Becoming A Mom Without my Mom

As selfish as it may seem, one of the first things I thought of when I was told of my mother’s condition was, “how can I become a mom without my mom?”  She really put her whole heart and soul into her family and I just assumed she would be there to help guide me where published books fell short.

As we all sat around her hospital bed on February 17th, I asked my mom why, as a writer, she never wrote a book about how to be a good mom.  My father responded that I already learned everything I needed just by being raised by her.  I realized that he was right.  So even though I do not have the writer’s spark that she had, I will give you the Cliff’s notes version of what my mother would have written:

Start Early

Right from the moment she heard Mariah’s first cries, she went into action of being a mom.  She was not a mother who liked “taking care” of children—she was no Martha Stewart with a perfectly attended to house.  She hated the diapers and the bottles and all the little tasks that come with raising kids—she did all that stuff too, but not with the gusto of other mothers.  She instead put her energies into teaching her children.  She once told me that a child’s brain develops 90% in the first 3 years of life.  I am not sure if this fact is correct, but she certainly believed it.  She saw an opportunity to shape our lives with education and she took it.  She managed to continue her career as a writer, publishing small articles here and there, but her main focus was educating us.  She and my father taught us all to read at an early age, took us to schools for “gifted” children, and encouraged us to explore the world around us.  It was because of the excellent parenting that all 3 of us are proud to hold the title of nerd.

Be Passionate

For anyone who knew my mother, they realized her passion for living and honest zest for life.  She lived as an example for all of us, not only her children.  Once she realized an interest, whether it be for fitness, puzzles or animals, she attacked it.  She would be at the gym trying new classes, she would subscribe to games magazines and do puzzles to exercise her mind, and as we walked through her life at her hospital bed, we recounted the animals that influenced it—a couple of monkeys, birds, ferrets, iguanas, a pony, a goat and a few 150 pound dogs.  No matter how strange or eccentric her life became, she didn’t care—she was pursing the things that interested her and learning from them, and that was what mattered. 

Explore the World Around You

I have a friend who told me recently that she loved hanging out with my family because my mother would plan such neat trips.  Growing up, we took this friend spelunking, white water rafting and on numerous motor home camping trips (I can see why we hung out more at my house—we were fun).  By the time I had graduated high school, I had seen most of the continental US and my mother had instilled in me an interest in seeing new places and understanding new cultures.  No one can say that my mother didn’t get out much—in the last decade of her life, she went on numerous trips to places like Panama, Costa Rica, Scandinavia, Alaska and the Caribbean.  In one of her most recent excursions, she was able to not only see a whale up close, but actually touch one of these creatures that she had always had a fondness for--but could never quite figure out how to fit in her house. 

Research like Hell

If there was ever a problem that my mom wanted solved, she would find the answer.  Growing up, I remember there being stacks of books, travel magazines and medical journals that my mom would refer to; whenever we came down with a funny rash or cough, she would start her research.  I don’t think even she would be able to express how much she loved the internet—so much knowledge and information with just a click of your mouse...  It was she who diagnosed my Crohn’s disease and brought it up to the doctors; it was she who researched schools and colleges; it was she who would find the top family games for game nights; and it was she who would plan all the fun family excursions that allowed us to see the world.  

Laugh with your Children and Learn to Laugh at Yourself

Oh, how I loved to make my mother laugh.  I became pretty good at imitations and would find people on television that I could imitate and cause a laughing fit within her.  I soon realized I could imitate her and she was never insulted and never took herself too seriously.  Because of her, all of us try to find the humor in a situation and look on the brighter side of life.

Be Proud of Your Children

I don’t think I realized how proud she was of us until we got older and I could play my life in rewind.  She adored seeing us act in community theater, pick up a musical instrument, or just try something new.   This pride that we could give our mother made us strive to try new things and be a better person.  Even as an adult, I loved talking to my mother and telling her an accomplishment or a new life event.  She literally started screaming with delight when I told her she would be a grandma.  I only wish she would be around to swell with pride for all of the accomplishments the little guy inside me will soon make.

The lessons I learned from my mother mostly boil down to being the best person you can be and by living the most full and interesting life you can as an example for your kids.  There is no doubt that I am going to miss my mom, but I know I will take her life lessons and influences with me and instill them in my own kids.  If the genetics split fairly, this little guy will be ¼ of his grandma (what a lucky little guy).  If it turns out that her spirit was passed on to him, I will be in for one heck of a ride as his mother, but there is no doubt that he will have a wonderful, rewarding, and adventure-filled life.  

