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Description

The book cover for I Bottled My Mother: The Mrs. Meyer’s Story: Grit, Grime and Growing a Business features a background with a central illustration of a spray bottle. On the nozzle of the spray bottle is a circular portrait of an older Mrs. Thelma Meyer with short, curly hair and glasses. The title at the top reads I Bottled My Mother. Below it is the subtitle, The Mrs. Meyer’s Story: Grit, Grime and Growing a Business. A banner at the very top reads, A No-Nonsense Memoir from the Creator of a Beloved Brand. In the bottom right corner, the author’s name, Monica Nassif, appears along with the text MONICA NASSIF, Founder, Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day.
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“Monica Nassif built Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day the same way her mother raised nine kids in Iowa—with grit, grace, and not a hint of pretense. This book is about business, yes—but it’s really about resilience, love, and the kind of work that leaves your hands dirty and your heart full.”


— Guy Raz, Creator and Host, How I Built This


“Practical life lessons and advice for any aspiring entrepreneur to assess themselves, dream big, and begin taking action. Monica makes her path to extraordinary success seem straight-forward and within reach for all of us. She was always the most popular speaker in our MBA classes.”


— John Stavig, Managing Director, Holmes Center for Entrepreneurship, University of Minnesota


“I Bottled My Mother is a masterclass in building brand value from human truth. Monica Nassif reminds us that authenticity cannot be engineered; it must be lived. For founders, brand leaders, and investors seeking businesses that endure, this memoir offers a powerful lesson: the strongest brands are rooted in purpose, memory, and care. This story reveals why some brands matter more than others and how some founders succeed more than others. I am truly grateful that Monica gifted us both Mrs. Meyer’s, in more rooms in my household than any other brand, and this riveting and edifying book.”


— Jonathan Mildenhall, Chief Marketing Officer, Rocket Companies















I Bottled My Mother






The Mrs. Meyer’s STORY: Grit, GRIME & Growing a BUSINESS
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The stories in this book reflect the author’s and her mother’s recollection of events. Some names, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of those mentioned.
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I created her, and she created me.


—Mrs. Thelma Meyer














To my family.













“I WAS RAISED TO BE A DOMESTIC.”
















Chapter One The Real Deal
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“I was raised to be educated.”


A direct quote from a highfalutin editor of a major home décor magazine. She twirled around in her ergonomic office chair as if she were hanging the moon, even though she was only forty-five floors above street level in Midtown Manhattan. Her chair spun silently, so it had to be pricey.


She asked me, as founder of the Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day company, how I was raised. To her utter dismay—I saw her snicker quietly to herself during one of her rotations—I responded, “I was raised to be a domestic. I was taught to cook, clean, sew, garden, raise babies, and take care of the home.”


Her retort was swift, “I was raised to be educated.”


I know what you might be thinking, so much for women’s lib. Yet as the oldest girl of nine children—all showing up in a span of ten short years—there was a lot of work to do around our house. And I was second-in-command. This was my reality. My mother, Thelma Meyer, raised my three sisters and me to care for our home—that’s right, domestic skills. My five brothers were hustled outside to mow lawns, shovel snow, and help my dad fix a car or build another bedroom onto our small Cape Cod house in Granger, Iowa.


Without question, our mother raised me with many more skills than how to be a scullery maid, but that was my starting point. On the floor mopping up food from under the dining room table, or bellied up to the kitchen stove, that’s how I learned how to make my way into the world.


In addition to wondering about how I was raised, the editor asked, “Who is your role model?” Each time I am asked this question, I pause. I always think that I should answer Saint Joan of Arc, Sojourner Truth, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, or Beyoncé. A woman with her name in lights.


“My mother,” I told her.


That is one reason I wrote this book. I stepped in line right behind my mother as she marched her small army through the world with gusto and her erect, confident, and fearless stride. Up for breakfast at six a.m. Walk three blocks to school. Weed the garden after a rain. Follow her on long hikes in national parks across the West. And try to keep up as she made a beeline for the sale racks at Merle Hay Mall in Des Moines, Iowa.


My mother was raised on a dirt-poor Kansas farm with no electricity or running water, and now she proudly sports an iPhone.


Our entire family was educated by a lively mix of uncanny common sense, hard knocks, and a crazy quilt of odd jobs—all of us learning on the go. We survived twelve years of itchy wool uniforms in strict Catholic schools, and all nine of us paid for our own college educations. We all graduated and several of my siblings earned advanced degrees.


Our New York public relations agency at the time had pitched the Mrs. Meyer’s story to the aforementioned editor. Our startup was growing rapidly as we were gaining traction with several major retailers. That’s why I assumed the editor was interviewing me. Instead, she used our time together to brag about her East Coast private-school educational triumphs and her unparalleled business achievements.


I’m a proud cornball from Iowa. I kept my trap shut and allowed her to ramble on as she made a damn fool out of herself. If she wants to surmise that I’m better at scrubbing a toilet than creating Excel pivot tables, so be it. In the end, our company, Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day, earned a major feature story in her magazine. As my mother commented later, “Things usually work out.”








