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Introduction

In 2011, This I Believe, Inc., published a collection of sixty essays exploring the subject of fatherhood. Now we are pleased to complement that publication with this edition about motherhood. The sixty essayists in this book dig deeply into what one writer calls the “definitive relation.” When we are children, our mothers are the people we most want to impress and make proud. They are the ones against whom we often rebel, and from whom we may draw our greatest strength. For mothers, their children often are the embodiment of their hopes and dreams for the future.

“Birth is the beginning of time,” says essayist Geeta Maker-Clark. “For me, it is a great metaphor for all that is still mysterious and magnificent in the world.”

Adults and young essayists in this book tell us of the life wisdom they learned from their mothers. Maternal knowledge can be passed in a direct conversation when advice is offered—even if it wasn’t solicited. Other times, wisdom is taught in a more indirect way. It may be shared through the words of a newspaper clipping stuck to the refrigerator, or in the faces of a faded photograph tucked in a drawer. Instructions for living a good life can even be found in surprising places: a song lyric from the Rolling Stones, a Beatles album cover, or a timeworn recipe card.

These writers detail the many jobs mothers perform: the breadwinners, the teachers, the cheerleaders, the eternal optimists in a world full of bitterness and uncertainty. We hear about alpha moms, hero moms, and household CEOs. Perhaps the most common role, though, is as the person providing safe harbor from the storms of life. “I remember the security and warmth I felt with my mother’s arms around me, knowing that someone was there to focus genuine love and healing attention on my miserable and needy twelve-year-old self,” writes Lily Llamzon Darais.

Of course the mother-child relationship—like any relationship—is not always perfect. The bond can be as painful and dysfunctional as it can be nurturing and constructive. “I know my mother loves me, but I also know it’s because she has to,” writes Jamie Lemke-Barrand of her battles with her mother. The challenges of intimacy are evident in several essays in this collection, as the writers honestly share their stories of making peace with the mistakes they’ve made, and of the reconciliations they’ve struggled to achieve.

The children featured in this collection—both those still in the blush of youth and those recalling their younger days—offer their perspectives on the women who raised them, whether they’re biological mothers, stepmoms, or adoptive ones. Even while serving a jail sentence, Michael Taylor drew inspiration from his mother: “Through every obstacle I encountered I would think to myself, ‘If Mother overcame her challenges, I have no excuse not to do the same.’” These essayists remind us that mothers may not share our opinions or approve of all our actions, but they mostly do believe in us—and we believe in them, even if we aren’t always able to show it or say it.

The passage of time eventually brings an end to the relationship, sometimes through divorce or estrangement, sometimes when a child is given up for adoption, and, for all of us, when death comes. But even in the pain that comes from the breaking of such a fundamental bond, there is hope. Alice Roche Cody already had one son when she experienced a miscarriage at sixteen weeks, yet she has the fortitude to say, “Grief has made me a better mother.” More often, though, it’s the child who struggles to comprehend the passing of a parent. Mary Lou Hurley was a teenager when she lost her mother. “My memories of her are how I learned to be a mother,” Hurley says, proving that even after a mother’s death, her spirit can remain a presence that provides encouragement and guidance through the veil of memory.

“I believe that being a mother is more than biology,” advises Jennifer Smith. “Being a mother is a state of mind.” In many cases this is a state of resilience and loyalty, the fierce determination of a mother to protect her child. You will read about women who will not give up when the odds are stacked against them, from fighting poverty or drug addiction to becoming a teen mother and raising a child alone. Whether she is a mother hearing her child’s diagnosis of autism or Down syndrome, or a child who becomes the caregiver for an ailing mother, these essayists offer their testaments to facing challenges and coming through their ordeals stronger and wiser.

Reading the essays in this book feels like flipping through a family photo album. Each page offers another richly detailed snapshot of daily life from the delivery room to the deathbed. These word pictures draw us into a particular moment and encourage us to linger there— perhaps to recall a similar time in our own lives or to contemplate the wisdom that someone completely different from us derived from his or her experience. The stories here are universal, no matter your age, gender, or parenting status. They are celebrations of our common humanity.

“A mother’s love can overcome hatred, animosity, and selfishness,” says Bruce Rankin. “It has the power to heal an abused heart and body.” We are grateful to these essayists for bravely and honestly sharing their most personal stories, perhaps knowing that their words may provide comfort to an unknown mother or child living thousands of miles away, or even generations into the future.





