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For my brothers, J.C. (“J”) and Ted




“The longer one hesitates outside the door, the more estranged one becomes.”

—Franz Kafka

“Life is easy to chronicle, but bewildering to predict.”

—E. M. Forster
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Introduction


Dear Mom,

Four or five years before you died—before advanced old age really did render everything “minus, minus, minus” for you—you asked me, in your typically point-blank way, “How will you write about me?”

With my typically vivid recall, I can replay our exchange.

It was a beautiful fall day, and knowing you loved the fall colors, I called you up and said, “Let’s go for a drive.”

In the hour it takes . . . I have to get used to this. With you gone, my verbs should now be past tense.

In the hour it took me to drive to you, you had prepared yourself to ask this question. I knew, because you were quiet when you got in the car and you weren’t looking at the fall colors.

We drove west on the Old Pacific Highway, and at the bend in the road that skirts the tiny town of Adna, you asked me. I was not surprised; I had been waiting for it. Your question did two things. It acknowledged the struggle between us that had endured so many years—four-and-a-half decades—but it also nodded hopefully toward the important rehabilitative work we—you and I—had done in the dozen years since I had returned with Larry to your orbit. Even then I was starting to hear the “minus, minus, minus” from you when I called every evening to ask how you were doing. I knew you were putting your affairs in order, and this affair—our struggle—was the biggest.

Early in our rehab, we were playing double solitaire, and I said to you, laughing, “You know, Mom, this mother-daughter thing between us is the main event.”

Slapping down the winning card, you said, “You betcha.”

So on our drive, you wanted to know my final verdict about you, about us.

“All good things, Mom,” I said, my heart warming to you in a way I had not felt since I was a little girl enchanted with my beautiful mother who could do absolutely everything.

I realize now I could have said, “Only good things,” and perhaps been even more reassuring to you.

But that moment felt like another one of our ultraviolet moments we’d achieved in those years of rehab, when, sifting the past, we came to a divisive memory. We’d step into the ultraviolet light together and only truth fell from our mouths, unedited. “All good things, Mom,” I said, unedited, and I reached over and took your hand. With tears in my eyes, my heart bursting, and one hand off the steering wheel, I had to make an effort to mind the road while minding this culminating moment.

“Do you realize, Mom, how big a thing it is that we—you and I—have accomplished? Do you have any idea? It is enormous, it is profound. In the context of eternity—”

I felt you brace with your thought: Carla is getting intellectual.

“No, really, Mom, stay with me here. The ancient Greeks—all drama begins with the ancient Greeks—they wrote plays about families, and they were all tragedies. Tragedies. There was Electra who killed her mother Clytemnestra . . .”

You braced again. “She killed her mother? That was extreme, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was extreme, but it shows how deep these conflicts in the family can go. The crazy-making, blinding, vengeful anger. And there’s more. Electra killed her mother Clytemnestra because Clytemnestra had killed Electra’s father Agamemnon because he’d sacrificed Electra’s sister, Clytemnestra’s daughter, Iphigenia. The whole Oresteia trilogy is about a family tearing itself apart, taking revenge on each other—not able to talk, not able even to see each other. But you and I, Mom: We forgave each other. We turned tragedy into peace. This does not happen—not in drama, not in history, not in life. But I was just so determined this mother and this daughter would not end in tragedy. Mom, I can’t tell you how proud I am of us. Congratulations, Millie and Carla!”

For once, you didn’t think your “artsy” daughter was overdoing it.

“Really now,” you said. I saw you relax.

Never demonstrative, you purred, “Hmmm” as I recounted our various ultraviolet moments achieved in our rehab, announcing after each one, “Conflict resolved. Conflict resolved. Conflict resolved.” By then we were at Rainbow State Park, farther down the road than planned. I turned off the road, into the park, and discovered a roadway leading to a new housing development. In your increasing isolation, you hadn’t known it existed, and as you fixed your attention on the new dwellings, you returned to your true comfort zone—the pragmatic, the everyday. You couldn’t stay in lyric mode for long.

But I can.

To prolong the moment a bit longer, I asked you for your verdict. “In all those years of struggle between us, when you thought I was opposing you just to be defiant, I really wanted harmony between us. You believe that now, don’t you.” I said it as a statement, not a question.

