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"From First Breath to Last: A Story about Love, Womanhood, and Aging is an honest and engaging portrayal of a topic challenging to us all. Montgomery shares intimate details in her stories that bring the reader into the room. Readers of all ages can relate to the realistic depictions included in this book, with stories that empower and inspire. This tells the tale of leadership and learning from the history of those closest to the author through the wisdom of their lived experiences. An illuminating read." ­— Dr. Latrissa Lee Neiworth, Ed.D., Organizational Leadership, MA Ed., IDI QA Professor of Leadership
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"Dede Montgomery honors the forested paths women wander along on their life journey starting in girlhood until they leave their bodies through the tender writings of a mother and daughter through a unique lens. Gifted with her mother’s, Patty Marilyn Daum Montgomery, own unpublished memoir, plus her doctoral thesis and other writings, Dede Montgomery entwines their separate journeys into a story filled with insight, reconciliation, whimsy, wisdom, and grief. I was left for a longing to have sat down and had a long chat with 'Patty,' a keenly wise and intelligent woman, who was laying the groundwork for the current movement for understanding the value of post-menopausal women in our society in her writing and as a professor-mentor to women. Dede Montgomery’s own growth from childhood through young adulthood through to her caring for her mother at the end of her life reflects how, like the landscape of a forest, slowly changes over time, parental-child relationships too mature with age. Nature is a woven theme throughout From First Breath to Last and as you approach the end you sense Patty, like the nurse logs in a forest, is still nurturing her family, deeply loved." — Chaplain Anne Richardson, Spiritual Companion, Founder, Nurture Your Journey

offering grief and loss support
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"Lyrical and lovely, this readable work offers profound, poignant observations and insights on nearly every page. It deftly weaves the narrative of a daughter entering her 'crone years' with the actual diary of a fascinating mother who led an extraordinary life. It will appeal, especially, to women in midlife and beyond, who, like me, are examining, in their 'bonus years,' their own lives and relationships and choices. Ultimately, while acknowledging the complications and messiness of life, it is affirming, illuminating, and even joyful. Any mother would be thrilled by such a tender, insightful tribute from her daughter." — Mary Hoskins, retired occupational safety and health consultant and public sector executive manager
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“The great thing about getting older is that you don’t lose all the other ages you’ve been.”—Madeleine L’engle
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Smells and images: exhilarating, filling, haunting.

Before, After and Now.

Snippets of memories. What happened? What didn’t? Who is to say?

Then. Buckets of sand, gulls cawing, shrieking wind and penetrating rain, sink deep into cold, wet sand. Salty tide pools warmed by fading sun. Sand pushes through cracks between my toes, into my nails. I extract my toes from the sand and run to cold, crashing waves leaving icy shivers.

Rare rays that heat and surprise.

A sky awakens with wispy pinks, preparing our hearts for incoming rain.

Stunted Pine trees hide creatures and forts of the past. Nature’s imperfect perfection.

Future.

Giggles. Laughs. Shouts. Cries. Powder fresh soft elbows and knees. Creaking joints and silences. Absences.

Family and place.

Then. Fingers reach into Dixie cups, gritty ash rubbed between thumbs and forefingers. No longer. Simple gifts, tosses into welcoming dunes. Beyond tears. Going back. Gone forever. 

Staring into colors fading and bursting, the impending darkness of a sunset. The end for now. Nothing else to imagine but the beauty of now. 

Tomorrow there may be more buckets and sand between the toes. More sunsets. More ashes. Or not.

Of Place.
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LAST NIGHT I dreamt about my mom. I knew she wasn’t going to be around much longer. She told me she wanted to write one more book; her expression invited my approval. “Yes,” I said. “I’d love to help you, Mom.” And here we are.

Two years before Mom died, I suggested we write a book together. We would share our mother-daughter, aging together journey; I would write while she offered insights. Soon after I posted a few blogs. When asked, she confirmed her trust in me to write about her. 

While Patty lived her last four months in our home, I outlined and prewrote the book, less sure as the days passed that I would complete it. The subject felt tired and overwritten: what could I say about our mother-daughter expedition that hadn’t yet been said by others? Mom died, and I left those early musings alone for seven months. Recently I began wondering if it might be a future project, yet felt unsure. Until last night’s dream.

I recently read Peony in Love by Lisa See. As I neared its final pages, I was struck by the synchronicity between its plot with my attempt to make sense of the story I wanted to tell about Mom. Yes, I slowly understood. While See weaves stories shared by deceased ancestor wives, why not invite my own mother, who died in 2021, to inform this book? 