Evolution

LAUREN LEBLANC

I have come to a place not so much of peace but of understanding.

Once upon a time, I had delusions of grandeur. I believed—as many young people believe these days, I think—that I was special, that I was different, that I was set apart. I truly believed that I was destined for richness and fame because of my talent and “specialness.” I was going to live the new American dream. I was not going to grow up to be a “normal” person, not just another number in the growing American census.

But time passed. Reality set in, as did age, and my perspective changed. The paradigm shifted.

I am a schoolteacher. I am married to a salesman. We have a baby, a dog, a two-car garage, and a mortgage. Could my life be any more normal?

And yet, I am perfectly okay with this.

If I were to have a conversation with my eighteen-year-old self, I’m sure there is a lot she wouldn’t understand. She wouldn’t get why I’m not pounding the pavement in NYC, working to get an audition or that coveted part on Broadway. She wouldn’t be able to accept that I haven’t been to a real audition in four years. She wouldn’t be able to fathom that my coworkers have never heard me sing.

She’d be curious about the baby, because she hasn’t had much experience with babies. She would wonder about my teaching career, probably calling it “pedestrian.” She would look around my very suburban neighborhood and accuse me of selling out. If I’d bought a house, it should’ve at least been in an interesting, eclectic neighborhood with coffee houses and tapas bars on every corner. She’d probably scoff at the corner house in the painfully suburban neighborhood that I now call home.

But I know things she doesn’t know. I know of the alchemy of loss. I understand that those volatile college years—both wicked and wonderful—are a mere microcosm of life, like a lens zoomed in too close on one object. Life is so much more rich and complicated and wonderful and terrible than those four self-righteous years in the bubble.

I know what it means to work for love, to not just sit back and let it happen the way it can when you’re young. I know about bringing life into the world, and the complexity of emotions that brings: the confusion, the bone-deep exhaustion, the loss of sense of self, the love that doesn’t know how big your heart is, so it splits it wide open.

My life is simple. It is small, and it may seem interchangeable with so many other lives out there. I may never make an impact outside my house, my community, my hometown.

But I’ve learned that importance is relative. Because to a small few, I am irreplaceable.

When my little girl cries, she calls for “Mama.” When she reaches out, it’s for me, and me alone.

So, a small life? It’s perfectly fine by me. In fact, I think it’s what I’ve wanted all along.

LAUREN LEBLANC is a teacher, runner, crafter, singer, aspiring writer, and native Texan living in Louisville, Kentucky. For three years, she has used the This I Believe middle school curriculum in her language arts classes to teach her eighth graders how to put their convictions to paper. She is married to her high school sweetheart and has a three-year-old daughter and another on the way.





Do What You Have to Do

KIMANN SCHULTZ

My firstborn son, the fledgling Marine, called me the other night from a field somewhere in North Carolina. He was cocooned in his Gore-Tex layered sleeping bag, which provided him with the cover he needed to place his forbidden call. It was January, and the bitter cold stretched from my home in Indiana to the East Coast. He and his group had been deposited by helicopter in this field for an overnight exercise.

Daniel told me he had finally learned when he would leave for Iraq and the city where he would be based, although he could not give me details just yet. I asked him how he was feeling about going to Iraq. He said he was okay with it.

If my son is okay with it, then I will be too. Young men like Daniel—partiers, paintballers, road-trippers—simply trade one set of risks for another when they enter the military. At least that’s how I’ve rationalized it. My son’s joining the Marines was no surprise: he came of age during the days of 9/11 and the so-called War on Terror.

I then swallow the last vestiges of my humanitarianism. It hurts in my throat, but I need to tell my son this: do what you have to do so that you come back home.

And I will say it to him again and again, even though I don’t believe in war or in the politics or the big money that drives it. I believe in art and in learning and in the peace that evolves from these best of human elements. I believe we could better serve humankind with armies of artists, musicians, and teachers, not armed sons and daughters. But my personal beliefs are momentarily suspended, for my son is a brand-new Marine. Duty bound, he will have brothers to fight with, a team to protect, a job to get done. As his mother, I believe in his unequivocal right to do whatever he needs to do in order to survive. When Daniel completes his deployment, I will be ready to absorb any displaced rage and fear, any bit of undigested war he brings back home with him. I vow to see to it that his heart and mind eventually find their way back home as well.

