Not Just a Mother

By Kelli Wheeler

A few weeks ago my dad called to tell me I absolutely must record Oprah that day.  I don’t usually watch tv during the day, so Dad knew I wouldn’t be watching and even if I was, my children wouldn’t allow me the peace to watch the show.
My dad excitedly told me Maria Shriver was going to be on Oprah and he thought I’d find her inspiring and insightful.  Dad, being my biggest champion in life, always told me I could achieve anything I strived for.  He felt that Maria and I were sisters in a parallel universe.

As I cradled the phone to my ear with my shoulder, poured another endless cup of apple juice for my son, hissed out of the corner of my mouth to my daughter about breaking the rule of talking to mommy while she’s on the phone, and realizing the breakfast dishes were still in the sink, I thought “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” Knowing though that my dad later would want to know how I liked the show, I hurriedly threw a tape in the VCR and promptly forgot about it for a week.  

I’ll admit right now, I did not vote for Arnold Schwarzenegger.  And all the fuss about Governor and First Lady of California sightings in Sacramento had grown as stale to me as the Goldfish crackers in my car seats.  Always trying to separate myself from the trend, I was resisting all things Arnold and Maria.  I was in no hurry to watch this tape.

Finally one nap time I remembered about the Oprah tape and grudgingly gave up reading the daily paper to watch this show that was supposed to be so inspiring.  This is where the music crescendos and the glow of enlightenment shines down on my illuminated body.  I got it!  I got what all the adulation was about. 
Maria was my soul sister! She was driven and competitive like me! She wanted to have it all like me - career, family, successful marriage, cute shoes.  She was a mother also struggling to balance her own goals and aspirations with those of her family.  Okay, she was funnier than me and quite a bit wealthier, but she could laugh with her pal Oprah about the insecurities of her life like I do with my girlfriends! 

Where she had me at hello though was when she said she wanted women with families to stop saying, “I used to be a (fill in the former career), but now I’m JUST a mother.” 

It was as if she had been standing over my shoulder eavesdropping at a wedding I had just been to when I said those very words with teacher filling in the I Used To blank.  I stood up and threw off my veil of underestimation and shouted at the tv, “That’s right! I AM a mother, and I’m a darn good one!” Then I added, “I can still be a teacher, AND I’m even a writer now!”
I was up with people and on the Maria bandwagon.  It was like I was at a revival and I was throwing out the “You go girl” and “Amen Sister!”  Shortly after that when I saw Sacramento Magazine with Maria on the cover I quickly bought it anxious for more words of wisdom and inspiration.  I even remembered this book Dad had bought me years ago by Maria.  It was called Ten Things I Wish I’d Known- Before I Went Out into the Real World and it had been gathering dust in my night stand drawer along with the other books I’d been meaning to read.  Who has time with a three and four year old?  I pulled it out and devoured it.

Again I found a nugget of wisdom that struck me profoundly.  In one of the final chapters Maria suggests writing down things that have given you joy in your life and reviewing it every so often to remind yourself to find happiness and laughter when things are weighing you down.  I used to be a religious journal writer, but once I got caught up in my career and then my children it fell to the wayside.  I always found journal writing and reviewing my thoughts cathartic and her words reminded me to get back on my path.  

So all this might sound like a big love letter to Maria Shriver, but really it is a love letter to myself and other mothers out there who sometimes feel as though they’re losing sight of themselves and their ambitions while being a mother and wife.  Maria is calling us to arms!  As Oprah suggested to our First Lady of California, this is Maria’s agenda and her message has been heard loud and clear by me and I’m an enlightened disciple spreading the word: We aren’t JUST mothers.  We have the best job in the world with the best benefits - our children.  Some days it ain’t pretty, but I wouldn’t trade my job with Bill Gates. 

