.


Finding a thirty-seven-year-old yearbook was no small feat in itself, but she was also determined to find one without signatures. She quickly spread the word about her mission and managed to track down a few copies: one at a garage sale and one from a teacher, but the pages of both were filled with signatures. This simply wouldn’t do, so her search continued.


One of my former teachers gave Mom the name of the current high school librarian. This was the lead she had been looking for. And, sure enough, the librarian had a blank copy of the 1973 yearbook.


“Do you want annuals from any other years?” the librarian asked.


Amazed at her luck, my mother exclaimed, “Sure, if you have 1970, 1971, and 1972 as well, that would be wonderful.” When she asked how much she owed for the books, she was once again surprised.


“No charge for a fellow Rocket [the Rock Falls High School mascot],” came the reply.


It seemed that fate was in her favor thus far, but her mission was not complete. Next, she set out to get four of my closest friends from high school to sign each yearbook, even traveling out of state to get one of the signatures.


Since thirty-seven years had passed, writing an appropriate message took some serious thought on the part of my friends. The signers reviewed their own yearbooks to see what I had written to them and echoed those memories in their written passages to me.


My mother was thrilled beyond measure. Unable to deliver the books in person, she carefully wrapped her prized gifts and sent them off by mail.


Of course, I had no idea that any of this was happening. All I knew was that I received a mysterious message from my mother saying that I should expect a package. Then, she called my husband and asked that he take a photo of me opening the package, so she could see my surprise.


As you might imagine, I was not only elated, but also amazed at her accomplishment. Nothing could have prepared me for four signed yearbooks.


Every person involved with her endeavor was touched deeply by this gift of love from my mother. My friend Sue recalls, “After being on the phone with your mom, I always ended up with such a warm, fuzzy feeling because she just couldn’t contain her excitement. Giving you this gift gave her such purpose and joy!”


Now, every time I look through the yearbooks, I feel my mother’s delight — her joy in giving. They are no longer a symbol of my youth but are genuine icons of her love. This unique gift from the heart touched my soul as only a mother could.


~Dawn J. Storey
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The Wind Beneath My Wings


We are each of us angels with only one wing, and we can only fly by embracing one another.


~Luciano De Crescenzo


I sat in a giant hotel ballroom full of mothers and daughters. My arms were crossed and I was scowling. The Mother’s Day brunch was as elegant as could be. Beautiful round tables were covered with white linen tablecloths, real silver utensils, and fancy china. There were beautiful floral centerpieces. All the mothers and daughters were dressed in their Sunday best. I was too, even though I would have much rather worn ripped jeans, a soft T-shirt, and a side ponytail.


Ugh, I thought, why can’t I be anywhere else but here?


Some other mother’s daughter started singing a beautiful song about her mother. She hadn’t even made it through the first verse and my mom already had tears in her eyes.


Before the song, the girl had proclaimed that her mom was her confidante and comfort and the wind beneath her wings! That was nice for that girl, but I didn’t need my mother’s wind beneath my wings. I was thirteen years old, and I already had it all figured out. I was ready to fly… on my own.


And fly I did.


I spread my wings and sailed off to college in a different state.


I glided into a new job without ever looking down.


I swooped into a marriage with the man of my dreams.


I fluttered through my first pregnancy and flitted through the first few years of motherhood.


And then my second child was diagnosed with autism. The skies were no longer clear, and I came crashing down. My wings were broken, and I could not fix my little girl. My mom swept in and did all the right things.


She read the research and made her own version of CliffsNotes for each book. She took my older child out for special dates, so that he could continue to live a somewhat normal life. She came over to watch my kids when I needed a nap. She babysat for my daughter, who was a danger to herself and needed to be watched at all times.


She packed up and cleaned my house when we moved to a new district with a better special needs school for my daughter. She painted rooms in my house when we needed a change. She gave us money for therapy when we ran out. She came over when I called, and kept her distance when I needed space. She even babysat for several long weekends so I could keep my marriage intact.


That was when I realized it. My mom had always been there, huffing and puffing, blowing and fanning the wind below each of my life’s events. Her wind was a gentle wind. So soft and so subtle that I never knew she was there… until I needed to know she was.


