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            A MOM ON WHEELS

          

        

      

    

    
      The first glimmer I had that my parents were a tad unique included a bike and a concussion when I was six years old. It was a beautiful spring day in 1966, and four of us were on our way to school. The bike was mine, as I was in first grade and needed to keep up with the older kids. Dad had pieced the bike together, and my eldest sister painted it pink and white, adding some flowers to the fenders.

      “Let me give you a ride down the hill,” the tall twelve-year-old neighbor girl offered. “You can ride on the back. It will be fun.”

      I agreed, always willing to have an adventure. When I’d straddled the back wheel, she started peddling fast to get some speed from the tiny bike. I felt a few jerks and bumps, and then I was airborne, but not for long. The back of my head cracked on the concrete. Hard.

      The three older, and supposedly more responsible, children knew some of the nuns at our school still favored the ruler smack to the knuckles as a form of disciplinary action so I was encouraged to stop crying and not make them tardy. I couldn’t ride the bike so my brother walked it beside me, urging me to hurry.

      My first-grade teacher noticed I wasn’t tracking well. I wanted to sleep and complained about hitting my head—I can’t remember if there was blood or not, but I’m sure there was a bump. She took me to the principal’s office, and after I vomited onto the office floor, the principal agreed I should be sent home. My brother Mike was called from his sixth-grade class to walk home with me.

      We hadn’t gone far from the school when a car pulled over. Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher recognized Mike and me and noticed I was vomiting along the curb, so took charge of getting me home, sending Mike back to school. I’m sure Mike was both relieved to have me off his hands and annoyed that his escape from the classroom got cut short.

      Mrs. Gallagher opened the side door to our house and called, “Mary Lou? We have Therese here.” Mom drove her wheelchair through the rooms toward the door, shocked to see her daughter home from school and disoriented.

      I was rather listless by then, but I later heard the story retold a few times. While Mrs. Gallagher cleaned me up and changed my clothes, Mom made phone calls to the school, doctor, and Dad. The Gallaghers took me on to the hospital until Dad could meet us there. When the house was quiet again, Mom was livid and called the principal to chew her up and spit her out. Not only was I obviously seriously injured, but also I had been put in the care of a sixth grader to make the mile walk home and—worst of all—the principal hadn’t bothered to call her!

      The excuse from the principal? She didn’t want to worry Mom, since she couldn’t do anything anyway. Unsaid was that Mom was shut in at home and confined to a wheelchair. Those words started a fire that blazed for weeks—months? years?—that no one who was connected with the school ever wanted to ignite again.

      Six years earlier, in 1959, my mom, Mary Lou Kramer had been mentioned in the newspaper as “A Thirty-One-Year-Old Mother of Five Children Contracts Polio”

      This was news primarily because the polio epidemic was supposed to be over with the Salk vaccine, and my mom had received three. Second, polio was “infantile paralysis” because it most commonly infected small children. It began with a fever and became a creeping paralysis spreading from the outer limbs and working inward to the lungs. The respirators for polio victims were called iron lungs—wide metal tubes that encased the whole body, leaving only the head exposed. Cases in adults were rare, and there were few iron lungs big enough to fit them. The third point that made Mom news: polio was a summer virus and she got it in December, six months after I was born.

      Polio is compared to a tornado whose destruction through the nervous system takes a different path through each body. It affected all of Mom’s limbs, although she regained function in some muscles of her right arm, but special splints were required for her to use her right hand. Mom lost the total use of both legs and her left arm. Fortunately, she was not left-handed. Over the years, she would make small victories. It was a happy day when she was able to feed herself again. It was also a cause for celebration when she used the telephone without assistance.

      I learned all that later, as I was a baby when Mom contracted polio, and discussions regarding Mom’s illness and equipment were long over by the time I could understand them. I was eight years old before I realized there were not wheelchairs in every home. The “What happened to Mary Lou?” and “What do we do now?” had long become, “This is it” before I started kindergarten. Mom spent her days in a wheelchair with a splint on each hand and her elbows propped into movable armrests.

      During my first years of primary school—before the day I fell off the bike and got the concussion—my teachers did not want to call my mom. I remember one teacher was horrified at something I did. She threatened that if I didn’t shape up, she was going to call my mother! The guilt for upsetting such a wonderful woman, who certainly didn’t need any more upset in her life, would then be on my shoulders. I was told to go to confession and not add upsetting my mother to the sin of whatever prank I had pulled.

