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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my mother, Marilyn Ann Underwood, who began weaving this book half a century ago and whose spirit has guided me to complete it with love, gratitude, and reverence. This work is yours, Mom. May it reflect your life’s work that you so unselfishly poured into me: “Good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over.” I am overflowing with your love and in every  beat of my heart, you live on because it was you . . . who gave me life.
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My mother, Marilyn A. Underwood. Circa 1954.








Epigraph

“Her children rise up and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her.”

Proverbs 31:28
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Preface
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Our family in a photo in Colorado Springs, Colorado, 1973. From left to right: me, with my sister Marlo; our mom, Marilyn, and on her lap our family dog; our dad, Frank Sr.; and my brother, Frank Jr.



Quietly, steadfastly, and for many, many years, Mom had been putting together a memoir of sorts. She wasn’t a professional writer. And I’m not sure whether she had been guided by a method or specific narrative style. But over the years she wrote frequently. None of us knew of the detail and dedication she put into what—on some level—we believed may have been a passing fancy. Mom had many ambitions. She was never afraid to dream and dream big. For instance, she always talked about completing a bachelor’s degree. There were always travel plans, dinner party plans, and holiday plans. So many events, places, experiences she looked forward to going to and seeing.

While her physical body had left us on October 28, 2020, her spirit was very much with us, particularly in her writings and musings. The way she looked to the future, with optimism and change-the-world energy, was part of her infectious charm. Life was never stagnant with Mom—not in her advanced age and not even in the advanced stages of MS. To her, something great and exciting was always around the corner.

Throughout the years she would be scribbling in a notebook, writing down events and her thoughts around important life lessons—then I suppose life would step in and distract her from completing her vision. Periodically, she would announce to the family that she’d come up with a new title for The Book. I believe the last title may have been something like Life from Four Feet High. This was, of course, a nod to her perspective of the world from the wheelchair she’d been confined to for the past two decades.

Even with all her talk about her memoirs, when she passed at eighty-four, I was surprised to find so much evidence of the groundwork she’d been laying for such a project for so long. Even my siblings who’d become her primary caregivers, notably my sister Marlo—who served as her default stenographer—were struck by the volume of papers and materials she left behind.

To have a mom document her experiences from the routine to the remarkable is a gift, and one I wanted to share with the world, especially to fill in the blanks of unseen women like my mother who held families and communities together for generations.

I first envisioned this project as a children’s book expressing the awe that I remembered as a child when we moved from one military base to another and my mother’s efficient and effortless plans to not interrupt our routines, and to make wherever we lived feel like a home.

I suggested the idea to Judith Curr, my former publisher, and over a meal she told me that she saw something much larger than a children’s book. A children’s book would limit my mother to my perspective of her only as a mother, but she had lived a full adult life before merging her individual self with her identities as a wife and a mother. How could I bring all three of these personas in full context while also honoring her legacy and authenticity? Ideas began to percolate. I knew the title of the book had to be A Soldier’s Wife. That’s how I and so many people knew her—and the incomparable partnership she shared with my dad, Colonel Frank Underwood. She proudly accepted—even relished—that role. And on a sentimental note, one of the last performances my mother saw me in on Broadway was in a 2020 revival of Charles Fuller’s 1982 Pulitzer Prize–winning play, A Soldier’s Play. In an extraordinary company helmed by director Kenny Leon, I played Captain Richard Davenport—who the late, great Howard E. Rollins Jr. brought to the screen in the film adaptation. I still remember my mother, beaming with pride, at all my performances, and I received a Tony nomination for Best Leading Actor in a Play. Of course, COVID brought the show to an early close, but the memories still linger, especially of Mom’s pride. Around the same time Mom had found joy in the streaming series The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, about a New York housewife in the late 1950s who pursues a career as a stand-up comedian. Mom was such a fan of the series, in fact, that, at the Broadway premiere of A Soldier’s Play, when she spotted actor Tony Shalhoub—who stars as the main character’s dad—she nearly lost it.

The series was in some ways a stark contrast to Mom’s life; I’m sure what drew her was the glamour of that period in Manhattan—a city she loved. But she also likely identified with Mrs. Maisel’s moxie and creative ambition, since Mom, too, nursed artistic aspirations. As a tribute to who Mom had always been, I wanted to include Marvelous in the subtitle because that was an apt description of Mom.