Sawing off the Branch





I founded the Caldrea and Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day brands in 1999 and was fortunate to work with an incredible team of smart, fun, and hardworking folks. We grew the company to more than twenty thousand stores in the United States and sold our two brands to SC Johnson in 2008. Today, you’ll find the Mrs. Meyer’s brand across the country in all major stores and online retailers, and around the world.


I initially launched Caldrea, which was named after my two daughters, Calla and Aundrea. Earth-friendly, aromatherapeutic, and high-performing, Caldrea was one of the first premium brands of household cleaning products. All were created with lovely fragrances typically reserved for the personal care industry and presented in beautiful packaging, unlike anything else in the marketplace.


Once Caldrea was launched, we learned quickly that we needed to create a mass brand to secure our premium position. Competitors were encroaching upon our concept, and we knew that close to 80 percent of all household cleaning products are sold at the mass-market level. To survive, we had to be on the shelves and websites of major retailers, such as Whole Foods, Target, Walmart, Amazon, Ace Hardware, and more.


We decided to create our own Caldrea knockoff for the mass market before someone else did. As a former boss always told me, “Monica, saw off the branch you’re sitting on while grabbing for the one above you.”


During a brainstorming session, we had a crazy idea to name the new brand after my mother. Thelma Meyer was the perfect fit. Midwestern, plucky, wholesome, and practical—and with a passion for gardening—we took inspiration for fragrances right out of her Iowa backyard. And so, Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day was born. When I called to ask her if she was interested in serving as our spokesmodel, she asked: “What’s a brand?”


My mother was a quick study. She evolved into a joyful embodiment of our business ambitions. Authentic, approachable, and without pretension, she relished her new role. That’s because no amount of slick media training could change her. I tried, and it always ended in disaster.











A Single Box of Kotex





While the Mrs. Meyer’s brand was gaining steam in the marketplace, we wrote and published a how-to cleaning book: Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Home: No-Nonsense Advice That Will Inspire You to Clean Like the Dickens. We shopped the concept around New York City looking for a publisher. Our agent chauffeured us around in a big ole black limo for five to six meetings in a single day. My mother, tagging along in her Mrs. Meyer’s branded garb, was agog. For her, this was Hollywood, and she was the starlet. She relished every single moment.


In one of our first morning sessions, we met with a major publisher. A tall, buxom woman from Texas, an editor, grabbed my mother in a warm embrace. “I love you,” she drawled. “I love your brand. I’m so excited you’re here.” My mom, giddy with a capital G, felt on top of the world.


As we sat down around the publisher’s large conference table with about six people from their team and five from our team, the editor grabbed my mom’s hand as if she were about to propose. “First question,” said the editor from Texas, “how in the world did you have nine children?” My mother, now high on adulation from her newfound lover, replied, “Well, I had a box of forty-eight Kotex in the bathroom and in ten years, I never finished the box.”


Yep. That was Mrs. Meyer’s opening salvo across the conference table. I could not believe that response came out of my mother’s mouth. Everyone laughed except for me and an intern. Mortified, I caught a glance at the intern taking copious notes. Her pencil stopped, and she snapped her lead. I don’t think she had ever heard the word Kotex.


After that meeting, I tore up the Mrs. Meyer’s talking points because everywhere we went reporters and potential media partners gobbled up my mother. I simply allowed my mother, Thelma Meyer, to be herself—unfiltered and unscripted. Why not? Here struts a homespun, seventy-eight-year-old Iowa housewife to the national stage. She was having a ball at every opportunity talking about housework, gardening, cleaning, and raising a large family. She worked our trade show booth handing out dish and hand soap samples with the fervor of a Bible-thumping missionary.











Take It From a Bunny





There’s an old children’s book that I adore, The Country Bunny and the Little Gold Shoes, by DuBose Heyward. As I was writing this book, I recalled the moral of this lovely story.


The Country Bunny has twenty-one baby bunnies. She teaches her children how to cook, clean, dance, paint, wash dishes, and sweep. All the baby rabbits are wonderfully accomplished at their various chores.


The lifetime dream of the Country Bunny is to become an Easter Bunny. She enters a contest under the watchful eye of old Grandfather Bunny, who’s the judge. Of course, her competitors—the elegant Gentlemen Rabbits and cocksure, cowboy Jack Rabbits—make fun of her and her dream.


Yet the Country Bunny perseveres. She proves herself worthy to become the Fifth Easter Bunny after she delivers a special egg to a small boy sleeping at the top of a mountain while donning magical gold shoes. In short, she kicks ass as an Easter Bunny and proves that hard work, dedication, and ambition carry the day.


I often think of my mother with all her bunnies. And how she donned her golden shoes—industrial work shoes that she ordered from Germany from a special catalog. How did she always have room in her lap for all of us? How many sleepless nights with hungry newborns, sick toddlers, and curfew-busting teenagers? Yet she was there for all of us in a loving scrum—oftentimes reading books to those who could stand close to her while she breastfed the youngest baby.