I was driving home from a late meeting when my son called. The moon in my skies lay behind a slight haze, but it shone steadfast and bright, nearly full. I asked Daniel if the moon was out where he was. He said hold on a moment—yes, he could see it too. I told Daniel I was looking at the moon at that very moment and that he and I were making a triangle with our trajectories of sight. The sunlight reflecting off that pockmarked orb was connecting me to my child just as surely as had I put my arms around him. I felt like a navigator and had found my star, and that star had found my son.

Author-illustrator KIMANN SCHULTZ, mother of three, is a first-generation American, the daughter of Ukrainian and German parents. Ms. Schultz currently resides with her husband and songwriting partner, Mike, in Indianapolis, Indiana. Following deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan, Daniel was honorably discharged and is now a student.





Grabbing the Baton

JULIE SELLERS

Tell me the story of me, Momma,” my daughter always asks when we snuggle into my great-grandmother’s rocking chair at the end of the day.

“The first time I saw your beautiful face, it was nearly covered by a floppy blue-and-white hat, surrounded by a pale blue blanket. All I could see were two chubby cheeks and a teeeeeeny little nose.”

“And I looked like a tiny fairy baby?” she asks on a yawn.

“You did, and you weren’t bigger than a minute,” I always answer. “The nurse handed a tiny little girl to me, and I was so surprised because you felt so light. I thought that if I unwound the blankets, I’d find no baby there at all, only air.”

In that instant, I became a mother. I was all alone in a cold room with a stone floor, four thousand miles from home. There was no sterile hospital room, no crying husband—just the two of us. But that moment was just as special, just as magical as if she’d come from my body directly into my arms. From that moment, she was my daughter in every way that mattered.

It’s easy sometimes to forget there’s another mother out there with whom I share my title, since it seems as though my life began only when I first held my daughter’s tiny body close to mine. But my little girl has a history that involved another. Although I might always be a bit sad that I didn’t have the privilege to grow Sophie under my heart, I must give thanks to the one who did.

I owe my life to a woman I’ve never met, who lives half a world away. Her sacrifice gave me all I could ever ask for, and I never forget for a moment that it was her difficult decision—her tears and her pain—that is the foundation on which I’ve built this life I love.

When my daughter asks to hear her story, I tell her of the floppy hat, the drafty room, and the blue blanket full of air. But as she grows, she will understand that sometimes life is a relay, and you never know who in this world will hand you your baton. It could be someone you’ve never met, someone who lives a world away, someone you will never be able to repay for giving you the life you always wanted but never dared to imagine you’d have.

I believe the true gifts of our lives come from the most unlikely of sources. If we venture forth with our hearts open, we will always be in the right place to receive them.

JULIE SELLERS is the author of Immediate Family: The Adoption Option, a chronicle of her experiences as a single parent who adopted two children from Russia. She has recently published a novel titled Coming Home. Ms. Sellers lives in Indiana with her daughter, Sophie; her son, Max; two dogs; one guinea pig; and a turtle.





You Can’t Always Get What You Want

KATE SEARLE

The first time my son said “No,” he was eight months old and was crawling determinedly toward a temporarily uncovered surge protector. I grabbed him by the hips and restrained him. “No,” he cried, nipping at my wrists like a small dog. “No!”

As he dissolved into tears, I understood that I had to hold firm in my denial of the surge protector, yet I felt sorry for him. The knowledge that he would never reach it would disappoint him bitterly. It was then that I realized that a rock song I had heard all my life was the only expression that could possibly convey both firm denial and heartfelt empathy at the same time.

“You can’t always get what you want,” I sang to him tenderly, using Mick Jagger’s cadence but a less insistent tone. Marcus looked surprised, then defiant. “You can’t always get what you want,” I repeated sadly, almost reverently, like the somber choir that opens that rock classic. Marcus raised his hands to hit my cheeks, and I held them. “You can’t always get what you want,” I repeated again as his eyes pleaded his case, urging me to relent and let him at the surge protector. I held my ground and moved on to the resolution of the chorus, as a look of profound sadness came over his face.

“But if you try sometimes, you just might find . . .,” I added as he swooned into my chest, finally accepting his loss. “You get what you nee—ee—d.”

I had no idea that a Rolling Stones hit would become as much a mainstay of my mothering repertoire as “Itsy Bitsy Spider.” The spider song has pleasant and dexterous hand gestures that accompany it, but only Mick has the vital message everyone must learn as he or she grows up.

