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Introduction


“STEP AWAY FROM THE RACK!” the voice boomed through a megaphone. The police helicopter whirred loudly overhead and I was caught in the beam of a spotlight. I quickly put the item back and stepped away, my hands in the air.


Okay, it wasn’t exactly a police helicopter and there weren’t paratroopers sliding down ropes to apprehend me, but it sure felt that way when my sixteen-year-old daughter caught me examining a jacket that she deemed too “matronly” at Bloomingdale’s. It was not the only time I heard “Step away from the rack,” or “You can not be seen in that,” or “Just because it still fits doesn’t mean you’re allowed to wear it.”


Thanks to my daughter, I have donated half the contents of my closet to the church thrift shop over the past few years. One time, I was very excited when she rescued a couple of items, one-piece “jumpsuits” that had been all the rage in the late 1980’s and had gotten me past the bouncers’ ropes at trendy Manhattan discos with admirable speed. She said that she “had to have them” and I felt vindicated that she liked my cool clothes, until she added... “in case I go to a costume party.”


The flip side, of course, is that the clothing... and shoes... that she deems acceptable seem to disappear with some regularity. I remember picking her up from college one May, and discovering half a dozen pairs of my missing shoes and sandals in one of her boxes. I was secretly pleased. What mother doesn’t love sharing with her daughter, enjoying when we wear the same size and like the same things?


As they get older, our daughters become more and more like us too. The little girl who wanted to be just like her mommy, wearing matching nightgowns, turned into the somewhat disdainful teenager who wanted to create her own identity, and then turned into the young adult who smiles when she is told “you are just like your mother.” Our husbands and sons shake their heads in amazement when our daughters make the same gestures, use the same wording, or even walk just like us.


Over time, we mothers find ourselves emulating our daughters too. I always tell mine, employing a technology-world term, that she is “Version 2.0” — me, but much improved. I learn so much from her — not only about how to dress, but about fitness and nutrition, current events, human relationships, and all the other areas where she has a fresh perspective, one that was “seeded” by me but has grown in different soil, in a new generation with updated ideas and knowledge. And I find my own mother, who I see every time I look at myself in the mirror, asking me for advice too, at the same time that I still listen and learn from her.


There truly is magic between mothers and daughters, and that is why our editors D’ette Corona, Barbara LoMonaco, and I had so much fun putting together this volume of stories that celebrate that special bond. We hope you will enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed creating it for you.


~Amy Newmark


[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]


A Daughter’s Love


A daughter is a mother’s gender partner, her closest ally in the family confederacy, an extension of her self.


~Author Unknown
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Face Time


Kids spell love T-I-M-E.


~John Crudele


I am not Mrs. Wilson. But I have opened cards addressed to her. And I know that each and every one of those cards will have a teacup or teapot gracing the front. I know this because each and every one of those cards is from my mother who taught me, with tea, what real love is.


“Hello, Mrs. Gastin? It’s Mrs. Wilson. And I’m here for tea.”


Every few days, my five-year-old voice would ring out this greeting, hoping my mom, Mrs. Gastin, would be ready to have a tea party with me.


I was always Mrs. Wilson — a name I conjured from my imagination. After my mother answered the make-believe door and poured the tea, the two of us would sit at the kitchen table, drink tea and nibble cookies together.


In essence, we’d have a tea party. I know the words “tea party” evoke images of frilly clothing, fancy dishes and stuffed animals, but that’s not how it was for us. I could always come as I was, and during our tea parties my mom and I would chat about anything and everything. It was the highlight of my day.


In fact, this childhood ritual is among my favorite memories. Maybe it’s because whenever we had a tea party my mom treated me with the same attention that she gave her own friends when they visited. Just like them, I got to sit at the table and share what was on my mind, and I had my mother’s undivided attention.


Our tea parties laid the foundation of our relationship. As a teen I never had the stereotypical mother/daughter angst many of my friends experienced. Instead, I enjoyed seeing my mother after school. I even wrote a poem about what it meant to me to see her car in the driveway each day as my bus rounded the corner, knowing she was ready to greet my siblings and me and hear how our day went.


