Of All the Things I’ve Lost, I Miss My Mind the Most

Years ago I saw a quote that said, “I’ve gone to look for myself.  If I should return before I get back, please keep me here.”  I read another quote that said, “I’m so far gone, I’m on my way back.” There have been times as a mother when I didn’t know if I was coming or going; when the stress in my life was so intense that I really questioned my sanity.  

For example, several years ago my in-laws decided to take their children and grandchildren on a cruise.  We had obtained passports for each family member but I could not find them anywhere as we packed for the trip.  Luckily we found them in time – in the freezer, right where I had put them. I have put mixing beaters in the trash compactor, dinner rolls under the hutch in the kitchen.  No wonder my family thinks I’m crazy!  But I’m not as bad as my sister.  She sent me the following message:

If anyone wants to know how long it takes to burn up the inside of a cell-phone in a microwave…the answer is: Less than 30 seconds.  As a symptom of my lost brain cells these days, I was holding something for the microwave in one hand and my cell phone in the other.  It took me just seconds and the smell of burnt electronics to realize I had put the wrong item in the microwave.  I’m lucky it didn’t explode.  My husband surmises that I need a break (hey, my plan worked!)  

The pressures of every day life are real. Let me share a few experiences:

June 9, 2000

Yesterday I had a crazy experience at Albertsons while grocery shopping.  We started out okay and I had filled my basket almost to capacity.  I had most of my items and only needed three or four more.  We were at the back of the store and one-month-old Paige started screaming bloody murder.  I didn’t even know she could cry so loud.  The bad news was, I couldn’t console her.  I had left her diaper bag in the car and had absolutely nothing with me, and the crying continued.  After a few desperate moments, I decided to go to the restroom in the back of the store to nurse her, hoping that would calm her down.  I somehow managed to push my heavy cart with one hand over to the spot, only to discover that they had moved the restroom to the front of the store.  

I turned around and as I did so, I ran my basket into Savannah’s big toe, which she had cut a few days earlier.  It really hurt her and she began screaming as well.  I decided I just somehow needed to make my way to the front of the store to check out and that’s when the pop can fell off my cart and rolled.  As I neared the checkout stand, everyone in the store, and I mean everyone was staring at me.  I could have charged admission.  To make matters worse, the lines were long and we stood there for 10-15 minutes waiting for our turn.  Paige finally stopped crying for a brief moment, but I knew if I tried to unload my cart, she would start up again.  Luckily, a young mother with several children saw my plight, felt my pain, and sent her son over to unload my things.  When we got out to the car, my trunk was full, so we tried to throw all the groceries in the front.  As I was backing out, I almost hit a really nice car – I came within inches.  That would have been a perfect ending to a perfect day.

June 26, 2008 

We just got back from a crazy outing. Paige had a friend over and we decided to all go to the playground to play for a couple hours. I spent a half hour loading up the scooters, pogo sticks, camp chairs, bikes, etc. My friends were going to meet us there. My friend was sick and was headed into the doctor. She told me that it was her son’s birthday today and she wasn't able to throw him a party because she was sick. I decided to take the birthday cake we had left from my birthday and some ice cream, candles, gift, etc. and throw him a little party at the playground. It sounded like a good idea at the time. It turned out to be a total fiasco. 

We had 11 children and they were all running in different directions. When it was time to have the "party" the wind was blowing so hard that our chairs were blowing over and we couldn't light the candles. We tried dishing up and distributing 11 plates of cake and ice cream but the fierce winds kept blowing them away. I had ice cream dripping down my dress; Our three-year-old needed to go potty but there was no bathroom; one of the girls had emptied a half bottle of sunscreen onto Lindsey's pants - it just got lovelier by the minute. Oh, did I forget to mention that as we were getting into the Suburban to go to the playground that the toilet in the laundry room overflowed and the entire floor was covered in water? I tried to call my friends to let them know we'd be late but all the phones were dead. Doug's work shirts that I had just washed, dried and hung on the lockers had fallen into the water on the floor. Needless to say, we won't be going to the playground anytime soon.

No list of crazy experiences would be complete without an episode of the beloved stomach flu.