And you said, as a statement, “I believe you, Sissie.”

Finally: anointment! When I got home that night, I said to Larry, “It was so worth it moving back out here. Let me tell you the miracle that just happened.”

It’s been ten months now, Mom, since you left this earth. You often said, invoking the Lord, “He has written the hour of my death.” It turned out to be January 22, 2018, a Monday, at 2:35 p.m.

It is fall now, a lovely time, like that day when we took our culminating drive. The tears have stopped, the analytic mind has returned, I am ready to tell our story.

Apart from my oceanic love for you—it would have been nice to feel this feeling for you earlier, but I will take it, even if late—there’s an abundance of prompts to aid me in the telling. Your cremains are still in our kitchen, in a pretty ceramic urn in a shopping bag, cushioned by your favorite needlepoint pillows. We plan to inter you next year on your wedding anniversary, April 22, next to Dad. Until then, it’s comforting to have you around. And your things—the good silverware and china, the antique tureens, and your jewelry—are on the island in our kitchen and in open boxes in the family room and garage. I thought I’d assimilate your “stuff” into the household as I wrote our story. For now, everywhere I look, I see a memory.

You came to see the usefulness of telling our story . . . not at first, because you thought such things were private, but ultimately.

As you said, while observing the increasingly unhappy state of the world and “all the clashing” in relationships portrayed on TV, in the movies, and in families we knew: “I think the world could use a story of conflict resolved.”

I would only want to write about conflict resolved.

Long ago, Dad said to me, “You should write about Mom and you.”

“Only if we get a happy ending,” I said. Writing only about the hurt and hurt unresolved always struck me as a fraction of the story—only Part One and only the writer’s hurt, nobody else’s. Memoirs like Mommie Dearest, the screed by Joan Crawford’s daughter, seemed exploitative and weaselly to me, not worth the big sales or notoriety.

On a higher plane but still a rant, there is Franz Kafka’s Letter to His Father.

For a play I wrote about Kafka, I read everything he put to paper. In his Letter he ranted about his tyrannical father.

“From your armchair you rule the world.” He complained about his father’s incessant stories that “positively have worn grooves in my brain, such as, ‘When I was only seven, I had to push a barrow from village to village.’” He was ever anxious about “this terrible trial that is pending between us.” It was Kafka’s tragedy that he could not cancel that trial, could not see his father as a boy pushing that barrow. It was only later, when his tuberculosis became terminal, that Kafka—too late—came to see his father as an “errant brother, scapegrace son.” As a human being. You appreciated the part about “errant brother, scapegrace son.”

So, Mom, I pledge, in this accounting, to portray your humanity in full, along with my own. I canceled our trial long ago. You often said to me, angrily and accusingly in our bad times, jokingly in our good times, but always (I will acknowledge) quite accurately, “You always have to have the last word, don’t you?”

Yes, I do. I believe in the authority of my word, because it was so hard fought for in a moral and mortal battle with you, my mother and my moral arbiter. Our battle being moral, about right and wrong, I had to engage with all my conviction and powers, no matter my fears and anxiety. In a moral struggle lasting decades, one has time enough to rethink one’s position, but I never found my position in the case of Carla v. Millie to be invalid.

Yes, I will have the last word with this memoir. But the glorious thing is, because we found each other again and because we settled all our arguments to our mutual and frankly surprised satisfaction, the last word here is not just mine. The last word here is ours . . . yours and mine, together.

As I sit down to write our joint memoir, I have so many feelings—gratitude, pride, relief—that our primal relationship between mother and daughter has been set aright.

That is not to say our relationship wasn’t—isn’t still—the most complicated relationship in my life, by many magnitudes of difficulty.

I can hear you say, “Same here!”

This is also to acknowledge our reconciliation was mostly at my lead, and to get there, I deployed every technique at my disposal—diplomacy, psychology, and humor—and dug deep into reserves of patience I did not know I had.

But, bless you, Mom, you stuck in there with me, all the way. In all, we had seventeen years of Renaissance together.

One last thing before we start. In the aftermath of your death, I heard from many friends who conveyed thoughtful condolences.

One wrote, “Your task now is to work through the ultimate separation.”