When I got older, my mom would stay up late — well past her bedtime I later learned — talking to my older brother and me while my younger siblings slept. No topic was off limits: religion, politics or life in general. To know I had a listening ear and a guiding hand throughout the toughest years of my life was priceless and no doubt helped form who I am today.


Even in my adult life, I live not too far from my mom and still chat with her by phone every day. Now, I talk to her about my own children, discuss my career and even provide a listening ear. No matter how old I get, I still enjoy her conversation, advice and opinions.


In other ways those tea parties set the stage as well. There’s nothing I love better than hosting my own friends for a cup of tea and some homemade banana bread. As our children play, we chat, offer advice, or become sounding boards for career choices, childrearing discussions, and day-to-day happenings.


A missionary friend once explained the Chinese concept of “giving face” as a way of showing respect. Mary and her husband had come from halfway across the U.S. to visit my mother, and I dropped in after dinner to say hello. To me, I was simply being polite and doing what I had been trained to do. When people visit, you make the effort to spend time with them. It’s what my mother did for me, and what I always try to do for others.


But to Mary and Len, I was honoring them by my presence. I suppose that is what is at the heart of what I loved so much about my childhood tea parties. From my mother, I learned that the simple act of sitting and sharing with another person could mean so much more than a glitzy gift or a quick e-mail. That face time is the gift of telling the other person that they are valuable; they are worth my time and attention and they matter to me.


From my mother, I learned to give that to my friends as well as to my own children. Plenty of people joke they are afraid of becoming like their mothers, but for me I can only hope that I might be like her — kind, caring and in tune with what other people need. I hope that like her, I remember to honor others with my time and my attention.


Every time I see a pretty teacup or anything with a tea theme, I think of my mother. In fact, we often give each other gifts involving tea because it represents so much more than a girlhood game. Instead of playing at being a grown-up, I truly learned how to be one.


I have boys, so I don’t expect they’d ever be interested in having tea parties with me. That’s okay. I’ve still found ways to pass along my mother’s lessons. Through conversations over board games or during long car rides I hope I’ve taught them lessons like the importance of spending time, giving face and being present in the lives of those we love. It’s an important gift I hope they pass along someday.


For this gift — the gift not only of her time, but the gift of the lesson, the gift of learning how to love — is truly one of a kind. And for that, I say, “Thanks, Mom.” And yes, the teacup thank-you card signed by Mrs. Wilson is in the mail!


~Lisa Tiffin
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The Secret


What a teacher writes on the blackboard of life can never be erased.


~Author Unknown


It was the start of another summer session at the university. I was enrolled in a psychology class — the lecture part and the laboratory. I was majoring in both education and psychology and since this particular class involved techniques for teaching children with learning disorders it would help me greatly. The class was very popular and the lab was one-of-a-kind. Therefore the class was extremely difficult to get into. Lots of students were put on a waiting list but I was lucky. I got my spot in the class — both lecture and lab — on my first try.


I had enrolled in this class not only because of the subject matter but also because of the professor. I had heard wonderful things about her. Learning disorders were her specialty and her techniques and teaching methods were known across the United States. She traveled around the country lecturing; she had published many articles and books, including an entire series of classroom books used by children with learning disorders. Those books had been translated into many languages and were used around the world. She ran a full-time school on the university campus that enrolled elementary age children who had trouble learning. It would be an honor to learn from her. And I had a secret.


Today was the first day of class. I was excited. The professor entered the crowded lecture hall and made her way to the front of the room. I had taken a seat about halfway back and a little over to one side. Because of the stadium-style seating in the lecture hall, I had a perfect view of her. The professor faced us, looked around, and the room quieted. It was time to start. Could she see me? I didn’t know. She smiled. She was my mother.


When I was growing up, my mother and I had a great relationship — most of the time. I felt that I could talk to her about anything. She didn’t judge me and didn’t get angry. I don’t mean to imply that she let me do anything I wanted. Far from it! I was an only child and she was very overprotective but she was also fair and she listened. If I disagreed with her I’d let her know how I felt — that is, after I got over being mad! Sometimes she would change her mind based on what I had to say. And sometimes she wouldn’t. But she did listen. And we could talk. I felt she was my friend, but first and foremost, she was my mother and I knew she was in charge.