January 25, 2007

This last week has been quite the ride.  Saturday Lindsey started throwing up, so I stayed home from church with her Sunday.  Sunday night Paige started throwing up, so I kept her home from school.  Monday we sent Savannah off to school because she was healthy, but the school called an hour later saying that she was throwing up as well.  So I threw the sick and afflicted in the Suburban and went and retrieved her from school.  On Tuesday, both Doug and I came down with it hard, but we managed to get Tanner to preschool because he was the last man standing.  His teacher called me thirty minutes later to tell me he was in the bathroom sick, so we went and got him. 

Tuesday was such a bleak day.  Everyone was throwing up – we were sicker than dogs.  People were just lying around the house – corpses strewn everywhere.  Josh was the only one not throwing up.  At one point Doug and I were lying in bed, we had just gotten our nausea to go away by lying in a fetal position and not moving.  But there were four kids throwing up needing our help and we just thought, “Oh my goodness.  Who’s going to get up and help them?!” It was awful!

With these pressures of everyday life, how do we as mothers stay sane? One thing we can do is learn to relax.  In a stadium of 60,000 people, if there were a bomb threat, the announcer would ask that all people exit the stadium quickly but calmly.  If the people obeyed, all of the people could evacuate quickly.  However, if people panic there becomes a stampede, people get trampled, doorways get blocked and people die.  It is the same in our lives.  When we get stressed out, when our to-do list is long, we need to work quickly but calmly.  If we panic, everything falls apart.  

Consider the analogy of a duck.  Under the water, the duck is paddling like mad.  On the surface, however, the duck is calm and graceful, unruffled.  That is how we need to be as mothers.

I don’t picture the Lord up in heaven stressing out.  I don’t picture him in panic mode, rushing about the universe, worrying about things.  If we are to become like him, we must be calm.
I read an article once that stated that many women are addicted to stress.  We are so used to having it in our lives, that even when it doesn’t exist, we create it.  I think of the many times I’ve thrown my kids into the car in a frenzy saying, “We’ve got to go to Walmart!  Hurry, we’re going to be late!”  What happens if you are late to Walmart?  Does Walmart even close?  Where’s the fire?  We need to relax and not create stress where it is not needed.

Learning to slow down has been a challenge for me throughout my life. I was born in one hour.   In elementary school my teachers always wrote on my report cards, “Sometimes Shannon makes mistakes because she hurries too fast.”  My motto has always been, “A job worth doing is worth doing fast.”  My biggest pet peeve is being late.  All things in my life are measured in speed.  But as mothers, sometimes we make mistakes because we hurry too fast.  We don’t have time to think or react.

I came across this poem the other day taken from the Children’s Friend
It’s hurry to bed, and it’s hurry to rise.

It’s hurry to dress, wipe the sleep from your eyes.

It’s hurry to school and hurry straight home.

I’m supposed to hurry when I need to roam.

How can you hurry to watch butterflies?

And can you look fast at bright evening skies?

How can you rush, watching bugs crawl and climb?

And hurrying to sleep leaves no happy thought time.

I’m puzzled with grown-ups who hurry so fast.

Don’t they know lots of wonderful things can slip past?

So I hurry quite slowly when nobody sees

Taking time to look long at the creatures in trees.

I run, not too quickly, when whippoorwills sing,

I never go fast, slowing down in my swing.

And I pray slowly, talking with father above.

It takes time to be grateful, to feel, and to love.
Judy Phillips said, “Sometimes we hurry our children and then they grow up too fast.  They don’t get to enjoy all that the world and life has to offer.  We hurry ourselves so that we don’t take time to enjoy our families, or we don’t always see the beautiful sunsets or hear the songs of the birds or take the time to visit with family and friends.  After all, these are the most important things in life.”

There will come a day when you’ll wish you hadn’t hurried so much.  My Aunt Cecelia wrote a song with the following lyrics that pretty much sum it up.

Please let me take the time to look to listen and to climb

I’ll miss some things along the way if I hurry all the time.

For someday you’ll say, “Hurry Up!” when you’re walking down the road.

You’ll turn around and I’ll be gone ‘cause I hurried up and grow’d.