You may know my mother as the domestic mentor for the Mrs. Meyer’s Clean Day brand, much like Mr. Clean of Procter & Gamble (P&G) or Betty Crocker of General Mills. Yet those two iconic brands were fabricated out of whole cloth by advertising folks for large, multi-national corporations back in the 1950s.


Thelma Meyer inspired our brand and helped us achieve rapid success because she was the real deal. She inspired me—actually, our entire family—to grow up, find our way in the world, and chase our dreams, large or small.


I learned tremendous lessons from my many years in the corporate world and as a founder of four companies—two succeeded and two flopped. Yet my real business and life education began in childhood in a town of six hundred people in the middle of Iowa. Lucky me. I was fortunate to be trained by my first and foremost teacher, my mother. Her sunny and resilient approach to life while raising nine children was a gift. Keep moving, keep working, and we’ll figure it out.


Despite great sorrows in her life—losing her husband of nearly sixty years, my father, to cancer, and losing the baby of our family, Danny, to a massive stroke at age fifty-four—each day is a wonder to my mother.









Dreams of Becoming a Word Slinger





My dream as a child was to be a writer. Not sure what kind. Yet that was my lifelong ambition. As we all know, you cannot be a writer if you do not write. Daily. Several years ago, I shared with my former college roomie, Mary, that I was thinking about taking up writing again. However, I added, that I was afraid that once I sat down to scribble, I might not stop.


“What would be wrong with that?” she posed. Her comment gave me pause. Mary wiped clean my long list of lame excuses for avoiding the writing desk with her pointed query.


Many years have passed since I started my entrepreneurial adventures. The distance has helped me gain perspective about my startup travels. And my mother still lives in our family home walking to morning mass, tending to her garden, and playing bridge. It’s time to put down on paper what I learned both from the business world and, more importantly, from her.


My goal for I Bottled My Mother—part memoir and part travel journal through Startup Land—is to share the rough-and-tumble ride of growing up in a large family and the rocky road of entrepreneurship. Along the way, perhaps you’ll see why my mother, with her PhD in common sense, was the heart and soul (and face) of the Mrs. Meyer’s brand.


I also wrote this book to encourage everyone who wakes up with a dream, looks in the mirror, and wonders, Could I start my own business? My mother would probably respond, “What needs to get done? And let’s get to it.”
















Chapter Two Strong Women
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I come from a long line of strong women, charming men, and one drunk doctor. Cecelia, the youngest daughter of six children, was my mother’s mother. She was a statuesque woman at six feet tall with broad shoulders, an erect posture, and a contingent smile. She lived to the ripe old age of ninety-six years.


She gave birth to my mother on a steaming-hot day in Overbrook, Kansas. The local doc, drunk as a skunk, delivered my mother in Cecelia’s home sometime in the afternoon of August 13, 1932. Or so we think. My grandmother passed away many moons ago so we cannot verify the exact date and time of my mother’s birth. Since Cecelia was the only sober adult at the time and slightly distracted by contractions, the exact timing of my mother’s arrival remains clear as mud. The doctor sobered up two years later and finally filed my mother’s birth certificate.


“My mom had a hard life,” said my mother. “She grew up dirt poor in Meeker, Oklahoma, and quit school after fifth grade to pick cotton. Then her parents moved to Kansas for cheap land in 1919—only $1.25 per acre, thanks to the Homestead Act of 1862. Cecelia had terrible allergies and suffered from severe rashes under her arms and between her legs her entire life. Only late in life did Grandma Cecelia finally realize she had a gluten sensitivity. Could have saved her years of agony. She constantly doused herself with straight rubbing alcohol for the only relief that calmed her itching. I can still hear her moaning.”


Cecelia’s father, my great-grandfather, had an abominable habit of beating his wife until Cecelia, his youngest daughter, at age eighteen, grew tall enough to tower over her father. She turned her hardworking cotton-field fists on her father. He never touched her mother again.


Grandma Cecelia left home after my Grandpa Joseph came calling. A handsome and olive-skinned charmer, he had a thick shock of black hair and a silver tongue. Her older sister warned, “That man’s so poor you won’t have a pot to piss in or time to throw it out the window.” At age twenty-two, Cecelia married Joseph despite her sister’s foreboding words. They were married for more than fifty-eight years.


My grandmother was an entrepreneur. She had to be to survive. During the Great Depression (1929–1939), she sold eggs, cream, muskrat pelts (from animals she trapped and skinned), and fresh chickens door to door in Topeka, Kansas.


“I was in charge of carrying the chickens,” my mother said. “Every Saturday, we made the trip to Topeka.” My mother recalled that Cecelia stepped on the feet of a chicken, stretched out its neck and sliced its throat with her bowie knife. “Then she immediately plunged them into a cauldron of boiling water. My job was to pluck off the pin feathers and prepare them for sale. We dressed about ten to twelve chickens every weekend. I also remember packing up eggs on Saturday and helping my mom sell her wares up and down the street,” said my mother. “She had one customer who loved my mom’s milk cream. Said it was the best in Shawnee County, Kansas.”