It was strange seeing my mother at the front of that lecture hall. I didn’t know how I was going to feel about that. After all, we had just had breakfast together that morning and talked about the usual mother/daughter things we always talked about. Could I get past the fact that the professor was my mother and really learn something? Would she have information to teach me? What if someone in the class said something unkind about her? Could I let it go?


My mother welcomed everyone to the class and gave a brief overview of what we could expect during the eight weeks the class would be in session. And then my mother started the lecture. She didn’t use any notes. She never did. She knew her topic so well that the information just flowed from her in her easy style. And the information was very interesting and informative. I listened and took copious notes and somewhere along the way my mother turned into a professor. She was so good and had so much information to share that I got completely lost in the subject matter and forgot that my mother was the person lecturing. But occasionally I’d blink and, once again, my mother would be the one standing up there in front of the class.


At the end of the lecture, the professor disappeared and my mother was, once again, the person standing at the front of the class, answering question from the students who approached her. I looked around at some of the students. Did they know my secret? Did they know that the professor was my mother?


That summer school session passed quickly. My mother and the professor morphed back and forth from one person to another during the whole time, like those toys that transform from one thing to another with the twist of a wrist. Sometime she was the professor. And then, sometimes, she’d become my mother again.


The lectures were very informative and the experience in the lab, actually assisting the students with their lessons, was incredible. The facts and techniques I learned would prove to be very valuable when I became a teacher.


Did the other students in the class ever learn my secret? Well, yes they did. Did I tell? No. But someone else did. It happened on the last day of the session at the very end of class. The professor was summarizing what we had learned and wishing us all well in our various careers. When she was finished, she asked me to stand. She introduced me. She told the class that she was very proud of me and just wanted to let them know that I was her daughter.


My mother, who had accomplished so many important and noteworthy things in her life, was telling her students that the thing she was proudest of was me! Over the years I heard her lecture many times but I have never been more proud to be her daughter than I was that day when she introduced me to the class.


~Barbara LoMonaco
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Nailing It


It’s important to have a twinkle in your wrinkle.


~Author Unknown


What could I give my mother that Hanukah that I had not given her before? I didn’t want to repeat anything. I had given her clothes, jewelry, and flowers. She abhorred my taste in perfume. She loved parties, but I had done that twice, both times as a surprise that pleased her. She was eighty-five years old; I wanted to do something different, something out of the ordinary.


I racked my brain, and suddenly I saw her fingers appear, small as a child’s, with ragged, chewed fingernails. How they embarrassed her. How often she wore gloves, even in summer, to hide them. In fact, they hurt, and sometimes bled. I knew what I could do for my mother.


We kept it a surprise. No one provided her the slightest clue. She was mystified. On the day before Hanukah, I picked her up for lunch.


“Do I get the surprise today?” she asked.


I nodded my head yes.


“Is it at your house?”


Again, yes.


I threw open the front door. I led Mom into the kitchen where Rachel sat at the table, the tools of her trade arrayed before her. My mother recognized neither Rachel nor the implements.


“Is she my present?”


She was puzzled. “Mom,” I said, “Rachel is going to do acrylic nails for you. You are about to have nails for the first time in your life! You won’t be able to bite them anymore! You won’t need to hide them because they’ll be beautiful!”


My prediction was correct. Mom was thrilled with her glorious nails. She took to waving her hands about when she spoke, displaying her nails prominently.


We decided she needed a mother’s ring to complete the effect. That was her birthday gift the following year. She loved the ring and the special cake we made. After the celebration I went home to rest, congratulating myself on another great choice. Then Mom called, agitated.


“Something’s wrong with my new ring.” she told me. “There are stones missing.”


I drove three miles in eight minutes. Mom held her hand up to my face, waggling her tiny fingers with the blatant red tips. Horror of horrors! Where the topaz and emerald should have been, representing my daughter and son, the ring was white. She wrenched it off and thrust it into my hand.


Some lunatic impulse caused me to lick the ring. It tasted extremely sweet, and I continued, despite the alarm on my mother’s face.


When all the congealed white frosting was gone, there were all the stones — intact. They had just been covered with frosting!


“Well,” she said, laughing. “I’m old. I’m allowed to make a mistake. I guess you’ll never let me live it down.”


As usual, she was right. But it was Mom who referred to the birthday cake fiasco frequently and enjoyed the story and her nails every time.