My mother was my childhood caregiver, best friend, and later, the loved one I cared for in her final days. Patty was of the “silent generation” growing up during the depression. She struggled with low self-esteem and sometimes felt weighed down by expectation, even though she was top in each of her classes and excelled in most everything she took on. She completed bachelor, master, and doctorate degrees and raised me, her only daughter of five children, to be self-confident and self-assured. She followed in what she believed was the expected path for other women like her who were privileged by whiteness, education, and middle-class income. Until she couldn’t. She broke loose with support from some and criticism by others. She lived a long, full, and satisfying life, but died occasionally needing to be reminded about the gifts she gave others during her life and those she would leave behind. 

From First Breath to Last is a mosaic of memories, events, and reflections about Patty Montgomery, our relationship, and insights into the generations and circumstances we were born into that informed the women we became. Patty was unique among her contemporaries. I was born thirty years later and faced expectations and barriers different to both her generation and that of my own daughters born three decades later. 

This book is influenced by hundreds of pages of Patty’s unpublished memoir: her hopes, dreams, wishes, and lessons. Included are Patty’s words directly excerpted from her memoir; a chapter from her 1994 book (Mythmaking: Heal Your Path, Claim Your Future) and sections of her 1986 doctorate dissertation (The Experience of a Critical Event Leading to Dramatic Midlife Career Change for Women.) My words augment hers to illustrate the intersection of our lives. I tried to be honest, authentic, and sensitive as I wrote and weaved her selected writing together as if Mom was at my side. I will look to my dreams to know how well I did.
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The Things I Know Now
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IT MADE NO sense to me when I first learned Mom ate sugar sandwiches as a child. Once I tried to replicate that dry barely sweet snack to see how it tasted, but I knew to be authentic I had to use white bread with the tiniest bit of butter to hold it and the white sugar together. I grew up delighting in an occasional breakfast treat of cinnamon and sugar toast, but the sugar sandwich tasted awful. I didn’t understand how this hardly fit to be called a sandwich could be considered anything desired. It wasn’t until later I understood the sandwiches to be a treat of the time; and also a concrete reminder of all Mom and her sisters mostly didn’t get back in those times. 

Mom was of the generation growing up during the Great Depression and World War II. Newly married nearly two decades later, Mom joined other middle and upper class young American women whose main focus was to raise children, even as others protested Vietnam and argued for racial and sexual equity. If asked, I’m certain Mom would tell others she was not racially prejudiced: after all, one of her best male high school friends was Black, she encouraged a play date between me and one of the few Black boys in our rural community, and a decade later she taught Head Start with mostly Hispanic children whose parents were migrant agricultural workers. Yet, she dismissed my question when I asked if she would have ever dated the young high school friend, something she could not have imagined during those late 1940s. 

Peers in my generation were too young to serve in Vietnam, and my friends and I instead protested on Mothers Days at Montana’s Maelstrom Airforce Base. We worried about nuclear winter and the cold war, and environmental catastrophes like Love Canal. Like some of my white-privileged peers, I believed things were getting better for all people; unknowingly selecting my trusted sources to tell me equity was en route. A decade later, some of us rocked babies to news of the war in Iraq, and not long after were teary and wordless as we tried to explain 9-11 to our elementary-aged kids. 

Now those daughters of mine are grown adults, who anxiously shoulder the burdens of climate change devastation, uncontrolled gun violence, and untrustworthy politicians. They believe their generation will never be able to afford what their grandparents claimed as the American Dream, and some of them question if it is even their dream. This would make Mom sad if she were with us still today: she loved her grandchildren as much as life itself. 

Among my most treasured childhood summer memories are the “midnight” walks Mom invented, inviting me and my two younger brothers to tag along. The still darkness was frightfully thrilling, though our brains promised safety as we walked along our rural lane. Leftover warmth from the daytime’s sun tickled our bare arms and legs; ripening blackberries created the aroma of Willamette River Summer. As we spotted car headlights in the distance we would scamper to a hiding place safe from the shine of car lights; our hearts pounded as we crouched into the darkness to remain hidden from the driver. Those years we kids sometimes played a game our older cousins called “German Spotlight,” a pastime others called flashlight tag. German Spotlight was never as exciting as the midnight walks when we hid from cars. It was only after Mom died that I read details in her memoir about the nightmares caused during World War II and stories of Hitler and Nazis. Although I had read much of her memoir aloud to her in her final years, I had never chosen to read that section. I wonder now if her children’s reference of German Spotlight ever troubled her, or it was simply accepted like so many other things. 