Winters were harsh seasons in a harsh time. For several winters during the Depression, my mother’s family survived on tomato soup that Grandma Cecelia had canned during the previous summer. During another snowy winter, my Grandpa Joe fell off his tractor and fractured his femur. My grandma and my mother handled all the chores—feeding the milk cows, raising hens, collecting eggs—to ensure the family of seven made it through the winter.


That same winter, in the middle of a snowstorm, their only horse broke through a barbed-wire fence and sliced open his chest. The local veterinarian was unable to make it through the storm. Cecelia, a talented seamstress, stitched up the horse with thick embroidery thread. Once the vet followed up the next spring, he remarked, “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”


“My parents were can-do people,” said my mother. “We didn’t have time to think about what we had or didn’t have. I don’t ever remember thinking about scarcity. We believed that God would take care of us if we did our share.”


Of all the adversities Grandma Cecelia dealt with, the hardest came on a beautiful summer night. “It was a Saturday night,” my mother recalled, “It was sweltering. So, we all slept outside underneath our oak tree on a big quilt covering a single-spring metal daybed. My parents were at the neighbor’s house about two miles down the road. My baby sister, Beverly, was asleep in a wrought-iron crib in front of an open window so the fresh breeze would keep her cool. When my mom came home, she came running out to the oak tree. ‘Where’s the baby?’ I told her that she was in the crib. I ran in with her, and there was Beverly hanging feet-first from the crib. The iron rods were too far apart, and she had wiggled out and hung herself. I will never forget the sight of my mother holding Beverly and wailing. Still can see my mom holding my baby sister—lifeless in her lap.”


Grandma Cecelia persevered and continued her entrepreneurial ways throughout her life. She raised baby chicks for sale. She kept eggs under a heat lamp in her dark, damp basement until they hatched. She was the fastest woman to “sex” chickens in Brown and Nemaha Counties, according to my mother. She flipped them over and gently squeezed their vents, or rear ends, and out came a secret message about their gender. She also raised and bred dogs—Samoyeds and schnauzers. My grandparents scoured farm sales and garbage dumps to gather old refrigerators and freezers. They removed the doors and floors of the coolers and, voila, they became insulated dog houses. As a child, I remember the hillside of her farm polka-dotted with her neatly arranged, white tipped-over refrigerators and those high-strung furry white dogs, yipping at the whiff of gravel road dust.








Grandpa Joe, the Funster





While Grandma Cecelia was all business, my Grandpa Joe was the complete opposite—a fun-loving, story-telling man with a big, hearty laugh. A man who would sneak apples from a nearby farm to surprise my grandmother with a rare treat. Nearly every summer, my mother brought her “city kids” (from a town of six hundred) to the farm—the home place where she grew up. My grandpa loved nothing more than teasing us about our complete ignorance of farm life.


He’d often carry in a baby pig and allow it to run through the house and then bellow about which one of us could catch it first. Of course, the piglet was terrified and pissed all over the floor. Then my grandma chased it out of the house—snapping it with her tea towel. It was a competition to see who could snatch the piglet first, one of us kids or Grandma Cecelia.


When Grandpa Joe was harvesting corn, my two older twin brothers, Tom and Tim, me, and my younger sister Maria, rode in the box wagon as the corn kernels came flying out of a long chute from his combine. We each grabbed an inside corner of the wooden wagon and hung on for our lives as grandpa drove his tractor roughshod through the field. Not only did kernels of corn come flying out into the wagon, but also mice. And, of course, my brothers caught them and tossed them at Maria and me. I can still feel the heat of the warm corn kernels making their way up our legs and nearly to our waist as the harvest progressed during the day. My Grandpa Joe and Uncle Herman laughed all afternoon as we squealed with terror and delight.


Our grandparents used to go camping with us in Colorado. Each night my father drove our homemade motorhome into a KOA campground along the way. As we crept over the crunch of the gravel road and, before we found our campsite, Grandpa Joe bellowed, “Let me outta here! Time to get out.” My father, in a rare act of taking orders from someone else, pulled over and Grandpa Joe ventured off.


My mother and grandmother prepped dinner on the grill or camp stove. And when the food was ready, it was our job—my older twin brothers and me—to run around the campground and find Grandpa Joe. I loved that amazing feeling of freedom running around in the cool summer evenings while we camped in the Colorado Rockies.


With his gift of gab, booming auctioneer voice, and magnetic smile, Grandpa Joe made a friend wherever he roamed. Without fail, we found him enjoying a beer and telling stories—usually to an attentive, attractive woman. A gifted storyteller, Grandpa Joe regaled his listeners with stories served up with a robust laugh. As his punchline approached, he reared back and then fell forward slapping his knee. No wonder he easily found free drinks and a ready audience. We all wanted to hang with him.