~Nancy Hegan
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Quarters of Hope


A wise lover values not so much the gift of the lover as the love of the giver.


~Thomas á Kempis


My daughters, Hope and Hannah, have been blessed with many things: loving parents, keen intellect, great humor, athletic abilities, and beauty… inwardly and outwardly. My home is full of ribbons, medals, certificates, and various other awards they have accumulated over the years.


But the one thing they have never had in abundance is money.


In fact, with parents who work as ministers, they will never get a lot of money from home. They have worn hand-me-downs, thrift store clothing and have done without many things because of our low income. They never complained, never cried out for something we could not afford. In fact, I think they are more appreciative and well rounded because their feelings of worth do not come from external things.


When my older daughter Hope was five years old she was looking for a gift to give me for Christmas. Not having any money of her own, Hope went to different neighbors and asked if she could do odd jobs to make some money. I don’t know how she did it, but that Christmas she gave me a gift I will never forget.


Because money was so tight, I had not been able to subscribe to the newspaper. Reading a newspaper is one of my pleasures, and I would gather one at doctors’ offices or anywhere else a free one might be found.


Hope knew this as we often read these freebies together. Thus, her gift.


It was wrapped tightly in bright festive paper and taped together with several layers of clear tape.


Small enough to be held in the palm of my hand, I questioned the contents of this precious gift.


Hope laughed, “You’ll love it!”


Inside were two quarters.


“It’s for a newspaper,” she said. “We can go get one fresh out of the machine!” I held those precious quarters in my hand and knew then that I was a vey rich woman.


That was many years ago. Hope is in college now. When she left for college, I gave her a jar of quarters, a reminder that her love was priceless to me. It was a reminder that love costs nothing, but means everything to a mother and her daughter.


~Malinda Dunlap Fillingim
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Gracefully Grateful


What the daughter does, the mother did.


~Jewish Proverb


“You can go home now. We’ll get her settled in,” the ER nurse said to me while starting to help my mom out of her street clothes and into a hospital gown.


I caught my mom’s eye over the nurse’s shoulder, winked at her and said, “My mommy wouldn’t leave me alone in the hospital. I’ll stay.”


The nurse turned and gave me a funny look, shrugged her shoulders and went back to the task at hand. I then settled in for what became a very long wait to get my sixty-eight-year-old mother admitted and into a room. And what became apparent to me over the next two weeks during her hospital stay was that most people there did not have family around to visit with them, advocate for them, comfort them, or look out for them. My mom was definitely in the minority.


However, according to Carol Abaya, a nationally syndicated columnist and recognized expert on aging issues, twenty-five percent of Americans are caring for both their own children and their own parents. Welcome to the Sandwich Generation. That’s me. I just earned a new badge of honor, kind of like that first gray hair. I don’t particularly want it, but I’ve got it.


Which brings me back to the ER nurse. I find it interesting that she really seemed to think I was just going to pick up and leave my mom alone in the emergency room, scared and in pain. I didn’t think I was being heroic or the model daughter. I actually didn’t think twice about staying.


And what I told the nurse was true. My mommy wouldn’t leave me alone in the hospital, at any age. If the roles had been reversed, my mom would have told the nurse the same thing and sat herself down in that visitor’s chair just like I did. For better or for worse, we are linked genetically and generationally. Now, I know that physically I resemble my mom and my gram, and every day my daughter looks more and more like me. But the DNA didn’t quit there, because mentally, emotionally and spiritually, we are a line of strong, independent, determined, stubborn women… with mothers and daughters often butting heads when our similarities challenge our differences.


But while my gram’s stubbornness and need for independence had a negative effect on her personality in later years when her health declined, I’ve seen a whole new side to my mom through this medical adventure. Gracefully grateful is what I’d call it.


Her broken hip and hand radically interrupted a very full and busy semi-retired lifestyle. Yet the determination is clearly there to get back to her old schedule, with the stubbornness and independence hovering just below the surface. Still, a new quality has emerged… a softer, gentler side from which appreciation flows. I must say I like what I see.


So if the Sandwich Generation is my new identity, my new reality, then I hope I continue to resemble my mom in later years, and I hope my daughter is able to say, without missing a beat, “My mommy wouldn’t leave me alone in the hospital. I’ll stay.” I’d thankfully accept that badge of honor.