And now she is teaching me how to be the wind beneath my daughter’s wings. My dream is no longer to fly alone. Now my dream is to do all the things my mother did for me for my daughter without her even knowing it. I will work and sweat, worry and pray, and take no credit when my daughter flies high in the sky. I will put myself second, always taking care of her needs before mine.


My daughter is thirteen now, and I think I will take her to that same Mother’s Day brunch. I smile as I wonder if she will be thinking she would rather be anywhere else, wearing jeans and a side ponytail. I know that I’ll have tears in my eyes, too, if someone sings a tribute to one of the other mothers. Because now I know the true joy of being a mother — being the quiet wind beneath my children’s wings.


~Julie Hornok
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The Last Easter Egg


When you are a mother, you are never really alone in your thoughts. A mother always has to think twice, once for herself and once for her child.


~Sophia Loren


My parents and I were in Florida during my dad’s spring break from teaching middle school. It was the first Easter we had ever spent away from home. As an anxious four-year-old, I had asked my mom several times if the Easter Bunny would be able to find us. She assured me there would be eggs — and that the Easter Bunny would fully understand why we didn’t leave him any carrots.


On Easter morning, my parents and I discovered that the Easter Bunny had visited overnight and left eggs on the hotel’s main lawn for all the kids. As we walked toward the group of adults and kids waiting for instructions, I began sizing up the competition. All of the kids were much bigger than me. It wasn’t looking good.


“I will get an egg, right?” I asked my mom.


“Yes, of course,” she replied, with a confident smile.


The resort staff member in charge of the hunt explained that when she yelled “Go” the hunt would begin, and all Easter eggs were fair game. I nervously clutched the handle of the plastic seashell bucket that was now serving as my Easter basket. My heart began racing as I watched some of the other kids crouch into a sprinter’s pose in anticipation of the start.


“Get ready!” the staff member yelled. “We are starting in 3… 2… 1… GO!”


Kids darted across the lawn, running from palm tree to palm tree looking for the plastic Easter eggs filled with candy. I sprinted to the closest tree but did not find any eggs. My dad waved me on encouragingly as my mom walked behind me.


I ran to a nearby sandpit hoping there would be an egg hidden there. But there wasn’t. I looked across the lawn and saw the other kids triumphantly holding up their plastic eggs and knew my chance of finding even one egg was diminishing by the second.


Just then my mom pointed out a palm tree across the lawn. “Look! There’s one!”


A shiny blue plastic egg was resting on the ground against the base of the tree. I looked up at my mom in excitement. However, instead of grinning back at me, she was staring to the left, in the direction of another mom, whose son was plucking candy out of an egg. The two moms were alternating between looking at one another and at what appeared to be the last Easter egg.


I had never seen my very petite mom run before that day. She had been born with weak knees, due to an issue with her ligaments, and when she was in elementary school she had worn special shoes to correct a foot problem.


As the stare-down continued, I set down my plastic bucket and took off toward the Easter egg. And then my mom whooshed past me — running in her Easter dress and sandals toward the palm tree and the shiny blue egg.


“Go, Mom!” I yelled.


The other mom also sprinted toward the shiny blue egg.


In one last burst of speed, my mother reached the trunk of the tree, bent down, and scooped up the egg.


“Yay! I got an egg!” I squealed in excitement, jumping up and down in celebration.


My mom, beaming from her victory, walked back toward me and handed me the shiny blue egg. I held it up triumphantly, like the other kids had done.


I’ve forgotten what kind of candy was inside that plastic egg. And I can’t remember what I did with that egg after our vacation ended. But I clearly remember my mom running as fast as she could toward that shiny blue egg. I remember the big smile on her face — a reflection of her love — as she handed me the last Easter egg.


~Anna Sofia Kendall
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Hero’s Cape


Heroes are ordinary people who make themselves extraordinary.


~Gerard Way


It was one of those storms that turns day into night. I was pressed up against the door looking outside at the rain and wind.


I was crying and terrified, because my imaginary friend, whose name was Mary Okay, was caught outside. I saw her with my very own eyes. She was standing at the end of our driveway and clinging to our mailbox.


Mary Okay was screaming for my help! I knew I had to save her.