What has amazed me as I have sung that song dozens of times in the last year is the fact that nearly every time I do it, Marcus becomes a textbook mourner, traveling through Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s five stages of grieving in the thirty-five seconds it takes to sing through each of the three repetitions of “You can’t always get what you want” and the final resolution telling the listener how to “get what you need.” And I am happy to report that the sad cycle speeds up each time I sing it, with his denial becoming less vociferous, his anger less physical, his bargaining less pitiful, his depression less deep, and his acceptance more complete, allowing him to move on to other things.

My toddler is growing up, reminding me that as much as I may want that cute little baby that my husband and I adopted two years ago, what we both need is for him to grow beyond his babyish ways to the fascinating little boy he is becoming.

Thanks, Mick. I never could have guessed that your words would be such a central part of my parenting.

A Unitarian-Universalist Sunday school teacher, KATE SEARLE lives in Massachusetts with her husband, Curtis, and son, Marcus, and works in administration at MIT. Marcus, now eight, sometimes gets what he wants and usually gets what he needs.





Visitor at the Table

MAYA CHRISTOBEL

When I was fourteen, I painted a picture that is hanging in my mother’s house at the end of a long, dimly lit hall. It is a picture of “God” as I knew God back then. He is old, with a long white beard, his eyes diverted by thought or impatience.

I am now fifty-seven. I have to pass this painting two or three dozen times a day walking back and forth from the kitchen to my mother’s bedroom—getting her water, her pills, or some forgotten item that would take her half the day to find because she gets distracted by tiny things like lint on the floor. She eventually forgets what she went back to her room to get and yells, “Maya, what am I back here for anyway?” I go to help her remember what she was searching for, not telling her exactly, but letting her discover it on her own, thus salvaging some sense of self-respect in spite of a failing mind.

When I made the choice to return home to live with and care for her, I found an opportunity to move into a flow of life that I had not anticipated or planned. Watching the Weather Channel and Wheel of Fortune like clockwork, spending hours dressing and undressing my mother, clipping coupons, taking morning naps that stretched into the afternoon. This became my new rhythm.

One night at the end of a day of tedium, I asked, “What is this all about?” Why have I stopped my personal and professional life to come and live with my ninety-year-old mother in Oklahoma? I got an immediate answer from that deep inner voice I have come to know as Truth, as God, as Spirit, as Love: the voice whispered, “To be fully present with your experience.”

So I am now fully present going to the Dollar Store looking for oversized Kleenex that my mother can’t live without. Fully present while assisting my mother as she struggles to get out of a chair and plant her feet firmly on the ground, wondering if she can take a step without falling. I am now fully present with my buried childhood memories, and fully present with seeing myself in another thirty years. This daily spiritual practice of being present is what makes room for both compassion and forgiveness to well up in my life with my mother.

Sometimes being fully present feels like a sentence. Like the gauntlet. Like a tall order. But I am doing it. Because I believe that if I am fully present with myself and in the minutia of life with my mother, then I will find the joy and wonder inherent in this passage we call dying. A passage that has us both becoming each other’s teachers, helping one another navigate through territory neither of us has ever been.

And my mother and I are not alone on this uncharted journey. Now, “God” is an unmistakable presence in the house, at the end of the hall, not only on the wall, but standing behind me if I fail to get up under the weight of the moment and when I fear I will lose myself and my dreams. I now feel the breath of love around the edges of my life with her. I can faintly smell joy in the air even when this is the time of letting death in the front door and finding a way to openheartedly welcome death and the divine to the table with my mother and me.

MAYA CHRISTOBEL, a psychologist from Harvard University, teaches workshops and classes on rewriting our stories. Her two books, Freeing Godiva and Roadmaps to Success, were coauthored with Deepak Chopra.





The Power of Parenthood

ANDREA COLEMAN

On a bright spring day nine years ago, I went shopping at a popular store in my small hometown. It was a chore I’d completed hundreds of times before, but this trip was special: it was the first time I took my baby daughter with me.

Kendall was a preemie who, despite being three months old, looked like a newborn. Still, she was alert and active. As happens with babies, alert and active quickly became bored and restless. I picked her up, began the swaying motion every mom knows will calm a fussy infant, and continued shopping.

An older woman stopped and remarked on what a pretty baby Kendall was. She stroked the soft cheek resting on my shoulder and smiled when Kendall snuffled out a tiny snore. As I turned to settle my sleeping daughter back into her carrier, the woman said, “Poor dear, are your hands still too swollen for your wedding band?”