~Rachel Gilmore
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The Bird Incident


At the height of laughter, the universe is flung into a kaleidoscope of new possibilities.


~Jean Houston


As a vibrant, hard-working teenager, I recognize the intrinsic value of sleep. As a vibrant, hard-working woman in her twenties, my sister does as well. My mother, however, doesn’t seem to subscribe to the same notion. That can be the only explanation for the strident cry of “Mary Beth! Bonnie!” at 8:00 on that particular Saturday morning.


Grumbling, I rolled over and shoved my face into the pillow, assuming that this was just the usual thing: clothes left in the dryer, dishwasher gone un-emptied five days in a row, etc. You know, the usual mom nag-type things.


However, I couldn’t escape a tiny bit of doubt. I lifted my head and eyed my mother from my cocoon in the blankets, unwilling to completely surrender my strategically advantageous position. Then I saw her stricken face and immediately sat up.


“Girls… it’s an emergency.” The yelling was gone, replaced by a trembling voice. My mom walked back down the hall, and after a hasty attempt to snatch glasses off bedside tables, my sister and I followed.


It was not at all what we expected.


From Mom’s sober pronouncement, I anticipated that at the very least we would find one of the beloved cats struggling for breath or suffering an early-onset heart attack. Luckily, that wasn’t the case. Instead, we found both cats, Tazz and Ferdinand, throwing themselves against the bathroom door, clawing and meowing desperately in a way that I hadn’t heard since the last time I took them their breakfast twenty minutes late.


With my right eyebrow raised, I turned to my mother and questioned, “Um… what’s the emergency?”


Grimly, and with a great sense of ceremony, my mother announced, “There’s a bird in the bathroom.”


Jaws dropped and eyes popped as my sister and I both thought, “We were dragged out of bed for this? A bird!”


Noticing our incredulous expressions, my mom pleaded, “Come on, guys, I can’t do this alone.” That, combined with a wide-eyed, pouting face that shouldn’t be effective on a mature woman, caused my sister and me to crumble. And it wasn’t even Mother’s Day.


After luring the crazed cats into my bedroom with the promise of catnip, all three of us entered the battlefield, armed with nothing but our wits which, admittedly, are not that strong so early in the morning. The bird had perched on the towel shelves. At least, it was perched there until my sister and I went anywhere near it. In a whirl of plumage, the bird launched itself into the open air of the bathroom and towards its only chance at freedom. Sickening crunches filled the room as the bird smacked its small head against the skylight over and over again. As the gruesome noises escalated, my sister attempted to take control.


“Mom, open the window. Mary, climb up on the toilet and block the skylight with a dark towel.” Opening the window seemed like a great idea. The bird needed a way to get out, right? Climbing onto the toilet closer to the bird’s sharp, yellow beak? Not so much.


“Um… maybe, if we just open the window, the bird will figure it out?” I pointed out hopefully, but, knowing my sister, already resigned to my fate.


“Mary, just get up there.” For such a nice girl, my sister sure can be bossy. Of course, my mom, after wrenching us brutally from the Sandman’s domain, merely stayed back near the sink and let us do the work.


Resentfully, I slowly put one foot on the toilet and then the other, and, finally, leaning as far from the skylight as I could and with my eyes screwed up to prevent puncture wounds, I hung the towel up. And with that, the bird came careening straight towards my face and I dived off the toilet. Anyone would have reacted the same way. It wasn’t really my fault that I jumped straight into my sister. As we landed on the hard tiles, both destined for serious bruising, the bird — that God-forsaken bird — flew sedately out the wide-open window. The worst part, however, was the gleeful laughter of our mother.


“You guys… you guys look so funny! It’s just a little bird!”


With my entire body throbbing, I stood up and opened my mouth to deliver a scathing retort about “emergencies,” but stopped when I heard my sister laughing uproariously. Well, even if bruises seemed imminent, it was still the most fun I’d had with my mom and my sister in a long time. The Bird Incident can still, to this day, make us break into uproarious laughter.


~Mary Beth Case
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The Gift of the Penguins


Other things may change us, but we start and end with the family.