After Grandpa Joe passed away, we found his raggedy, dog-eared, navy-blue leather-bound Bible. His chicken scratching crawled up and down the margins, his shaky hand editing and challenging the word of God in blue-ink disagreements. One comment, in particular, made me smile. He did not quite agree with the Bible’s version of infinity—that infinity has no beginning, middle, or end. He scrawled an explanation that made a lot more sense to him. “A silver ball hangs from a fishing line on the limb of my old oak tree. Infinity lasts as long as it takes for birds to flutter their wings under the ball to wear it away.”









Cecelia and Joe’s Daughter





Even as a girl, my mother had an impressive work ethic. As the oldest, she had three main chores. First, every night, she had to make sure the chickens were roosting in the hen house. In the dark—without flashlights, candles, or swinging lanterns—she rooted around in the dark straw to gather eggs. “Once I put a frozen bolt from the latch in my mouth while fumbling around to lock the hen house in the dark,” recalls my mother. “Never again. It was so painful pulling that bolt off my tongue.” But there were also satisfactions. Have you ever held a warm, freshly laid egg right out of the straw from a wooden roost? If so, you will never forget that feeling in your palm, complete with a few feathers and sometimes chicken dirt.


My mother’s second job was to travel the hard-plowed fields to bring supper to her dad in the evening during planting and harvesting season. She recalled the painful dirt on her bare feet. “Hard, painful clumps. We went barefoot everywhere in the summer—everyone did in our family. We only wore shoes for Sunday mass.”


My mother’s third job was to herd the cows for milking in the afternoon. “I asked my dad for a pony, so I could ride out to the fields to bring home the cows,” said my mother. “And one day, my dad pulled up with his pickup and a trailer. Out came my new Shetland pony, Spot. I was excited because when the fields were dry, we had to herd the cows to the middle of the gravel roads and allow them to eat the grass. Spot and I kept them from running away.”


“I’d also have to bring home the cows for milking. I’d ride bareback on Spot to find the cows. And once the cows were in the barn, it was milking time,” recalled my mother. “Sometimes I’d have a kicker, so I’d have to place a metal brace on her legs. I once lost an entire bucket of milk from a kicker, so I never let that happen again. And the last thing you wanted when milking cows was one with diarrhea. They swung their dirty, poop-covered tail and swatted me in the face. Oh, that was something terrible.” Yet as with her chickens, my mother also found joy. “My cats hung around when I milked because I used to squirt the warm milk straight into their mouths. They made me laugh as they opened their mouths for their afternoon feeding.”


Grandpa Joe often recalled a story that once—when my mother was finished with a full bucket of milk—she took a metal cup and skimmed off the warm cream and foam that floated to the top of the bucket. As the story goes, she leaned back so far from guzzling the last drop of cream, she tipped over backward off her three-legged stool. “My dad never got tired of telling that story,” added my mother.


My mother belonged to 4-H, where she made her first dress using a pedal sewing machine. Whether or not you have heard of 4-H, you may find inspiration from its pledge along with its lucky four-leaf clover logo:


[image: A simple line drawing of a four-leaf clover with thin, curved outlines.]


I pledge my head to clearer thinking,


My heart to greater loyalty,


My hands to larger service,


And my health to better living,


For my club, my community, my country, and my world. Enough said.











Preparing for Stardom





In addition to a full load of chores, my mother had a number of paying jobs. Once, her mother brought home twelve duck eggs from a nearby hatchery for her to raise and sell. She served as a nanny for a family down the road during her summers in high school. “I did the cleaning, babysitting, sweeping, and ironing. Until I had an appendix attack and ended up in the hospital for emergency surgery,” recalled my mother. And she watched her younger brothers and sisters in August during peach-picking season in Palisades, Colorado, when her parents loaded up their pickup for camping and drove west.


Little did she know that, as a teenager, my mother was practicing for future life as a national brand. In 1948, my mother, age sixteen, entered a Milk Maid Contest in Sabetha, Kansas. “There were twenty-one girls who tried out, and I only tried out because we received a dollar bill. I made it to the final cut along with two other girls. And there was my friend, Victoria. She was so beautiful with a thick mane of red hair. I thought for sure she would win. We all milked our cows, and I’m paired with a cow that keeps moving. So, I kept moving my stool trying desperately to fill my bucket. The judges weighed the milk, and I came up short. Of course, Victoria milked the most. Yet in the end, I was rated higher on beauty and personality, so I won.”


Once my mother won the Milk Maid Contest, she was eligible for the Apple Blossom Festival in St. Joseph, Missouri. “How exciting!” my mother shared with me. “It was the first time I stayed in a hotel, and I remember the turquoise dress my mom sewed for me to wear as I rode in the float.” Unfortunately, the Apple Blossom crown was bestowed upon another girl. To this day, my mother keeps her gold apple-shaped compact mirror, a gift for entering the contest, safely in her cedar chest.




My mother won the annual Slipper Kicking Contest at her high school. On stage, all participants placed a slipper on their foot to see who could kick it the longest distance. My mother, with her powerful running legs, brought home the gold every time. When we celebrated my mother’s ninetieth birthday party, we once again held the contest. I wish I could remember who won.