In addition to slowing down, one way we can stay sane is to simply recognize that life is a roller coaster and will have its ups and downs. We once took our children to an amusement park.  At the beginning of each ride, the operator would say, “This is a wild ride.  Please keep you arms and legs inside the ride at all times.” I think they should post that same announcement in every delivery room across the nation because the minute you give birth, the wild ride begins.

Someone once described motherhood this way: “Life is a journey through uncharted waters in a leaky boat with a mutinous crew.” I couldn’t have said it better myself! Another person said that menopause and puberty should not be allowed to coexist in the same house. Enough said. One woman told me that with her first five children, she was involved in every aspect of their lives.  By the time she got to her sixth child she simply said, “I won’t bother you if you don’t bother me.”

We once had a child attend a summer camp in Utah.  She called at 10:30 Monday night – “I’m so excited, this is totally awesome.”  She called 3 hours later at 1:30 am in tears, panicked, unable to sleep.  She felt like all was lost, and was anticipating a horrible audition the next day.  On Tuesday she called and said, “I’m feeling optimistic, life is great!”  Wednesday she felt sad because she didn’t get a solo and had decided to quit liking the guy she liked.  Friday she called saying “This is the happiest day of my life!”  She had been to a wonderful dance and the best devotional of her life. By the end of the week I was exhausted!  I turned to my husband and jokingly said, “Our child is bipolar!”  She wasn’t bipolar – just a normal teenager. And it’s not just girls.  I once saw a sign at the public library that said, “With boys, you always know where you stand.  Right in the middle of a hurricane!”

It’s been said, “A mother is only as happy as her most unhappy child.” Since each family member is on his/her own emotional roller coaster at any given time, life can get interesting.  I once received some great advice from my neighbor Margaret Turpin, mother of ten, during a funeral dinner.  She said, “Never ride the roller coaster with your children.” (I don’t have to worry about that since my children refuse to ride roller coasters with me because I scream really loud!)  She of course was referring to the emotional roller coasters that teenagers experience.  I have five children, and if I allow myself to ride five simultaneous roller coasters every day, I will lose my mind.  Because of her comment, I have learned to emotionally support my children, cheer them on from the sidelines, but not get on the ride with them.  This separation has saved my sanity on many occasions.

The last thing I’d like to discuss is the importance of being flexible.  Years ago I had scheduled an appointment for a “free massage” in my home.  As an exhausted mother of little children I could hardly wait for the day to arrive.  I’m a huge fan of relaxing Swedish massages and I knew it would turn my life around.  On the appointed day, two 70 year-old ladies arrived at my house.  They laid me on a bed of nails and waited for the electromagnetic waves to line up in my body.  That was it.  That was the massage.  I nearly cried. Life doesn’t always turn out like we expect it to.

Several years ago my in-laws took their family on a cruise.  The highlight of our Bahamas trip for me came that first night on the ship. Oregon and Auburn were playing in the national college football championship game. Savannah watched the kids in the cabin so that Doug and I could watch the game on the big screen on the deck of the ship with all the Williams men. Sitting there eating ice cream with the wind blowing in my face watching football was a dream come true. And the game was so intense! With two minutes remaining, the game was tied. Unfortunately at that very moment, they turned off the big screen since it was midnight and the crowd went crazy. We all raced to the sports bar to see the remaining two minutes. We had our bathrobes on over our clothes to try to keep warm and it all ended up so funny - me in my bathrobe in a sports bar at midnight surrounded by very large men twice my size! Sometimes we have to improvise!

Since life doesn’t always turn out exactly as planned, we need to be flexible.  We need to loosen up and be willing to go with the flow; shift to plan B. If we are too rigid we can get bent out of shape.

Motherhood is hard.  It was meant to be hard.  It is our preparation for Godhood. The fact that it’s hard doesn’t mean you’re doing anything wrong.  Nothing is more challenging than trying to mold a human being with free agency.  

The good thing about parenting is that it constantly takes us outside our comfort zone.  It keeps us growing and progressing. I know that as we learn to relax, to slow down and  remain flexible, we can replace our insanity with peace, and find the joy motherhood was intended to bring.  Life will certainly be a roller coaster, but keep in mind…. roller coasters are supposed to be fun.
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