“I’m not married, ma’am,” I replied with the respect I was raised to offer my elders.

“Well! You certainly don’t look like that kind of girl.”

I looked at her over my shoulder, not entirely certain she was serious, only to see her stomp off with an air of righteous indignation. I glanced down at my child, feeling a messy tangle of emotions: surprise, hurt, anger, and, though I hate to admit it, a stab of embarrassment. Until that moment, the idea of anyone assuming that “single mother” and “good mother” were mutually exclusive terms had never occurred to me. As I finished shopping, the woman’s words echoed in my mind.

“You certainly don’t look like that kind of girl.”

As I thought about it, though, I decided to spin her statement in a positive way. Yes, I was a single mother. I was also a good mother. The negative emotions pulling at me began to fade away.

Raising a child alone is as rewarding as it is terrifying, and while I admit it might not be an ideal situation for anyone, it’s also not the worst circumstance one can be in. I left an unhealthy relationship when I learned I was pregnant. I would never subject my child to the pain that relationship brought me. I made a conscious decision to be a single mother. It was the right decision, even if some people don’t agree with it.

I believe single parents have to be strong, determined, and able to depend on themselves. We must be both mother and father, and undertake both roles with equal commitment. I am now married to a man who is a wonderful father to Kendall, but I wouldn’t change the early years when it was just my daughter and me, because I know wedding bands and marriage vows are no guarantee a woman will be a good mother, just as the lack of them is no sign she isn’t.

I believe in the power of parenthood—even when the power comes from a solitary source.

ANDREA COLEMAN teaches language arts at Johnson County Middle School in Paintsville, Kentucky. She also writes fiction for young adults and is pursuing her MFA in creative writing. Her greatest accomplishment in life, Kendall James, is the inspiration for everything she does.





Call Your Mother

SUZANNE BIEMILLER

I believe in calling your mother. No matter where you are, no matter what you are doing, a phone call to your mother will make the world seem less daunting and help you feel stronger.

I started phoning my mother in college when distance suddenly necessitated that form of communication. Since then we have been talking on the phone regularly, even though we now live in the same city. We’ve talked about life’s big issues—should I leave a long-term boyfriend and move to another town? Can I be a good mother and work full-time at a job that I also love? When she and my father separated, our roles reversed for a while, as I listened to her questions and tried to help her articulate answers.

But most of the time, we talk about the little things. What did you do today? How is work? Are the girls well? In over twenty-five years of phone calls, certain themes have emerged. “Go outside and look at the moon, sweetie,” she’ll say over the phone at least a few times a year. “I’ve never seen it brighter.” “I went to the Reading Terminal this morning; the peaches are in.” “I’m so proud of you.” “I love you.”

A few summers ago, some friends from college got together for a long weekend to celebrate our fortieth birthdays. One of the women had been diagnosed with cancer that past winter. Kerry had finished her chemotherapy; her hair was growing back in, and color was returning to her cheeks. Although she was a little more tired than the rest of us, she looked great.

One afternoon while she was napping, the house phone rang. I answered.

“Hello,” a young girl’s voice said. “Is Kerry there, please?”

“Hi,” I replied, “is this her daughter?”

“Yes, it is,” she said quietly.

“She’s resting now, but would you like me to wake her for you?” I asked.

“Um, I’m not sure,” the girl responded in a small voice that sounded as if it were about to crack. I knew immediately that waking her mother was what she really wanted me to do even if she couldn’t say it. She needed to talk to her mother, to hear her soothing, reassuring voice on the other end of the phone.

So wake Kerry I did. She sprang out of bed and went outside with the phone. For about an hour, she sat on an old log in the lengthening shadows of tall pine trees, quietly talking with her daughter—a ten-year-old missing her mother, perhaps fearful that she might one day be gone for more than a long weekend. I don’t know what they talked about—maybe nothing, maybe everything—but I know how important that call was to both of them.

When I returned home from that weekend, I phoned my own mother. I don’t remember what we talked about, but it sure felt good to hear her voice.

That’s what I believe in: the healing, strengthening connections and communications between mothers and daughters. My two daughters are now old enough for our own phone conversations, and I cherish each and every one of them—even when they are about nothing important at all.

SUZANNE BIEMILLER lives in Philadelphia with her husband, Rob MacRae, and two daughters, Caroline and Jane, who help her keep it real every single day. In her spare time, Ms. Biemiller works as chief of staff for Philadelphia mayor Michael A. Nutter.
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