~Anthony Brandt


How do you say goodbye to your mother after she’s given you a lifetime of love? I had well over a year to come up with an answer to that question after she was diagnosed with a terminal illness. Would my goodbye take the form of a letter? A party to celebrate her life? A simple but profound conversation? Or something more lighthearted, like a scrapbook filled with eighty-three years of stories and photos? Turns out I didn’t need to plan a thing. When the heat in her building broke down one cold winter day, I found an opportunity for a mother/daughter event that brought us closer in an unexpected way.


She was frail during that last winter and I knew that even a few hours in an ice-cold apartment wouldn’t do her any good. So although she’d been housebound for many months — and preferred sleeping in her own bed — she reluctantly agreed to come to my house and spend the night.


For some families, this might be routine. But in the thirty-five years since I’d left home, my mother had never once slept at my house. Our family was big — and the last time I had a chunk of time alone with her was when I stayed home sick from school. Much as I loved her, I couldn’t help but wonder what in the world I would do with her. Would we play cards? Sit around and chat about old times? I decided to rent a movie to keep her entertained. As I walked through the aisles of the rental store, I rejected the off-color comedies, erotic romances, and bloody thrillers. When I came upon the wildlife documentary, March of the Penguins, I had a hunch I’d found the right diversion.


Mom didn’t seem particularly delighted with my choice at first. But once I set her up on the couch with pillows and a blanket — in the same way she’d cared for me years earlier — she immersed herself in the story. And what a tale it was! The documentary followed a colony of Emperor penguins during their perilous rites of starting a family. Each year, hundreds of them march in single file through the brutal terrain of Antarctica to the breeding grounds where they conduct their mating rituals. The pairing off is instant, instinctive and destined to last for a lifetime. Soon after the choice is made, the female penguin lays a single egg and passes it on to her partner for safekeeping while she takes on more pressing tasks.


My mother and I watched in awe as one male penguin began the challenge of protecting his precious bundle, balancing the huge egg between his feet and stomach for months, enduring icy winds and frigid temperatures over 100 degrees below zero. Did I mention that the father-to-be couldn’t eat throughout this entire period? Hundreds of other male penguins were in the same situation, huddling together and defying the odds to keep each other warm. My mom laughed as she recalled how my dad — though he loved his five daughters — couldn’t even change a diaper! As the drama continued, we saw the mother penguin begin her arduous journey to the sea in treacherous conditions to stock up on fish for herself and her family. When she finally returned months later, she instantly spotted her partner from among the hundreds of penguins waiting — and recognized the call of her newly hatched chick.


Once the movie was over, the beauty of the story moved us to talk about the joys, the struggles and the occasional heartbreaks that come with raising a family. Though my parents never faced the menacing conditions of Antarctica, they too had their challenges. Finding the perfect partner, making a lasting commitment to each other, taking on the sometimes harsh responsibilities of raising children weren’t always easy. But with family, there were always rewards.


On the first — and last — night my mother slept in my home, we settled in the comfort of those lasting rewards. For a unique tale set in ice-cold Antarctica had reminded us of the soothing warmth of family, as it melted the chilling fears that ruffled our hearts.


~Kathy Melia Levine
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The Ice Bucket


Don’t ever save anything for a special occasion. Being alive is the special occasion.


~Author Unknown


After leaving home for college, I never felt like I quite fit in with my family again. A layer of ice seemed to form between my mother and me as I began spouting opinions radically different from those with which I had been raised. I felt the chill of disapproval. Mom and Dad came from blue-collar families and remained so themselves. Though I saw nothing wrong with that, I preferred the artistic life, one that they didn’t seem to understand.


“What kind of a job can you get if you’re an English major?” my mother asked. I knew her concern was only because she wanted a better life for me, but it infuriated me.


“I never tell you how to live your life. Don’t tell me how to live mine,” I would say. “I want to be a writer.” It’s funny that when you’re in the middle of a situation you never realize what a cliché your “problem” is. You think you are the only one to ever disappoint your parents. Eventually we learned not to talk about certain topics, but it hurt to feel like I hadn’t won my parents’ approval.


My parents came from more conservative times, and one of the symbols of that to me was Mom’s ice bucket, which sat atop the refrigerator. My parents didn’t usually have parties, but during my childhood my mother did have a Tupperware party. She planned it for days and we children helped her prepare the house for it. Mom and her friends had a great time, and Mom obtained enough hostess points for the one item in the catalog that she coveted — the ice bucket with tongs.