It seems I always knew the joyful memories Mom retained from the Victory Garden her father planted on their extra Northeast Portland lot. Mom shared other stories with me about how, as a girl, she would bus to her summer job somewhere out in East County to string green beans. Although my brothers and I also grew up with a large garden, mostly created by our mom, and we even picked strawberries for cash in the summer, it took me awhile to understand her green bean job that consisted only of putting up string. Back then I imagined her sitting down with a bucket of green beans on a table and tying string around each bean pod rather than securing strings and supports for pole beans to latch on by climbing vines. 

I don’t know when I first learned that some people and times expected women to be virgins before they got married even though men seemed to be excluded from this rule. I knew some girls in my high school class were having sex, and they most certainly were not married. For a girl like me in family with four brothers, this double standard made me angry: the older I got, the more gender inequities I uncovered. Even though I had already seen signs of gender bias, I didn’t know then what to call it other than to refer to people who talked like that as male chauvinist pigs, a description popular in those 1970s.

Being born in 1933, Mom was part of what some call the Silent Generation. She pushed back against many gendered expectations, especially during mid-life and celebrated what felt to her like new opportunities created for women born into newer generations like mine. By being born in 1961, I am the youngest of the Boomers, yet I too pushed back against gender expectations for girls of my time. I played boys Little League baseball when invited by a coach who was a friend of my brother’s, and I was enraged when I learned my Portland cousins could wear pants to school but those of us in rural Wilsonville were not allowed. When I got to junior high, I asked the school administrators, then living in more conservative Eastern Oregon, why I had to take home economics when all the boys were assigned shop class. 

My two daughters and their female cousins are Millennials. They have had access to nearly as many opportunities as boys and have found the same traps around athletic competition. Yet, they too were in their late teens and twenties when #MeToo took hold, and we all were devastated to be reminded things hadn’t changed as fast or as much as we had hoped or may have naively believed.

The older Mom got, the more I understood the impact of the shame she carried from childhood and enduring into early womanhood. Patty toiled through the work—writing, learning, counseling, spiritual seeking to process and move through both guilt and shame. I believe she died at peace, to the degree that any of us can when we go without food and water in our final days. But because of the dementia she experienced late in life, I’ll never know if it was complete. Toward the end of her life I acknowledged and thanked her for helping me learn the importance of addressing our own personal  demons before we hit old age: before failing bodies, minds, or spirits prevent us from doing so. But now I wonder if that belief is naïve. Maybe what’s true is we can heal only so much in a single lifetime on earth. Might there be trauma that runs too deep, creating scars however faint they may look to others, that linger on until we take our last breath? We do the best we can to process, accept and move on. And if we were to time travel back to the late 1970s, Mom would tell me—this is why we reincarnate. 

I remember when Mom first told me about the guilt she took on as a twelve-year-old after her family suffered a significant tragedy. Her toddler nephew, who was visiting their Northeast Portland childhood home, died after accidentally pushing through the screen in an upstairs window. Patty wrote about this experience in her memoir, and decades after it happened, addressed it repeatedly with a therapist and her sister, the parent of her nephew. During my own early motherhood, I remember when a neighbor’s child died this way, and how the family moved out of the home and neighborhood not long after. The older I get, the more I understand how this loved one’s death created deep guilt and shame for Mom, even though others didn’t blame her. And although she found closure forty-one years later with her sister, I’m beginning to understand how closure doesn’t heal all lasting wounds.

Mom also wrote and later talked openly about another deeply personal and significant cause of shame in her life. She worked diligently for decades beginning at early mid-life to understand and accept the details of the events, learn not to blame herself, and to confront and forgive the person who caused the pain. I am grateful she felt safe to share these most difficult and impactful lifetime markers with me and others she was close to and trusted. These are powerful life experiences woven into the mosaic of who she was. 

Patty loved being a mother and grandmother. She demonstrated it with each of her children, and all of her grandchildren. Since her death, two great-grandchildren have been born, including one from my daughter. It’s hard not to feel renewed loss in my inability to share that with her and Dad now. She had an innate gift to know how to make each one of us feel special, and even when she had her own stressors she recovered to the degree of catching up where she left off. 
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I needn’t have worried about how to be a grandmother—it came naturally. I fell in love all over again as each was born, just as I had with my own children. My heart filled to overflowing. My teaching actually became a distraction and disruption for me as I created as much time with them as possible. 




This helps me understand that we aren’t necessarily programmed to be the way our parents were: her mother was a kind, albeit removed, grandmother to me, my brothers, and cousins, but she was nothing close
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