      The teachers didn’t realize I had no idea there was anything different about my mom. I never considered that other moms weren’t in wheelchairs; or if I was aware of it, I didn’t think it made Mom helpless. To me the wheelchair was cool because my friends were fascinated by the switches, wheels, shiny metal, squeaks, and hums, until it became familiar to them. The threat to call my mom about something really didn’t bear any more weight with me than it would for any other kid, except for the fact that it was a really big deal to my teachers. Since it was such a big deal not to call my mom and upset her, they tolerated more from me than any other kid in the class. Fortunately, for my teachers and myself, I adored learning and being in class more than being a sass.

      Mom understood using a wheelchair was no excuse to slack on her job as a mom, or to lower her standards for a happy home and a healthy family. Mothers of young children often develop close, though temporary, relationships with the teachers and doctors who spend lots of time and professional attention on the children. Before her polio Mom had been an active member of the PTA, she and her friends had known every teacher, and she’d helped in the classrooms. After polio, Mom’s focus shifted away from school activities for about a year to recover and adapt to her new wheelchair and skills.

      Before my concussion, Mom was concerned with a few other challenges regarding the health and safety of all her children and her abilities as a mother. Like when my eldest sister, Rose, had surgery for a cyst in her shoulder. Dad did the emergency room runs and hospital visits when Sharon had tubes inserted in her ears, and later when she had a deep leg cut requiring stitches. Mom quickly realized that paralysis did not remove her responsibility for her children’s health and well-being. All it did was prevent people from calling her when there was an issue with her children because, well, she couldn’t do anything about it, so why worry the poor invalid?

      My concussion in the spring shortly before I turned seven was quite bad. The doctors wanted me to remain quiet for at least a week. During my second night in the hospital, Dad visited to find me red-faced and excited, playing with other children in the ward. He cut my hospital stay short. Since I was to be quiet, Mom did a much better job of making sure I rested alone on the couch in our living room.

      I seemed to recover well, but then two months later, I suddenly wanted to sleep all the time. When my fever shot up to 106 degrees, Dad took me to the hospital. I had contracted osteomyelitis, a bone marrow infection, which has similar early symptoms to polio.

      I have clear memories of that hospital stay and hallucinations from the high fever, but I didn’t know what my family was going through because I was too young. My symptoms were so similar to polio that the medical community in the entire city of Cleveland, Ohio, was scrambling over my case. Mom’s polio had been such a surprise years earlier that having one of her children sick opened the possibility of hereditary traits. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be a mother, paralyzed from polio, and have a child exhibiting the same symptoms.

      My mother’s history of polio could be why my osteomyelitis virus was discovered while still in the lining of my hip, before it could penetrate the bone. I still got the full treatment: leg traction for a week while dosed with massive antibiotics through an IV, another week or so in the hospital with a wheelchair that was my size, and months of using crutches to prevent bearing any weight on my left leg until I finally learned to walk again. I have a few memories of the IVs, a spinal tap, and traction, but I prefer to dwell on the delight I felt at being just like Mom. I enjoyed the wheelchair and crutches. They made me more like her. I think happy young girls usually dream of being just like Mom and marrying a man just like Daddy.

      Another reason why my virus was discovered and treated quickly was probably because our family was well-known not just in the medical community but also in our church—and more than just in our parish, throughout the whole Cleveland diocese. Dad’s oldest brother was a photojournalist for the diocesan newspaper, and before polio Mom had been an active member of the Ladies Guild, Dad a member of Knights of Columbus. As soon as I was hospitalized, the congregations of a few parishes and the religious orders of the Sisters of Notre Dame and the priests of the Congregation of the Blessed Sacrament immediately had me on their prayer lists. I appreciate that lots of people across three states were focusing their prayers on my health, and on the ability of the medical professionals attending to my care. I know all that prayer energy was a good thing because I healed and do not have chronic issues other than weak knees.

      I was disappointed that the wheelchair for my use remained at the hospital and all they let me take home were boring crutches. None of us thought to decorate them with ribbons or bells. Stickers hadn’t been invented yet.