I was at home in Los Angeles when my siblings lovingly called and put me on speakerphone so that I could be “with” her as she transitioned at home in Petersburg, Virginia. My dad, siblings, and I said our goodbyes. After decades of pain and suffering from multiple sclerosis, her passing was not entirely unexpected. But that doesn’t mean we were ready. How do you prepare yourself for the physical loss of the most important woman in your life?

* * *

MS, I’ve learned, is a very complicated autoimmune disease. There’s no cure. And researchers don’t know the cause—possibly it’s linked to your environment, maybe genetics? It’s not a terminal illness, the average lifespan is twenty-five to thirty-five years after diagnosis. Although a person doesn’t exactly die from MS, the complications—like chronic urinary tract infections, and challenges with swallowing and breathing—often lead to death. I didn’t know it at the time, but in the weeks leading up to her death Mom had stopped eating. She was weak and very thin. Her spirits, as always, were high. She never let on how much she was suffering.

The pandemic had, of course, made each aspect of everyday life more challenging, but my family managed to have an exquisite homegoing service. Mom’s grandchildren spoke. My three siblings—Frank Jr., Marlo, Mellisa—and I shared remembrances. It was truly joyful and uplifting. Just as Mom was.

In the weeks that followed, her words “I need to tell my story” echoed like a mission. Not in an ego-centered way—Marilyn Ann Scales Underwood prided her role as a humble servant for all of her years. So, her motivation for sharing her story was completely selfless. She knew her life—a powerful testimony of love, creativity, dedication, and God’s grace—could help somebody, and probably lots of somebodies.

The idea of service defined my mom, really. It was the core of her being. She lived in service to her husband— my dad, Colonel Frank Underwood—a veteran serviceman himself in the US Army. In service to her children, her community. And above all, in service to her Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

And, as God would have it, when we went through her memorabilia we began finding notes Mom had been writing; ideas she’d dictated, when she could no longer write on her own; and all kinds of treasured notes, articles, and letters she’d held on to. It wasn’t amazing that she kept things—Mom was a “saver,” never threw out anything. There were mounds of notebooks and papers by her bedside at all times. It’s been a blessing to look back on her life in her own words. In that way, among countless others, Mom has remained very close to us.

Of course, all of us have stories—rich, stirring, and funny accounts of Mom being her iconic self. Dad can go on for hours about Mom’s intelligence, beauty, loyalty, and personality—how blessed he was to have the perfect service wife in the military and in civilian life. Mellisa cracks us up about the time Dad called the house once while Mom was napping. And as Mellisa handed her the receiver, Mom made Mellisa bring her earrings to the bedside—so she could look and feel her best, even just to have a phone conversation with her husband.

Marlo has shared some of the times she looks back on from the day or so prior to Mom’s passing. Her body was weak and frail, and her energy understandably low. Still she woke up with a mission and insisted that Marlo help her get herself together so she could cast her vote in the pivotal 2020 presidential election.

Frank Jr. remembers funny conversations he and Mom shared about the kind of woman he should consider for marriage and those he should avoid. Mama kept it real.

We can laugh and enjoy her bigger-than-life personality. And it dawned on me that, after all she gave us, we can now give to her. We can help fulfill one of her longtime dreams—the same way she always worked to fulfill ours. My family and I painstakingly combed through Mom’s stacked collection of jottings on scratch paper, in notebooks and journals. We combed through old text messages; listened to cassette tapes and voicemail recordings; and we pored over family videos, on VHS no less, from back in the day. Don’t even get me started on the photographs we found.

What I knew but never fully processed is that with every move—from one army base to another—Mom never threw out anything. Up in the attic of the house we moved to just before my dad retired—I was around fourteen or fifteen at the time—were boxes and boxes of baby announcements, report cards, graduation or class assembly programs, family albums, journals. You name it. They were all like pieces of fabric woven into the tapestry of Mom’s life.

In many ways, once my siblings and I realized how much material we had, this book practically wrote itself. We knew it was important to tell my mother’s story in the way she would’ve wanted to tell it if she were still here—not through our eyes, but from her point of view. After all, everything she did throughout her life was in service to us. She took great pride in being a wife and mother. The voice throughout these pages is an amalgam of her writings. To be clear this isn’t a memoir but more of a remembrance of a life lived well. While dates and times are significant, this isn’t a book written in chronological order but instead as an expression of Mom’s core values. And these virtues are not the totality of who she was as a woman, as a creative, as a child of God. Each chapter you will read here was chosen to represent the tenets Mom embraced and lived most fiercely. Wisdom. Faith. Family. Courage. Duty. Perseverance. These are the principles and stories that defined her.