But how? I was just as terrified as she seemed to be. So, I did the only thing I could — I stood with my nose pressed against the screen and I wailed.


All of a sudden, my mother appeared. She was wearing white tennis shoes and she had a mint green bathrobe around her shoulders like a hero’s cape. My mother the superhero flung the door wide open, leaped to the mailbox, opened her “cape” and wrapped Mary Okay safely inside it.


And then she ran back into the house, carrying Mary Okay, and we were saved.


I’ve never forgotten the bravery and all the things my mother displayed that day to a six-year-old and her imaginary friend. Mary Okay may no longer be with me but as for my mother, she still wears the “cape.”


~Terri Rilea
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Spoiled Sweet


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


~Alex Haley


My mom was a master when it came to spoiling her grandchildren, regularly doling out salty snacks, crunchy candy, and toys galore. Though I repeatedly asked Mom to dial back the spoiling, my pleas fell on deaf ears.


“I’m just so grateful that they’re mine to spoil!” she would say.


Mom would take the boys grocery shopping for taco meat and shredded cheese but come home with ice cream and Cheez-Its. She introduced my sons to Diet Coke, cotton candy, and cap guns before they even started preschool. If she heard the kids wanted a toy, she’d go and get it immediately. Every time she visited she baked sugar cookies with my kids. Not only did my boys remain on a sugar high for a solid week following her stay but I would be stuck cleaning up spilled sprinkles and bits of dried dough for days.


The thing that bothered me most, however, was that my children preferred my mom to me. This was true mostly of my older son Kyler, probably because he and I lived with my parents for a stretch of time while I was going through my divorce.


We had moved in with Mom and Dad the November when Kyler was two. I had custody of Kyler for Christmas that year, and I eagerly anticipated Christmas morning with him. I envisioned him barreling into my room and jumping on my bed, squealing about Santa. Instead, I heard the pitter-patter of tiny feet scamper past my bedroom door at 7 a.m. and head into my parents’ room. Then I heard him shouting, “Grandma! Let’s go see what Santa brought!” My heart sank. It hurt playing second fiddle.


As he grew older, Kyler often chose to confide in his grandma instead of me. If he had questions about the birds and the bees, he called Mom. If he had a run-in with a bully, he talked it through with Mom. If he got in trouble at school, he spilled his guts to Mom.


I longed for my mom’s glory to fade so that I could be more important in my child’s life. But you know how the saying goes: “Be careful what you wish for.”


Nearly four years ago, Mom died tragically and unexpectedly. Just like that, the spoiling stopped. The confiding stopped. The world stopped. I was angry with myself for having resented my mom for doting on her grandkids. I was ashamed for being jealous of her bond with my son. I should have been more thankful. I should have been more tolerant. I should have spoiled her more.


For months, I barely functioned as I processed my feelings of grief, grace, and gratitude. Then one day, about six months after Mom died, Kyler came down the stairs wearing pants that were too short and a shirt that was too tight.


I scratched my head.


What gives? I thought.


Then it hit me. My mom had always been the boys’ primary shopper so I wasn’t in the habit of buying them new clothes. It wasn’t at all unusual for her to show up at my door with bags of clothes. “I was wandering through Macy’s and found myself in the boys’ department,” she would say. “I just couldn’t help myself!”


I chuckled at her shopping addiction and thanked her for the purchases, but I never fully appreciated how well she took care of my sons — or me. Her support for us was unparalleled and unconditional.


When I was a teenager, she helped me survive anorexia. When I was an adult, she helped me survive my divorce. When I was a mother, she helped me after I had hand surgery and was unable to unscrew a sippy cup lid, buckle my kid into his car seat, or even squeeze a shampoo bottle. Time after time, Mom came to my rescue.


And then there were those little things that meant so much. Every time she visited when my sons were infants, she offered to take the baby monitor so that I could sleep in. She would cheer me up by baking my favorite homemade honey wheat bread.


It’s no wonder Kyler adored my mom. She told the best bedtime stories and gave the best back scratches. She offered the best hugs and baked the best goodies. She was the best listener and doled out the best advice. And while it’s true that she never said “no” when the kids asked for cookies or candy, she also never turned down an invitation to crawl into a tent made of sheets and blankets despite her back pain. Her rule was that if it made the grandkids happy, she was in.