A Fork in the Gravel Road





After high school, my mother faced a dilemma. Should she be a home economics teacher or a nurse? Very few choices were available to women back at the time.


In 1950, my mother visited St. Mary’s Nursing School in Leavenworth, Kansas, which was operated by the Sisters of Charity order. My mom became intrigued with a nursing career when a famous actress, June Haver, was a novice. After Haver’s acting career sputtered when she lost out to Marilyn Monroe in a new movie, she stayed at the convent for eight months and considered becoming a nun. My mother heard June speak and was mesmerized. “Right then and there, I decided to become a nurse.”


My mother recalled, “When I left home for the first time, my mom cried and cried. Then I walked out to the field to tell my dad I was leaving for college. He barely stopped the tractor to yell over the loud knocking and rattling, ‘Better finish.’ That’s all he said. And off I went.”


At the time, my mother was dating a handsome, charming man. “He gave me a five-by-seven-inch photo of himself, so I assumed we were going steady. And I must admit, he was something. Then he wrote to tell me it was time for my ‘Waterloo.’ I had no idea what he was talking about. I quickly learned he was dating someone else, and he wanted his picture back. I had written ‘I love you’ on the back of his photo. I scratched it out so fast with a dark blue pen until it was no longer legible.


“When he came to my house for his picture, I met him at the door looking my finest—a new blue dress, high heels, red lipstick, and my hair all done up. He took one look at me and said, ‘You’re sure making it hard.’ Yes, that’s right. Good riddance.”


One year later, in August of 1953, my mother met my father, Vernis Meyer, at a wedding dance in Axtell, Kansas. She had known his brothers from various dances yet never caught sight of the oldest Meyer boy. “He was a looker,” said my mother, as she smiled to herself. “And the minute we started dating, he turned quite serious.”


During nursing training, my mother moved to Kansas City where she worked in the hospital three days a week and studied in the classroom two days a week. “Oh, what we used to do to people in the psych ward—something terrible,” said my mother. “Back then we often treated the mentally insane with electric shock or put them to sleep with massive amounts of insulin.” However, my mother added, “One of my patients taught me how to crochet during slow times. Think about that. In all this mistreatment, someone was making art with her hands, and sharing her talent with me—a lowly nursing student.”


“School was hard for me,” added my mother, “especially chemistry. Thank goodness I had a friend who was an ace at chemistry. She helped me study for and pass my state nursing boards. I was so scared I was not going to pass. When I did, your father wrote me the cutest note and drawing. That same Christmas, in 1953, Vern came calling and gave me a camera for a holiday gift. I did not buy him anything, and my mother scolded me. While we were drying dishes, she asked, ‘Are you stringing him along?’ I went right out and bought him a tie. Back then guys wanted to get married right away. I thought he was rushing things.” My father faithfully wrote to my mother every day while she was away in college. “I still have all of your father’s letters in my chest of drawers, and he signed every one of them ‘Love, Vern.’”


In August of 1954, Thelma married my father on a Wednesday morning. “Weddings were all-day affairs back then. Breakfast in the morning. Then Catholic mass with our wedding vows. An afternoon lunch and opening presents.” Then my father and mother “rested” in the upstairs bedroom before the big wedding dance that same night.


Nine months after the afternoon wedding rest, my older twin brothers, Tom and Tim, were born. By this time, my father had graduated from engineering school in Fort Wayne, Indiana. After the twins, my mother delivered four girls and three more boys. All in the span of ten years. My father’s first engineering job was with John Deere in Ankeny, Iowa, where he worked as a mechanical engineer for nearly thirty years until he retired at age fifty-seven.


By thirty-one years of age, my mother was busy raising nine children—all under the age of ten. You may wonder how in the world my mother kept from breaching the outer banks of sanity. “I really thought we’d have twelve children,” my mother once told me. Inspired by the 1950s movie Cheaper by the Dozen, about a family of twelve children, my mother only stopped having children when her obstetric doctor warned her, “You’re done. Your floor won’t hold any more.”


Nine would have to do.


Now that you know the headcount, join me as I share an inside look into our crazy, crowded house. Or, as my mother called life under the Meyer roof, “controlled chaos.”
















Chapter Three Growing up in the Thunderdome






[image: A line drawing of a family baking cookies, showing a mother holding a tray, a child crouching near the oven, and a toddler eating a cookie.]


As I mentioned earlier, my mother taught all four girls how to cook, sew, clean, and garden. In our house, if you prepared a meal for our family of eleven, you did not have to do dishes. I caught on real quick and learned to cook at an early age.


Our small kitchen and the dining room table were our experimentation labs. When things didn’t work out while trying a new recipe, or we stitched together the wrong pattern pieces—and that was often—we tried again.


I don’t recall feeling remorse or regret from failure as a child. For example, the first time I made frosting for a cake, I used granulated sugar instead of powdered sugar. Grainy and nearly inedible, my mother said: “Well, now you know. Frost the cake anyway. The boys will eat it.” And they scarfed it down.