When it came, it was unwrapped carefully and reverently put in that place where all household treasures resided — the top of the refrigerator. Though we moved several times after that, that ice bucket was carted from house to house and a new house wasn’t home until the ice bucket was placed on top of the refrigerator.


The bucket was never used. I think Mom was saving it for a “special occasion.” The only occasions we ever had were the usual milestones — someone’s twenty-first birthday, a baby or a bridal shower. I suspect that Mom was hoping for a slightly more glamorous occasion — perhaps a cocktail party, or a New Year’s Eve celebration where everyone wore something besides jeans. I think in her heart she thought that life (and their income) would get better.


A few months ago, Mom called to say she was bringing over some things for me to sort through. She and my father had moved into a smaller place for their retirement, and they just didn’t have room for all the stuff they’d accumulated. I rooted through the box and gladly rescued a few ceramic roosters from the thrift shop pile before I saw a bag with a familiar shape peeping out from the top.


“Do you want this?” Mom asked as she sadly handed me the ice bucket. “Wait,” she said, not letting me respond. “I know the tongs are in here somewhere.” Daintily she handed me the items, pinkie outstretched, the same daintiness that would not have been out of place in a queen’s court had her life circumstances placed her there.


“Of course I want them,” I said.


I knew then that she was still hopeful about my future, still believed my life would be better than hers had been, and that the ice between us had started to thaw. That ice bucket told me there were unexpressed desires in my mother’s heart for me and that she wasn’t as different from me as she might appear.


Some time later, I threw a surprise birthday party for Mom. I stipulated that the dress code was to be “Sunday Best.” Not since that Tupperware party had my sisters and I spent so much time fussing over a party. Once I told them about it, the whole family was on board; my dad even bought Mom a new dress “from the mall,” he told me proudly.


The star of the party was, however, the ice bucket. We elevated it in the center of the table, swathing it in pink tulle, filling it to overflowing with ice.


The surprise party flabbergasted my mom. After the initial greetings, I put Mom to work. “Would you get us all some ice?” I asked, as I handed her the tongs. Standing there in the teal silk dress that made her blue eyes sparkle, pinkie extended, she complied, dipping into that bucket as if she were handing out gold coins.


Afterwards she introduced me to her new friend from church I hadn’t met.


“Lisa,” she said, “have you met my daughter… the writer?”


~Drema Sizemore Drudge
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Thankful


Fill your paper with the breathings of your heart.


~William Wordsworth


I felt honor-bound to eat every one of those oranges — to savor each one as long as possible. Every day for the last fifteen days, I had stared at that cardboard crate of premium oranges. Occasionally I had picked up an orange and peeled the loose skin with my thumb to reveal the juicy flesh, and I had eaten several of them. I would inhale deeply, the citrusy aroma gently nudging me from my grief. The oranges were beginning to show signs of their trip from some distant tropical clime to Wisconsin, where they had sat on my kitchen table for a week. Several of them were already inedible and had to be discarded.


Juice dribbled down my chin when I took my first bite of the one remaining orange. I wiped the sticky sweetness from my chin with a damp cloth and sat alone for a few moments while my daughter was at her first day of daycare, my husband was at work and I floundered through my last morning of maternity leave.


A pile of birthday cards lay scattered on the kitchen table beside me. I needed to write thank-you notes to several people. Writing thank-you notes at the kitchen table was a childhood habit. When I was a little girl, my mom would make me sit at the table after every birthday or Christmas, or anytime I received a gift, and write thank-you notes. To pass Mom’s inspection the notes had to be high-quality, neatly written, grammatically correct and specific: where I was going to wear the clothes or what I was going to do with the money.


Early on, I protested writing those notes as a chore, and then later I embraced writing them as a challenge. In the exercise of writing those notes, I developed a genuine love of language and a fascination for how words work. I got my start as a writer at my mother’s knee. She taught me how to consider my target audience, to stick to a purpose, to revise and edit, and never to be satisfied with a first draft. I use all of those skills on a daily basis in my work as a science writer.