And of course several wrote that, with both parents gone, I was an “orphan.” All true, and yet having achieved, finally, a profound connection with you only in these last seventeen years—a connection I longed for during decades of alienation—I am still feeling it: the connection that you and I enabled by opening up the channel so long dammed between us.

Human beings want to talk to their beloveds in the beyond, notwithstanding the “ultimate separation.” I rejoice that I can do that now. I can talk to you in my heart. Finally, because of our endeavors, the channel is open and the signal is clear.

Several months ago, when I could trust myself to read the many thank-you notes you sent us after yet another family get-together we organized, in one note you wrote how happy you were to tell your friends that, “Ever since Carla returned, our relationship has ‘blossomed’” and how happy you were that, at long last, we could “express ourselves to each other.” I ran downstairs to Larry, read those words to him, and bawled a happy bawl.

E. M. Forster said, “Only connect.”

We finally did. That’s all I ever really wanted . . . for us to connect, to communicate.

And what is a more personal means of communication than a letter, this one I am about to write?

Let’s do this, Mom. I will continue speaking to you here in the way I did the last year-and-a-half of your life, in assisted-living facilities, when I would recap for you, rather like a documentarian, the highlights of your life, of our life together as a family. You liked that kind of “You Are There” storytelling. You would nod at a recollection and look at me and smile. Most gloriously, with my arm around you, you would lean into me, listening closely . . . the loveliest way possible for our particular story to end its earthly chapter.
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Part One
The Early Years
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“In a nutshell”—one of your favorite phrases—our problem was this:

As a preteen, it became my sense of things that you treated Dad more and more harshly, for what reason, it wasn’t clear. Thus, it was my responsibility, as the eldest child and a developing moral being, to step between you two, defend Dad against your harshness, and try to bring you two to make peace. It was the right thing to do morally, defending Dad against your bullying. But emotionally, it meant losing your trust—a terrible, terrible loss. (I feel nauseous now, recalling it.)

You began to look at me with suspicion, hurt, and even, it seemed, hate. Doing the right thing morally also meant losing the warm mother-love I had luxuriated and basked in as a bright and happy child. Suddenly you turned cold; suddenly I was an orphan, even though both my parents were alive.

In turn, you lost my warm daughter-love. I couldn’t “love you up” anymore. I tried many times over the ensuing decades to rekindle our relationship and free us from our tragedy, which came to feel as grievous as any Greek tragedy of old. But you continually resisted.

“You always favored your father, never me” and “It’s past, I said. Leave it!”

Our struggle began when I was in seventh grade, at age twelve, after early years that were near-idyllic. I say “near,” because dark clouds had moved onto the scene when I was in second grade, when we moved from the countryside into town.

In those years out in the country, I was so enchanted by you, my beautiful mother. You were my sun, moon, and stars. A stay-at-home mom in today’s parlance, you were not only there all the time, but you could do everything. You wrangled three small kids, all under the age of five, while Dad was establishing his medical practice.

You made all my clothes and yours, nothing store-bought, even turning Dad’s old Army uniform into a playsuit for me. You even made our coats. There’s a page in the photo album I assembled for you that displays your advanced handiwork on my behalf: two coats, my roller-skating outfit, and a beautiful party outfit that had a red-and-white striped underdress with an overdress of white organdy. I loved the dresses you made for my elementary-school years, with the pleating on the bodice and a Peter Pan collar.

You didn’t stop there. You made the slipcovers for the sofa and curtains in all the rooms. And you clothed yourself so tastefully, you were the quintessence of “well-groomed.” With your black hair and olive skin, you could wear any color . . . and did. If you slipped on your spectator pumps, you were one “snappy dresser.” You aspired to “chic,” which you pronounced “chick.” Even (especially) during our years of alienation, I knew never to correct you about pronunciation. Your pride and your beauty were beyond critique.

Likewise, you made our meals from scratch . . . nothing packaged. You served from your own stores. You spent days in the summer heat canning peaches, pears, cherries, and apricots. You made blackberry, raspberry, and strawberry jams. You planted a vegetable garden with beans, peas, and tomatoes. You also planted a flower garden. I remember the poppies, the irises, the lilac bushes, and the “snappy-dragons.”