      I don’t kneel for more than a second because it hurts my knees. I didn’t kneel at my own wedding, and yes, I did marry a man like Dad. Mom and I did notice the similarities between Dad and my husband, Ed. These similarities where not always admirable. Their birthdays are less than a week apart, which means these two men in my life share the astrological traits of Virgo. Their most notable shared trait is loyalty to family and friends. They are also nitpicking perfectionists, so home care projects—when done—are done very well. They both also have a habit of saving their socks to wear again the next day.
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            A CATHOLIC FAMILY

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a big deal and cause for major celebration when any of us received a sacrament for the first time. My memories of these milestones are proof it was a fun family party as well as being a very holy time for all involved. We were raised to appreciate our faith as holy regardless of the religious dogma, issues with guilt, parish personalities, or diocesan politics. Any issue with the global hierarchy in the Church was mainly Dad’s concern, and even he didn’t let that interfere with God’s holy truths.

      My parents were Roman Catholics, and while I believe that attaining their level of spirituality is possible no matter what the doctrines or religious focus, they got there being Catholic. It’s what they taught, loved, and used as the foundation of their days. Being Catholic in our home was a rich culture of traditions full of music and laughter with a spiritual focus, so the guilt and obedience aspects to the religion were sort of silly to me. None of us committed any big sins, so the dogma was interesting history and didn’t really apply on a daily basis. What mattered were the celebrations.

      My First Communion was the Big One for me because I would no longer be sitting alone in the pew. It was one week before I turned eight years old, and I knew my family was thankful that I was alive and able to walk up the aisle in a pretty and new white dress and veil, not one worn by my sisters. I even knelt at the kneeler that day, but it was the last time I ever put any pressure on my kneecaps. My crutches had only been put into the attic a few months earlier, but I was determined to kneel like the rest of the kids.

      I think Mom’s crutches were already stored in the attic. Dad used to put the braces on Mom’s legs and hold her crutches under her arms for standing exercise. The crutches and braces hung on the back of Mom and Dad’s bedroom door, so the metal pieces clanked every time the door moved. I’m not sure when they were removed from the back of the door, but it was probably as soon as I came home from the hospital with my set. Mom felt one set of crutches in the house was enough, just as she said one wheelchair was enough.

      There was a big party in the house for my First Communion, and I got another cake for my birthday the following week. All told, there were five First Communion parties that spring, as four of my cousins were my age, but I was the only one in a pretty dress—they were boys and had to wear ties.

      Dinner conversations, whether at these parties or on everyday nights, were always lively, and Mom was one to keep us talking, even though we were required not to talk with food in our mouths. One evening when I was nine, my thoughts got stuck on the concept of birth weights. The dinner conversation probably began because Mike, at fifteen, was learning about hereditary traits in high school. The discussion also touched on allergic reactions to drugs since Mom could not take penicillin, and there were probably references to her being ill when I was a baby and that one Christmas when the whole family was sick with a stomach virus. Plus, I knew Mom had zipper-looking scars the length of both legs from varicose vein surgery soon after my birth. Knowing the way our dinner conversations would shift and twist, and how many times I would have a question brushed aside with “You’ll understand when you’re older,” it is easy to see how I got confused about details the older kids already knew.

      Mom had rattled off everyone’s birth weights. I was a huge baby; the nurses said I was three weeks late and “overdeveloped” with hair and fingernails. At only two ounces less than eleven pounds, I wasn’t just big—I was an “old” newborn. My size and delay was credited to Mom’s need to lie down a lot during her pregnancy with me because of varicose vein issues.

      While cleaning up after dinner I remember questioning Mike about something regarding my birth weight and Mom’s drug allergies. Unfortunately, he made a comment about me being the source of all Mom’s physical problems. I don’t remember what he may have said, or if he was just in a bad mood, or what. Mom had been rushed to the hospital the night before his sixth birthday, so he had been young and probably made a subconscious connection between my birth and Mom’s health issues.

      As I did my chores that night, running the vacuum over the dining room rug, I remember this feeling of horror that I was not only responsible for Mom’s paralysis but also for her inability to take penicillin.

      The tears started while I was unwinding the vacuum cord so I rushed to plug it in and turn it on. I thought the sound of the motor was loud enough to hide my racking sobs at the reality of what I had done not just to my mother, but to the whole family. The vacuum motor wasn’t that loud while it sucked up the crumbs on the eight-by-ten rug, and the carpet wasn’t big enough for me to keep running the vacuum until I got my sobs under control.