Like these pearls I put on every day. And I do mean Every. Single. Day. Each one a symbol—of wisdom, devotion, discipline, perseverance, letting go, success, leadership, and faith. It’s part of who I am; it’s who we all are.
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Wisdom
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Taking Mom for a stroll around the neighborhood, Petersburg, Virginia, Sept 2018, while filming When They See Us in New York.



Hold on now. See, some days the clasp acts up. Or maybe it’s my grip. No, it’s the clasp. These pearls and I have been through a lot together—good days as well as those that maybe fell short of good days. Each morning. First thing. The way some people reach for their glasses, I put on my pearls. They’re pretty, but not just pretty. Necessary.

Nothing is easy in this life. But I’m here. And it’s only right to be the best me I can be every day. MS is a disease that comes like a thief in the night. To rob your body and your spirit. I don’t like it one bit. And on the days I can, I will fight it. Even when I am in that wheelchair or, on some days, trapped in this bed—no one can see it but me—but with every fiber of my being I am constantly waging a battle against this thief called multiple sclerosis. I have to.

Nearly every day I learn a little bit more about just how ruthless this ailment is. I don’t talk about it—no one would understand. If you’ve never felt its sneaky grip on your limbs, pulling on you and pushing against your every move, it’s not as though words can really convey the power of it all. It’s an invisible prison—on a good day, it merely restrains. On a bad day, and trust me there are many, it’s like a vise clamping on every muscle, every joint.

Most of the time, I try to let it have its way. But you better know that while it throws its violence onto my body I pray without ceasing. Because here’s what I know about the Holy Spirit: Gratitude and grace go a long, long way. Sometimes I simply tune out everything and everyone around me and I start a prayer of thanksgiving. Even while people are talking and socializing all around me. That’s right. I just get quiet. I am thanking God—rejoicing, in fact, in the Lord at the same time that MS is doing its thing. Maybe that seems strange, but not to me. For what you see here—the wheelchair and my sometimes-twisty limbs—are a “momentary light affliction . . . Look not only to those things that are seen” (2 Corinthians 4:17–18). Trust and believe I’m not looking only to those things that are seen.

And what I know is that there is beauty. I’ve always recognized beauty. Some people might think, “Oh, but you don’t know fancy; you were born into a simple life in Buffalo—that is certainly not a place of beauty, with its factories and such.” But they would be wrong. I can remember standing in awe, especially in downtown Buffalo, of the stately buildings. The way the city was laid out—I mean back when I was coming up. Surely you’ve heard of the great architect Frank Lloyd Wright. Goodness, his legacy is all throughout Buffalo. And the wonderful parks designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the same beauty and wonder he bestowed on New York City’s Central Park. I still smile when I think back to the Beaux Arts charm of my hometown, inspired the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris.

And even with all that the city began to lose in industry and wealth—we saw it happening, as youngsters, chipping away in the late 1950s—the city of Buffalo still had a warm, lovely spirit about it. The people believed in hard work and family. Our simple little flat was nothing to write home about on the surface. But my mother was a proud homemaker who raised me to appreciate the beauty in the simple things she was able to provide for us as a family.

It may sound trite, but beauty truly is in the eye of the beholder. The entities I love the most are quite simple. Beauty is all around. And I make sure to keep seeing it. We must.

I’m talking real and true beauty—like these pearls I put on every day. And I do mean: Every. Single. Day. It’s part of who I am; it’s who we all are. I think maybe I just like to remind myself more often than most. My earrings are right here on my bedside table, too. And I put them on—with my pearls—just as soon as I wake up. Jewelry and such, I know, most people consider accessories, right? These are things of beauty that mean a lot to me. Not as an add-on, an afterthought. Adornment is essential.

I’m telling you the truth—not just because I say so, as Marilyn Scales Underwood. Practically from the beginning of time, the ritual of meaningful ornamentation has been important. Read the history. Ancient Egypt, for example. Back then it would have been shells or maybe beads. Honoring the body with grace, culture, and spiritual significance. And you must understand: it’s not about the earrings or the pearls in and of themselves. Heck, anybody can throw on something pretty—buy a lovely thing and wear it. No, anyone who thinks my pearls are merely my favorite style accent is suffering a grave misunderstanding.