You dedicated each day of the week to a specific task. Monday was for laundering clothes (and writing to your mother) and Tuesday was for ironing. I can’t remember the rest, but your week got filled.

After your mother died, you were “nagged” for years that on Mondays you had something else to do. “Oh yes. Write Mom.”

You were a whirl of activity. Mom, how did you do it all? Last year, when you were in the assisted-living facility, after I related the above to the ladies at your dinner table, I turned to you afterward and asked quietly, “Was it too much work?”

You nodded. “Uh-huh.”

Earlier during our rehab, you told me that in those first three years out in the country on the West Coast, you were “quite lonely,” not only because in our part of Washington State there’s the constant rain in the winter months, but also because you missed “your people,” your family back in Ohio. But since you now had your own young family, you told me, “I put my head down and got busy.” As a child, of course, I could not see the compensating going on, only the activity.

You also “got happy” by getting out and making friends. For a while, with no car, you were “stuck” and friendless. But soon enough we had two cars, both Studebakers—yours was navy blue, Dad’s was light blue—and we went visiting.

My most vivid memory from those years: I am about four, not yet in school. We are in your car, I am seated in the middle, you are driving, and your new friend Peg Downey, wife of the manager of the J.C. Penney store in town, is in the passenger seat. It’s a summer day, the windows are down, you are in a flowery dress, our hair is flying, and you are happy. You laugh, talk, and look over at Peg, all while working the gearshift and the foot pedals.

That’s when the enchantment started. Wow, I thought, my beautiful mother really can do everything.

You made many friends. You had a real genius for friendship. The women you grew closest to were women like you, whose husbands fought in World War II and who were raising young children. These friendships were deep, both in the sense of deeply joyous and deeply serious. You became known for your vivacity.

I remember you cackling with your women friends in a wicked way that required me to be exiled.

“Carla Nan, this is not for you.”

You and your friends could turn serious and talk about problems in the family, in the marriage, in life in general, and later, about widowhood. When a friend’s husband left her for another woman, you spent a long afternoon in the kitchen, consoling her. You were the one sought out by others in trouble. You were admired for your level-headedness and good sense. However, you never shared what you talked about. You could keep a secret.

In the struggle to come between you and Dad, and you and me, you could not take our troubles to all your friends, since by then you were “leader of the pack.” But I knew you consulted with a select few. They became your lifeline: Terry, Helen, and Marcie. And if you couldn’t take it to your lifeline, you “took it to God,” as you often said. You pondered things in your heart. As a precept to pass on to a child, taking responsibility for your own self, it was a good thing to see. But when, during the struggle with Dad, a call came in from one of your lifeline friends, the dichotomy between your warmth on the phone and your chilliness shown to us spoke volumes. It hurt volumes, too.

I remember when I was in high school, you received such a call. Dad shot me a hurt look, shrugged his shoulders, and looked away, his cheeks quivering. I thought he might cry. Now that I consider it, another reason I took up Dad’s defense was because I knew he didn’t have a lifeline of friends at his back nor a lifeline to God, like you did.

Out in the country, in those early years, I was such an ebullient child, so carefree. My God, Mom, I was a bouncy child. The home movies show me (and my ringlets) constantly in motion, like a piston, as I run in and out of the frame, jumping on my prone father’s chest, then tearing off screaming with laughter. When you would lie down for a breather in the afternoons, I, not needing a breather myself, would bounce on your bed to get you back into the action.

I never took a nap. I was too excited learning about this thing called “life.” You would put me down to sleep, but I used naptime to learn to braid my hair and tie my shoes and read my picture books, somehow expecting the stash of books under my blanket would escape your notice. In my exuberance, I also had a penchant for (I cringe to think of it) taking off my clothes and running around swinging my undies in the air. If I stripped in the front yard, a few honks of the horn from our farmer-neighbor driving past would alert you that your daughter was out making a public spectacle of herself . . . again.

You entered me in the Little Miss Chehalis contest of 1948, and I won. I was proud to be like my mother who’d been crowned Peony Queen of her high school. About that time, we modeled together in a mother-and-daughter fashion show.