      I remember Dad looking at me in confusion. Mike made a comment about girls and tears and then added I was too young to have the hormonal excuse, so I just wanted to get out of doing my chores. Even Mom was a bit intolerant. I finally sobbed out how I was so sorry, I was such a big baby, I ruined Mom’s health so she couldn’t take penicillin and ended up with polio and paralyzed.

      I’m sure all the long p-words in the blubbering statement were a bit messy.

      I can still see the way Mom’s face changed as she slowly understood what I was trying to say. Even now, decades later, the feelings are easy to recall. Mom and I talked about that night a few times, years later, and I know how horrified she felt that I was personally taking the blame for her life as a quadriplegic.

      That night, Mom sat in the middle of her office area in the back room, and I stood at the end of the white table. The windows of the back room were dark, the lights were low, the main light being the one shining through the window between the kitchen and Mom’s back room. I tried to calm down and listen to what Mom said and to understand what it all really meant.

      I was a big baby, but only two pounds bigger than Sharon. Sharon had been born three years earlier and baptized twice, as she was a sickly newborn. My birth was no problem, and I was a wonderfully content baby. Mom didn’t have functioning valves in the veins in her legs from an illness in her teens, and that’s why she had the surgery on her varicose veins soon after my birth. Penicillin would not have prevented polio or paralysis, and my size and birth had nothing to do with it. Her allergy to penicillin had been discovered in her teens, long before I came along when she was thirty-one. I’m sure she shared more information specific to the level a nine-year-old girl could understand. I did calm, and I did learn a lot.

      When our conversation ended, I left the back room to go do my homework. Mike was waiting for me behind the stairway door. He said something about me being stupid if I blamed him. I hadn’t ratted him out to Mom as being the source of my tears, but I did call him stupid right back for not knowing there was no way I could have caused any of Mom’s issues just by being born.

      I know, on an intellectual level, there is no physical connection between my birth and Mom’s paralysis. Yet, I wonder about all the spiritual concepts of being linked through energy and soul to everyone, and God being everywhere and inside us. There are philosophies connecting butterflies and monsoons, so if my birth and Mom’s paralysis have some karmic connection within an ineffable plan, then it’s a good thing I’m only human and not trying to understand the mind of God. I’ll just do my best with the memories and tell the story so readers can decide the level of universal connection they want to embrace within their own relationships.

      That summer, I became more aware that Mom was in a wheelchair. I began to notice how my friends, strangers, and all the people who came through our lives treated Mom. I got a bit aggressive and in-your-face with people who acted like Mom was invisible when we were in public, until the day I returned Mom’s books to the library.

      The local library had a program for selecting, delivering, and picking up books to residents who were housebound. I rode my bike to the library weekly, but I only checked out paperback books that would fit in the buckled sack behind the seat, while the books delivered to Mom were usually large and heavy, ones that could lay flat on a table so she could turn the pages using her mouth stick. Plus, Mom enjoyed having new books every month without having to depend on the choices of her children.

      Once, two months passed and no one had contacted her to swap her books with a new selection, so she had me return them. As I did so, I gave that library worker a good lecture on the importance of their responsibility to my mom’s condition. The woman agreed and apologized. I proudly returned home to tell Mom about the encounter. She was not pleased. The lecture that followed included the dynamics of social services and volunteerism beyond Dad leading the singing at church or my aunts working at the school fundraisers. There was a lot of information to digest, and I started being more aware of the kindness of others instead of just some people’s rudeness. It was a good lesson to learn before I entered fourth grade the following month.
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            HELLO, SWEETHEART

          

        

      

    

    
      At the age of ten, I was embarrassed when my friends saw my parents being affectionate with each other. I mean, ugh! Parents smooching loudly when kids are around? My two best friends and I were making cookies when my dad came home from work one day. They heard him call, “Hello, sweetheart,” as soon as he closed the door, and they stopped to look. With barely a nod at us, we watched him go straight to Mom and put his arms around her shoulders while they smooched loudly.

      “They do that every day,” I griped, but my friends grinned. They thought it was cute but had never seen their parents kiss like that.

      It was all Grandma Kramer’s fault. She became a widowed mother of six children when my dad was five and his youngest sister was two. One day her eldest son—my Uncle James—asked what she missed the most since their dad had died. Grandma told him it was having her husband walk through the door after work and in his booming voice say, “Hello, sweetheart,” and then give her a big kiss and hug. From that day, Grandma’s boys began greeting her with a loud “Hello, sweetheart!” as well as big hugs and noisy kisses to her cheek.