I sighed, biting into another wedge of orange. I couldn’t help smiling as I remembered the one thank-you note that escaped my mom’s quality control and created quite a family kerfuffle. My cousin had sent me a craft project he made in a school class. The item was constructed of a discarded frozen juice can that had been covered in gold felt. To one end of the juice can, my cousin had attached the flat side of half of a Styrofoam ball, which he had also meticulously covered in gold felt. The result was a gold mushroom, the top decorated with colorful sequins, each held in place with a straight pin.


I crafted a glowing thank-you note describing how beautifully the colors and the design worked, what a nice job he had done constructing it and how I really appreciated the time he put into making the gift. The problem was that I wasn’t sure what it was. I thought it might be a pincushion, but I hesitated to be specific because I was I afraid I might offend him if the gift wasn’t a pincushion. So I concluded my glowing comments about the gift’s construction with the words: “By the way, what is it?”


My cousin was crushed. My aunt was furious, and she called my mother. My mother ended up furious with my aunt, and I was upset because I really had intended no harm and had been completely misunderstood.


I shook my head and smiled to myself as I picked up the final wedge of the orange. Writing those mandatory thank-you notes had turned me into a writer. I was always writing in journals and notebooks when I was a teenager, entering essay contests, and attending writing camps and summer writing programs.


I remember one time I was in my room, sitting on the floor writing in one of my diaries about the day’s events. Mom and I had some sort of mother/daughter spat, and I had stormed into my room, slamming the door behind me. My escapes after Mom had “ruined my life” in some fashion or other usually involved writing. I hadn’t been writing long when Mom opened the door to my room.


“I guess you’re writing all sorts of horrible things about me in there.” She glanced at my journal.


“No.” I grunted, turning my back on her. A moment of silence, then I heard the door shut.


I remember thinking that I should have said more. But I didn’t know what to say.


That was a long time ago.


I remember thinking a few weeks ago how I should have said more when she commented over the phone from her hospital bed, “You know, you’ll miss me when I’m gone.”


But I didn’t know what to say. She died that night.


The last wedge of the orange was dry and bitter. I spit it out.


A generic computer-printed card lay in the now empty orange box in front of me, a white card with the words “A Gift for You” printed on the top, and inside simply: “Love, Mom.” The oranges had been a gift from my mother, pre-ordered for my forty-first birthday well before she died. They would be the last gift that I ever received from her.


I reached for a pen and a note card.


Dear Mom,


Thanks for the premium oranges that you sent for my birthday. The aroma transports me from February in Wisconsin, and I think of you and all of the adventures we had together. I miss you. I’ve decided that I will start a tradition of ordering a box of premium oranges for my birthday every year, and I will eat one a day until they are gone. It will be a wonderful way for me to remember you and remind myself to go through life grateful for all of its blessings, large and small.


Love,


Michele


~Michele Arduengo
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Burgers and Butterflies


I think that if ever a mortal heard the voice of God it would be in a garden at the cool of the day.


~F. Frankfort Moore


The doctors had recommended “a facility” but Mom and I had other plans for her last few months. With her doctors’ concurrence, she rejected aggressive cancer treatments with, “I’ve lived a long and full life and I want to live while I’m here. I’d rather go home to my flowers, birds and butterflies.” I joined her in that wish, tough decision though it was, and moved in to stay with her, to read poetry and drink tea in her garden, rejecting hospice for a while.


For decades, Mom’s “garden of love” had been a place that nourished her soul as she nurtured it, a place where she turned in times of loss, anger, fear, joy, and gratitude. There she would bury her frustration or feed her exultation, pulling weeds and planting seeds… sculpting her yard.


A delightful young woman stayed with Mom while I finished teaching my university classes. During the late spring, I cooked on the grill and we dined at her old picnic table amid the flowers and shrubs. About once a week, though, I’d call on the way home from class. “How about I stop by Dutch’s and pick up some hamburgers?”


“And French fries,” Mom said, relishing foods with salt that she’d long ago foresworn.


When I arrived, our helper would leave and Mom and I would picnic at the red cedar table in the backyard, with her dog by her feet. At first, the roses were flush. Then the sweet honey fragrance from the arbor of Carolina jasmine shouted over the burgers and fries. In that quiet spot, we ate and laughed as we remembered our years together in many flowerbeds and lawns across Texas.
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