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When the need for a dual income forced mom back to work, she found Freda, a petite 

woman with blue eyes framed by thick glasses and soft white curls. Recently widowed, her two 

daughters married and living far away, Freda needed us as much as we needed her. My second 

mother came into my life when I was six months old. She took on many responsibilities: 

babysitter, cook, cleaner, house manager, disciplinarian, friend. Mom had her hands full with my 

pre-teen sister and a bout of depression. Freda was the glue that held us all together. Before we 

knew it, she became family. 

 

I could read at the second-grade level when I entered kindergarten, only a few weeks 

after my fifth birthday, all because Freda sat me on her lap every day and used her finger to trace 

along while she read aloud from magazines, inspirational books, Avon catalogues, and Readers’ 

Digest. My favorite was the AARP monthly magazine word search. We had contests to see who 

could find the most words, and I improved my vocabulary with each volume. 

 

She took me everywhere, her little shadow. When she set up the reception hall in the 

church for weddings, I got to arrange the sparkly glass cups and taste the sherbet-7Up punch. She 

brought me to services early on Sunday mornings, but I didn't complain about hanging out with 

Freda. She managed the nursery, and they had the best toys. When I successfully recited the 

books of the New Testament, she got me a dainty gold cross on a chain. I still have it. 

 

My family built a house across the street from her. She had two lots. One was a garden 

that had some vegetables, but most of the plants were peonies. She and I called them pennies.  

Every spring, we picked just-opening buds, dipped the stems in wax, bunched them into dozens, 

and stored bouquets neatly wrapped in white butcher paper in refrigerators. On Memorial Day, 

townsfolk stopped at her house to buy the flowers to leave in the graveside vases of their loved 

ones. I helped her with that until I went off to college. 

 

She taught me so much, I don't even know how to quantify it. Sometimes I say or do 

something, and my mom cocks her head, eyebrows drawn together. Then I realize Freda's 

influence just came through, not mom's. She was very independent, and I think that rubbed off 

on me. I took a road less traveled, attending a service academy then pursuing a career in the 

military. 

 

I wrote to Freda more than to my blood relations. We closed our letters saying, "Miss 

you, Love you." Every place I went, every foreign country and American locale, I shared with 

her the new sights and cultures. She grew older and moved in with her daughter, so I added more 

detail in hope she could live vicariously through me. 

 

When Freda died, I was half a continent and an ocean away. I made a deal with my devil 

of a base commander to get the time off to attend her funeral. But I heard too late, the burial 

complete before I started making travel arrangements. So, I grieved from afar. Her genetic 

daughter sent me a two line, sterile note and copy of the “In Memoriam” program. It was a nice 

gesture, but not enough to cool my anger. She was my mother, too, and I should have been 

notified in time to get the program in person. 

 

I’ve been back to my hometown twice since then, but I was unable to visit her grave. I 



don't know why. Maybe it still hurt too much. Perhaps I was ashamed of my feelings toward her 

daughter. But I can feel it’s almost time. Not this year, but next Memorial Day, when I can find 

some ready-to-bloom pennies. I'm not sure of everything I’ll say to her, but I know I’ll start with 

"Miss you, Love you." 