      My dad carried on that tradition with my mom too. This type of daily greeting was what I saw between my parents during my childhood, except my parents kissed on the mouth, and it was loud and silly. Every day! No matter who else might see it!

      When us kids came through the door, we all called a hello and announced who we were so Mom knew who had just entered the house.

      After school, preparing dinner was a primary duty, and we all took turns. Mom had the menu and cooking times in her head. She watched the clock and reminded us when it was time to put something in the oven or start on the potatoes, noodles, or veggies. She gave us reminders about washing, pricking skins, adding butter and salt to the water, and what seasonings to use. We all learned to cook by osmosis, until we started reading recipes to learn something new and different. Some of those dinners were…interesting. Others became our personal specialties.

      The way Mom got us to do the cooking, and other household chores, was by calmly directing us through each task from the doorway. Her wheelchair blocked the whole doorway, so we knew to follow directions if we ever wanted to get out of that room. We called her the “snoopervisor” when she continued to block doorways long after we were pretty good at our tasks.

      Dad worked at Republic Steel and wore a heavy smock and hardhat at work. By the time I was ten, I no longer wondered why. He had taken us on a family tour day when I was small and explained that his team kept all the machines working. I was in awe of this huge factory, especially the large room where I watched molten liquid pour into a mold to become a slab of hot glowing metal. This was fed into a huge press to become thinner and longer until it eventually became miles and miles of wire.

      On most days, Dad walked in the door at 5:25 p.m., and Mom was ready for his kiss. A few minutes after five, Mom would go to the back room where she had a mirror, a makeup box, and a small hairbrush. She touched up her hair and applied fresh lipstick, blotting it carefully. But sometimes Mom glanced at the clock in the kitchen and realized she didn’t have much time. She’d speed through the house in a quick rush to get pretty. Other times, if we wanted Mom to stop snoopervising us, we’d point toward the clock and ask, “Isn’t it time to get pretty?”

      When Dad walked in the door, the table was set, dinner was ready, and Mom was in the dining room with a big smile. Dad always went straight to Mom, gave her a hug, a noisy kiss, and the greeting, “Hello, sweetheart.”

      As much as Dad made it a point to show affection for Mom, he rarely, if ever, shopped for Mom’s holiday and birthday gifts. We’d shop for him, or Mom would get herself whatever she wanted to be from him. We showed Dad what he “bought,” then wrapped it for him. It was a funny way to do things, but we understood Dad had a full-time job plus other responsibilities and didn’t have time. He also dressed and undressed Mom every day. It was always cute to see his interest in the gift he’d gotten Mom as he unwrapped it for her. It was as if he’d never seen it before.

      Every once in a while, Dad would decide Mom needed a special present, one she hadn’t gotten for herself. One he thought she should have. Like the mini-stereo.

      The consumer electronics industry was becoming portable in the early 1980s, and suddenly stereos could sit on the table. While Mom was not a good singer, she could tell when a singer was on or off key. Dad had a wonderful voice and loved good music. One evening I put the traditional holiday record on the old box-like record player, and Dad decided it was time for quality sound to be added to the music in the house.

      He wasn’t going to get himself a stereo—it had to be for Mom. Dad didn’t buy the best bakery goods for himself; he bought what Mom would enjoy. He used Mom as his guide for everything with the exception of wearing new clothes himself. This was one of Dad’s quirks. If we gave him a new shirt as a present, it would remain wrapped and folded in his drawer until his other shirts wore out, or until Mom gave him grief that she was tired of looking at him in that same worn-out shirt.

      It was really cute to watch when Dad decided to buy Mom the mini-stereo. Dad brought one home from the store, set it up on Mom’s counter, and checked to see how—or if—she could operate it. Some of the buttons were easy to use; others were not. It was important for Mom to be able to use the radio and tape player, be able to turn it on and off, and control the volume.

      Testing new tools to see how Mom could use them was part of what they did. There were things about the first stereo set that didn’t work, so Dad took it back to the store. Half an hour later, he had another set up for Mom to try. Repeat. The third one had promise, but there was room for improvement and Dad thought one of the others he had seen would be better. Back to the store. I laughed while he was gone and pointed out that even if she could operate the buttons, what about getting the tape in and out? Mom shushed me and said Dad needed to be able to do his thing. The next one he brought home was worse.