I got even more excited about life when I learned to read in first grade. It felt like doors marked History, Literature, and Art swung open, beckoning me to walk through and learn. Naptime became totally impossible now. I began reading the magazines that came to the house—Life, Time, Reader’s Digest, and Ladies’ Home Journal. I even read the ones for Dad—MD Magazine, other medical journals, and from his wartime years, American Legion. I loved reading to my brothers, with J.C. next to me and Ted, an infant, sliding down my lap. I tried to stuff more knowledge into their heads because, as I saw from your active example, you needed to know things to acquit yourself in life.

In my exuberance, I loved to smooch my brothers and my father, running to greet him when he got home, and you, my beautiful, can-do-everything mother. Especially you. I could tell Dad was always a little surprised when I wrapped my arms around him. As you explained, he was an only child from an undemonstrative Finnish family, where displays of affection were not a usual thing. I made it usual, and from the family photos, you can tell he was happy.

My exuberance may have worn you out. As we discussed during our rehab, we both shared the same gene. When we got tired, we were useless. But my exuberance stemmed from this happy fact: I felt utterly safe and utterly secure. It wasn’t just your serious demeanor that reassured me; it was the certain knowledge you, my mother, could handle anything that came our way. You were our Protector.

If we got sick, Mom the registered nurse cared for us. You often said the skills you called on most in motherhood were those you learned in nursing. One childhood disease of mine—I can’t remember if it was measles, mumps, or chickenpox, but it was serious—you had to call another doctor. Dad was not available, which must have angered you, since he wasn’t available for his own daughter. In my fever I recall you and Dr. Turner standing at the foot of my bed, speaking in low voices. You expertly followed doctor’s orders and got me through. Given your expertise, it was a relief whenever you took a look at one of our playtime injuries and said, “Oh, it’s nothing.” We had to be very sick to pass your scrutiny and stay home from school.

In years to come, we all admired you when you nursed your father-in-law and your own mother through their final illnesses, and your own husband, Dad.

You also knew what to do in a crisis, like the earthquake of 1949. We were doing the breakfast dishes—you washed, I dried—when I noticed the cups in the cupboard suddenly swinging on their hooks.

“Mommy, look!”

J.C., climbing into his high chair, was thrown to the floor and started crying. You immediately grabbed both of us and ran out to the front yard, to safety.

Another time, you, me, and J.C. got caught in a snowstorm coming home from Portland. We were stopped at the bottom of a hill and could see, at the top, a truck hanging over the edge, having slid off the icy road. Later you said you felt the breath of your children on your neck.

“Are we going to make it, Mommy?”

We made it. We never saw you panic, cry out, or throw up your hands in helplessness. Never. You could cope. Always.

But my favorite image of you as My Protector, safeguarding me against the elements, emerged early. You enjoyed repeating it to me throughout my life, not just in those early years. When I was six months old, around the time World War II was ending, Dad was still stationed with the Army in Texas. You were living in a garage apartment when the landlady, a Mrs. Goodwin, banged on the door. You didn’t like Mrs. Goodwin because you thought she took advantage of the desperate demand for housing and gouged you for rent (in the retelling you never forgot this detail). Banging on our door, she cried, “Quick, bring the baby, a tornado is coming!”

You grabbed me and ran along with her, taking cover in a ditch adjacent to a field. As the winds bore down on us, you covered me with your body. As you told it, I didn’t like it “one little bit.” I screamed and screamed. But the point is: My Protector protected me. It was the image I returned to incessantly, the image I missed most, when, during our later struggle, My Protector became My Opponent.

Where did your supreme competence and courage, your pride and self-reliance come from? You always pointed, proudly, to having survived the Great Depression while living on a farm in a small Welsh community called Venedocia in Ohio. Mingled with that pride was profound fear, which you did not disavow.

You spoke often of how, twice, the banker holding the loan on your father’s farm came by to announce, “Well, John, I may have to foreclose on ya.”

You were “terrified,” you said, the only time I ever remember you admitting to terror. You described clinging to your father’s pants leg and asking him afterward, using the expression you’d heard your parents use during those anxious times, “Are we going to be put out on the road?”

To save the farm and his family, Grandpa sold a prize pig. But you also could see fear made your father “a little crazy in the head.” You did not scorn him for that. You said, “I could see how fear eats into you.”

But for yourself, I’d say you determined, out of existential pride, to always “hold it together.”

Consequently, from that harrowing experience, you absorbed deep into your
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