I always worried that Mom would spoil the children rotten, but the truth was that my boys came out kind, loving, and giving, just like their grandmother. So I guess you could say she spoiled them sweet. And she did the same for me. I learned how to parent by following her example, and that’s why now, when my sons come to me with questions that span every topic — from sports to sex, school to scandals, Santa to Satan — I’m able to answer with truth, love, and good advice.


My younger son, Trevyn, was only two years old when Mom died, so I worried that he wouldn’t have any memories of his grandma. He’s six now and the other day I asked him if he remembers Grandma Heitger.


“Yes!” Trevyn exclaimed. “She made roll-out cookies with me!” Tears sprang to my eyes. The cookies. He remembered the cookies. I smiled as I recalled sweeping up those stray sprinkles and scraping bits of dried dough from my kitchen cabinets. It turns out it was worth the mess to make the memories.


“I have an idea,” I said. “How would you boys like to help me bake some melt-in-your-mouth homemade honey wheat bread?”


“I dunno,” Kyler hesitated, recognizing that this food wouldn’t result in a sugar high.


“It’s Grandma’s recipe,” I said.


His eyes lit up. “Oh?”


“I’ll need help stirring the dough and rolling it out,” I said.


“You mean, like cookies?” Trevyn asked.


“Yeah, kind of,” I said. “But you also have to punch the dough and really put some muscle into it.”


Trevyn grinned. I could tell what he was thinking: “What could be better than punching food?”


“I’ll do it!” he said, then added, “Wait. Will there be sprinkles?”


“Sure, why not?”


If we were going to celebrate the spirit of a woman who knew how to deliciously spoil people, festive sprinkles atop a loaf of bread seemed fitting.


“I’m so glad you’re my mom,” Trevyn said, as he reached for the measuring cups.


“Me, too,” Kyler added. “We have the best mom in the world.”


I knew how they felt. I had the best mom, too.


~Christy Heitger-Ewing
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Show, Don’t Tell


Call your mother. Tell her you love her. Remember, you’re the only person who knows what her heart sounds like from the inside.


~Rachel Wolchin


During my first pregnancy, my mother couldn’t wait to meet her new grandchild and help me while I adjusted to motherhood. But to her great disappointment, I told her I wanted time to bond with the baby before she flew down to help.


Always the headstrong and independent daughter, I wanted to do things my way, and I asked her to wait a couple of weeks before she visited. She graciously honored that request, and after her two-week ban, Mom arrived with her suitcase brimming with baby gifts and handmade blankets. She oohed and aahed over baby Emily and held her as much as possible, even jumping up to respond when she cried in the middle of the night. I almost felt like I was in a competition to get to Emily first.


Mom also did the laundry, put fresh sheets on my bed, and cooked dinner every night. I appreciated all her help, but I was already feeling pretty competent at mothering. After a weeklong visit, I was happy to pack her off to the airport and have my baby to myself again.


A month later, it was a different story. My “easy” newborn had developed colic and cried for hours on end. I no longer felt like a competent mother. In fact, I was overwhelmed. I made a tearful call to my mother to see if she would come back to help. She immediately booked a flight and came to my rescue.


Now I was overjoyed to have someone jump up in response to my crying baby — there was plenty of crying baby to go around. Mom bundled up Emily in the stroller and walked her around the block so that I could have quiet breaks. She walked the floors with Emily while my husband and I went out for a quick bite to eat. She accompanied me to the pediatrician and helped me implement the bland diet he recommended for me so that my breast milk would irritate the baby less. Just having my mother there helped me stay calm and not feel crazy or inept.


In other words, Mom was a lifesaver. This time when she left, I was a lot more reluctant to see her go. But she assured me that she’d come back if I needed her. Luckily, like a textbook case, the colic disappeared at three months, and I had my easy baby again.


Although we lived 500 miles apart, Mom and I visited as often as we could to make sure Emily would grow up knowing her grandmother. And my mother continued to help me, filling in occasionally as overnight babysitter so that my husband and I could have a weekend away. While it would have been nice to have Mom right down the street, we made do, and I appreciated all of her selfless support and love.
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