      Finally, Mom got Dad to stop and think for a bit. What was the objective? Her tape player worked just fine for her books on tape. Engineers had designed handle extensions so she could operate the controls and listen to her books without help, as long as someone opened the packages and set the tapes on end for her to pick up. She liked listening to the radio and wouldn’t be able to change a record anyhow. So that’s how Mom ended up with a simple stereo on her counter that had big knobs she could use to change radio stations and adjust the volume. It had nice speakers for music and a turntable on top for our albums, so the old record player finally found its way to wherever old record players go.

      Mom continued to use her oversized tape player with the extended levers on the buttons for her audio books, and the rest of us were thrilled to have a higher sound quality for all records and music in the house. Once remote-control technology arrived, none of this was ever an issue again. Mom could even watch the TV on her counter. I still remember her thrill as she demonstrated how the remote control worked; how she adjusted the volume and how she would change channels to find cartoons for my girls to watch on a Saturday morning when we were in town for a visit. Remote control technology was a miracle, according to Mom.

      Later, after I’d married and moved to New Jersey, I would visit about twice a year, and I noticed that very little about Mom and Dad or my childhood home changed at all. Us kids kept adding grandchildren to the mix, but for me, those semiannual visits were a step back in time. I became more aware of the simplicity of their life and how they prioritized letting each other know they were loved, whether with a hug and kiss or gifts.

      Dad did change his “Hello, sweetheart” ritual when he retired. He switched to his weekend mode of simple kisses and greetings for Mom as he left or returned from errands. The exuberant hugs, noisy kisses, and “Hello, sweetheart” were then offered to every female family member who came in the door. Dad’s sisters, daughters after we’d moved out, daughter in-law, nieces, a few close friends, and eventually granddaughters were greeted in this special way. Now Dad was getting hugged in return. Mom was thrilled over this change of routine. According to her, Dad deserved every hug and thousands more.

      I still treasure the feeling of those hugs and am glad there were only a few years when we had to be a bit more gentle with his frail bones.
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            BUILDING A ROOM FOR MOM

          

        

      

    

    
      On the street where we lived, no two houses looked alike. If you draw a square and put a triangle on top, that’s how our house looked from the street. Add in three concrete steps with a single door in the middle of the square, and centered on each side of the door, picture a window with decorative shutters that add color to the expanse of white. Those shutters changed from black to red to green over the years, and every spring and summer, rhododendron, hydrangea, and holly bushes hugged the house and front walk. Neighboring houses were bigger or smaller, different architectural styles, and built out of a variety of brick, stone, and wood. Some had sprawling front porches; some had attached garages. Even the color and amount of roof seen from the street added to the personality of each house and the neighborhood as a whole.

      Inside our house, the floors were beautiful maple hardwood, and the walls had arched alcoves and bookcases that made it feel elegant. The fireplace in the living room featured a marble facade and a carved wood mantle. The kitchen had wall cabinets to the ceiling. The window over the sink originally looked out on the backyard, through a lilac tree, to a double garage. A tiny, screened porch off the dining room was centered on the back wall of the house, windows on each side. This made the house look almost the same in back as from the street.

      Before polio, my family told me, the porch had been Mom’s workroom where she colored photos for local studios. This paint medium was unique; using transparent colors that adhered to the photos and gave a painted-portrait quality to what had been a black-and-white print. Mom also learned to work with watercolor and oil paints and completed some landscapes. After polio, when Mom came home from the Warm Springs rehabilitation center (now the Roosevelt Warm Springs Institute for Rehabilitation) in Georgia, where she’d spent nine months after being released from the local hospital, she could no longer get through the door or down the stairs to her little porch, so had no place for her art projects.

      After Mom had been using her wheelchair in our home for a year, Dad came up with a plan to change all that, and in a few hours during the spring of ’62, this tiny, unheated porch studio was gone, torn down. As I toddled around the house, neighbors and family brought tools and donated time to build the new back room across the whole back of the house. Access to the outdoors was via a ramp that extended from the door at the farthest corner of the house to the driveway, making the angle mild enough for Mom’s wheelchair to power up without much added push from behind. Going down required more effort; someone had to hold her back so she didn’t pick up too much speed.

      Mom told me later that
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