Two Mothers

 

A few months ago, during our nightly call, my mother and I started discussing a topic that we’ve debated before and can never agree on.
“It’s the right thing to do,” I said firmly. “The boys need me!”
“They already have you,” she pleaded. “They don’t need you every minute of every day. You have a great career where you’re respected and valued. Don’t give that up.” Then she said with a sigh, “I would have loved to do something with my life.”
My parents left their country in the middle of a revolution and came here to give their children a better life. Raising my two brothers and me in a foreign land wasn’t always easy for my mother but she never let it show. While my father went to work during the day, she stayed home. A home that was a million miles away from everything and everyone she knew. But that didn’t stop her from putting her heart and soul into creating a loving home for us.
Every day after school, I would sit at the kitchen table and tell her my tales of junior high hardship. And I had a lot of them, being the new foreign kid in school. She would listen to me while she was preparing dinner or folding the laundry and comfort me in the best way she knew how. She would tell me how lucky I was to have a good family and remind me that I should be thankful for that, instead of seeking the approval of my classmates.
Or course, at the time, I didn’t see it that way. All I saw was that my mother didn’t understand me. I wanted desperately to fit in with the other kids. “Why can’t I go?” I would say with pre-teen angst, “everyone goes to sleepovers here, it’s NO BIG DEAL!” But she was adamant. “No sleepovers,” she would say in her heavily accented English. No boys calling the house. No TV in my room. No make-up.
I was angry a lot during those early teenage years but every day after school I would still tell her my tales and she would still listen.
I had no idea that while I was going through my life-is-so-unfair mini dramas, my mother was dealing with her own obstacles: learning a new culture, a new language, and a new way of life. Despite these hurdles, she powered through, raising three healthy well-adjusted children.
Through those first few tough years of transition, she kept the family together, the house clean, the clothes pressed, our lives organized, and had an amazing meal on the table every day. I never thought about how all that got done or if it was hard for her. I didn’t understand what it took to be a stay-at-home mom. That is until I had my own children.
To her, I was doing it all, working and taking care of my family. But I have it so easy compared to her. She doesn’t know how much I admire her strength and the way she made it look so easy. The way she sacrificed for us every single day. The way she loved us even when we didn’t deserve that love. And the way she was there whenever we needed her. How could I express in words how much that really meant?
“You’re wrong mom,” I finally said, “you did do something. You did something amazing. You were there for me and that meant everything.”
A short time after our discussion, I decided to quit my job so that I could be there for my children like my mother was there for me.  I wanted to be the one at the kitchen table listening to my sons’ tales of their joys and hardships.  
But being a stay-at-home mother was more challenging than I had anticipated.  The feelings of isolation and constant attention to family matters took its toll on me and a small part of me wondered whether I had made the right decision.
Then one afternoon, my little boy came to me with a request. 
“Read the book!" "Read the BOOK!" He asked me in his very loud outside voice. As he was asking me, he was also poking me with the book. After having spent most of the day running errands, picking up after the kids, and making multiple meals, I should have been ready to spend some quality time with my son. But I was not. I was just tired. 
"Not now, sweetie," I said softly with a hint of frustration, "maybe later." My eyelids felt heavy and all I wanted to do was lie down on my bed.
"Read me a book mommy!" He said again. They don't give up do they? I looked over at him ready to say no but he was looking straight at me with his big brown eyes waiting for my response. I froze for what seemed like minutes but was only a few seconds. Then I snapped out of my semi-coma and realized that my SON was asking me to read him a book and I should listen to him. So, I took a deep breath, sat down on the floor next to him and said "OK, sweetie, why don't you jump into my lap and give me the book." His face lit up and he came tumbling towards me.
As I read him the book (the same book I had read to him at least 100 times) I slowly felt him relaxing into my arms and resting the back of his head against my chin. He was concentrating on the book with singular focus. All of a sudden, as I was reading the story, I felt his little fingers tapping against my knee as if he was playing the piano. 
For a split second, I stopped reading and concentrated on his fingers. The pause was too short for him to notice. I continued reading, but now most of my focus was on his little fingers and the delicate way they were connecting with my knee. With each word, the frustration and fatigue melted away and I felt the kind of pure joy only your child can give you. Without realizing it, I was smiling as I read the end of the story. I didn’t want it to end. I wanted him to keep tapping my knee with his little soft fingers.
"Read it again mommy!" He said. 
"Of course, sweetie. Let's read it again."
That simple moment helped me realize that I had absolutely made the right decision.  And like my mother, I will make whatever sacrifices are necessary to care for and be there for my children.  I only wish that some day they look back and feel about me the way I will forever feel about my mother.  
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