They’re missing the bigger picture. And I suppose there may be those who might say: “Oh, Marilyn is a sharp dresser. Her jewelry is pretty and so very tasteful.” And I never really thought about it deeply but I suppose there may be some in the church who think the opposite. A few who think, “That’s not godly—that emphasis on adorning herself goes against scripture.”

Nothing could be further from the truth. You know what the word says? God is not against beauty; that would be ludicrous. But he intends that we go deeper than mere superficial, fancy signifiers. The Bible tells us to revel in spiritual adornment—making your heart beautiful with hope, faith, joy, kindness, love, and things that are holy.

“Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as elaborate hairstyles and the wearing of gold jewelry or fine clothes. Rather, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to adorn themselves. They submitted themselves to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her lord. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear” (1 Peter 3:3–6).

It’s no accident that I prepare myself—in and out— for the day. Each day you have to make time to do the things that make you remember who you are, okay?

Here’s how my day starts. Usually I’m up before Frank. In easy reach, right there on my bedside table, my earrings and my pearls—single strand, because a little less is a lot more. Except when it comes to mascara. I’m telling you what I know. This way you can appreciate a woman in your life. She may not have time for foundation. I mean, I make the time, but that’s just me. But mascara is a must. Some powder, of course. And color, so the cheeks are rosy and healthy and vibrant. Now the lips should shine a bit.

Beauty is a blessing. Why wouldn’t a woman want to honor that in herself? God gave us beauty. And I am not afraid to show it, to honor who and what He created me to be. And I’ll tell you a secret. Everybody, and I do mean everybody, loves beauty. Yes, of course, it comes from within. But the wonder of being a woman is that we have the opportunity to highlight that inner beauty with a little bit of this and that on the outside as well.

We don’t serve a happenstance God. He is very intentional in His creations. Women are not an accident. Not an afterthought. We are central to His vision on earth. The younger generation of women may feel the need to assert their importance, going out of their way not to take second place to a man. I tell you, it makes me laugh because if you study the word—it’s clear how much women matter. So it’s very important to take that to heart. Is it challenging? Absolutely.

Because how do I as a woman manage to be successful in motherhood—in the role as a wife—without losing parts of me? Tending to family can be all-consuming. No set hours—on call 24/7: cooking, bill paying, planning, shopping, cleaning, driving, all manner of care and feeding. And the physical demands barely scratch the surface. The real work is emotional, mental, and spiritual. You’re pouring into others all day every day; and a lot of the time, you have to pour out whether your own cup is being filled or not. There are just so many needs. All. The. Time.

If I’m completely honest, I have to say that as much as I LOVE my family—they are the answer to my prayers, individually and collectively—I do struggle inside. I watched my own mother work so hard to care for me, as a single mom. It was just us two. But her life was filled to the brim with sacrifice. She had to be the nurturer and the breadwinner—with never a day, or even a moment, off from those tremendous duties. As a little girl, I longed for what I was missing. Not material things. Thanks to my mother’s hard work, I didn’t lack any of life’s necessities.

But at night, I would lie awake, trying to imagine what it might be like if our family was—I don’t know—different, with a mom and a dad. Many of my friends’ families resembled mine. But I knew there were those that didn’t. Families that looked more Father Knows Best, you know? It was idealized, of course, and I knew hardly anyone who lived like that in real life. Well, obviously you don’t know the show. It was long before you were born, first a radio program—then on television. But you get the idea: nuclear, traditional. The lead character, Jim Anderson, was played by Robert Young, dashing at the time in a simple, down-to-earth kind of way, as the man of the house and so full of wisdom. Jane Wyatt had already been pretty established as a movie actress, and she played his dutiful wife, Margaret. They were solidly middle class. And when Jim came home from work, Margaret had everything together. The house was clean. She was dressed nicely, and so were the kids. They didn’t have real problems, just cute little situations—like maybe if one of the kids slacked off on their chores, Jim would make a civics or life lesson or some such out of it. At the end of each episode, all of the day’s issues were wrapped up in a bow—solved, of course, by Robert Young.

A huge part of me wanted that life. Clearly I couldn’t have it as a kid. That ship had sailed. My dad was but a faded memory. He and mom couldn’t make things work, and he wasn’t a part of my life at all.

Don’t misunderstand; we did just fine—Mother and I. My childhood was filled with love and laughter. Everyone in the neighborhood knew everyone else—we were one big extended family.

But the traditional setup, the all-American elements of
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