My mother viewed all cooking and sewing endeavors as simply part of the learning process. She loved trying new recipes and sewing patterns. “Haven’t done this before,” was a common refrain. “Let’s try it.”


One reason for my mother’s devil-may-care approach to running her household was the location of her sewing machine—the hub—plopped strategically in the center of our house in a pull-down table next to our dining table. “I was good at multi-tasking because while I was sewing and mending, I could hear the baby napping in the bedroom nearby, listen for the washer to finish a cycle, spy on the kids in the next room or outside, and check what was simmering on the stove. We had a very efficient layout for managing work.” Her work, her spokes.


Perhaps my mother was the original creator of the hub-and-spoke system that was later adopted by Delta Air Lines and FedEx for managing their domestic routes. Perhaps.






Moving Meditation





My mother loved to iron. “I started off as a child ironing hankies. Everyone kept one in their pocket, so I enjoyed creating a nice, neat stack of pressed linens,” said my mother. “Especially the pretty ones that my mother embroidered.” During naptime, when my mother’s chaotic world was quiet for a moment, she began her quiet retreat of ironing. “It has a beginning, a middle, and an end. Ironing brings a real sense of accomplishment.”


To this day, I also love to iron. I find it meditative to sweep a hot, hissing iron across a linen pillowcase or hand towel. My mother taught all of us girls how to iron a dress shirt and so much more.




HOW TO IRON A SHIRT


Everyone should know how to iron a dress shirt. If you want a more starched appearance and feel, without using starch, here’s a secret. Before ironing, spritz all your garments and linens with water. Place the items in a plastic bag and freeze for one to two hours. Here’s how to iron a cotton dress shirt, according to my mother, her mother, and her mother:




	1 First, iron the collar. Back, then front.


	2 Next, the cuffs. Inside, then outside. Make sure the buttons can withstand the heat of your iron. I was taught to iron around them to avoid ruining buttons.


	3 Sleeves. The back, then the front.


	4 Move to the back of the shirt. Iron the top yoke, then the back panel.


	5 Move to the front. Iron the yokes, then the two fronts.


	6 And finally, iron the two fly fronts or plackets. Again, carefully iron around the buttons.





[image: A simple line drawing of a person ironing clothes on an ironing board, with steam rising from the iron.]












Picking Berries and a Famous Old Photo





My mother owned a large maroon Chevy station wagon that she drove like a bat out of hell. (She will deny this, of course.) All nine kids piled in with no seat belts. Since I was the oldest girl, I always rode shotgun. She was always the last to hop in as she counted heads to ensure we were all accounted for, then handed me a small boy, “Hold the baby.” I always sat in the front seat holding either Joe, Pat, or Danny. And sometimes two out of three.


“How do you know where you’re going?” I once asked her. Her answer was always the same. “We’ll figure it out as we go.” My mother’s happy-go-lucky approach to life suited her busy, never-ending-workload world. She ruled the house with a joyful attitude about work. “Let’s finish our chores, then we can play.”


One summer day, we headed west on a gravel road out of our small town. Suddenly, my mother slammed on the brakes so hard we nearly swerved our maroon mobile into the ditch. “Look, blackberries!” She had spied them out of the corner of her eye and was not about to leave behind those dark purple jewels to rot on the vines. “Come on, let’s go.”


We all piled out of the car as if it was about to go up in flames, and we started picking blackberries out of someone’s dusty ditch. We held them in our homemade, cotton plaid shirts by pulling up the hem to make a carrier. Then we ran back up the hill to the car where my mother always had a plastic tub or bread bag waiting for her newfound free items. That was the best part for my mother—free and healthy.


If someone drove by, they might take us for a Dorothea Lange FSA (Farm Security Administration) photo. In the late 1930s, Lange traveled the West documenting the hardships of migrants. Her most famous photograph was of a destitute pea-picker migrant mother with a weathered face and forlorn look. When I shared this comparison with my mother, she shook her head in denial. “You have such an active imagination, Monica, always making up things.”


To be fair, this was not my mother by any stretch of the imagination. Yet each time I come across one of Lange’s black-and-white photographs, I am reminded of our blackberry-picking afternoon. Once we had plucked every last wild berry out of the ditch, we were off, lest the Dallas County sheriff jail us for stealing produce.


I now look back on many aspects of my childhood and realize that these early lessons of trying and failing gave us a lot of confidence. “Give it another whirl,” my mother often remarked. Our mother sent us into the world with her sense of adventure and her knack for learning by trial and error. “Failure never crossed my mind. Ever. We were trying to figure it out,” she said.


Work, work, work—the holiest of holies in our household—my mother’s second religion after Catholicism. Hosanna in the highest when it came to chores. I don’t recall being asked about my grades. “I never cared too much about grades,” said my mother. “What I cared about was the studying. That you learned to work hard so you knew what it took to succeed.” My younger sisters were A students, but I took my mother’s advice literally. I focused on finding a job outside the house—away from the controlled chaos.


All of us had chores. On Saturday mornings, we ran down to the refrigerator to see what was scrawled under our name. Clean the utility room floor, wipe down the one upstairs bathroom (for the six oldest), roar the vacuum across the living room carpet, wipe down the cupboards, and so on. Her list was always on the back of a used envelope or cut-up brown paper bag. When we grew into our teens, my mother tried a new tactic with chores. If you were the first one to wake up, you were able to choose your assignment. Another way to ensure that the early bird got the worm.









Ever Hit Anyone?





In addition to cooking, I was also the babysitter when my parents, rarely, went out on Saturday night. We were a rough-and-tumble family. Wrestling matches were common and sometimes, not very friendly. And with five brothers, something was always flying through the air. Tom and Tim called white bread “bimbo bread.” White bread, the antichrist of my mother’s belief in healthy whole grains, rarely graced our table. If it did, my brothers wadded a slice into the size of a golf ball and threw it at us like we were playing dodge ball.


I worked with a woman early in my business career who asked me if I had ever hit someone. I thought to myself, of course I have, so many times I’ve lost count. She had recently signed up for a self-defense class because she wanted to learn how to punch someone. At this age? I asked myself. You’re nearly forty years old. Hitting, punching, scratching, and pulling hair was part of the self-defense class we all learned at an early age.


“Yes, I have hit others,” I replied, “Many times.” Had to. You had to defend yourself and your few precious, personal items. We were always knocking one another around. I can still hear my nails going down Maria’s back. I don’t recall her infraction, but it was probably because she sat on my bed.


On occasion, our fights raged out of hand. Tim once threw a large zucchini like a bazooka through a bedroom door. And Tom cracked open Tim’s head with a broomstick. These two separate events occurred on my watch as babysitter when my mom was playing bridge. When we were small, my father, the enforcer, traveled a great deal as a mechanical engineer for John Deere. If I had to call my mother home from playing cards due to a serious injury or a pet near death, there was hell to pay. Especially if she had to run to the emergency room for stitches or a cast.









Second Place is for Losers





Playing games was such a big part of our childhood. My grandparents loved to play cards, and so did my mother. Pitch, canasta, pinochle, Hollywood rummy, bridge, hearts, spades, open-book Scrabble, and puzzles. You name it, my mother loved games. “Playing cards teaches you how to think ahead. How to plan your moves. And how sometimes, to be patient and lose a few tricks, to win the game.”


My father’s parents, especially his mother, Grandma Clara Meyer, also loved games. She handled the Scrabble tiles with a spatula. Her metal spatula. Don’t even think about touching her sacred metal spatula. She doled out the tiles with her spatula into your palm when it was time to go to the bone yard.


Perhaps that’s why our entire family are such fierce competitors. We were always playing card games, racing down the grassy lane, and pedaling our rickety bikes into the wind. Every activity was a competition.


Outside the house and on the playground at school, if someone messed with one of us, we stuck together. Not many kids took us on because they were quickly outnumbered. I could usually count on my older brothers to step in and help me to confront a bully. However, I once beat up Tom’s stupid, pock-faced neighbor friend, Mark. I was so sick of him teasing me, and with his ugly mug, it felt good to wallop him in the chops. After that, he left me alone.


My mom, trained as a nurse, settled most injuries and illnesses in her own field hospital or by calling the doctor and telling him exactly what she wanted. Rarely did we visit an emergency room. Jane once broke her collarbone after Maria tackled her during an evening game of Ghost on Train. “Maria had a black plastic bag over her head and, since she could not see, ran right into me,” recalled Jane, my younger sister. “Safety first” was not one of our household mottos.


After that emergency room visit, my mother saved the cotton brace that pulled Jane’s collarbone back into place. Two years later, Teresa had the same fracture after Tim, while racing her down our grassy stretch of land, fell on top of her. My mother, now an orthopedic specialist, pulled back Teresa’s shoulder and applied the same brace. No need for an X-ray. “You’ll be fine. Now stand up straight.”


Once I had to call my mother because our promiscuous mutt Smoky, a mix of who knows what—probably terrier and Pomeranian based on the neighbors’ dogs—went into a calcium shock after she delivered two puppies that failed to survive. There was Smoky, in the utility room, lying on her side with legs stiff as popsicle sticks. Legs immovable on an old rag rug my Grandma Cecelia made. And there was my younger sister, Jane, Smoky’s handler, bawling her eyes out. “Call mom. Call mom.”


My mom came storming through the back door since she had to leave her beloved bridge game. “Now, I have to take that dog to the vet. Where’s his phone number?” My mother and Jane drove off with a stiff-legged dog in the back seat of the maroon ambulance. The next morning, Jane and Smoky ran around as if they had just returned from a Swiss wellness clinic.


Let’s just say that Smoky was our last pet. My mother had had enough of that nonsense. She firmly believed all four-legged creatures were livestock—even the ones my siblings loved dearly. They should sleep outside and dine on table scraps.
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