















Praise for Painting Life



“A lovely, inspiring book about the rich interplay of life and art. Through her moving personal story of a difficult childhood, the struggle to find the right kind of love, a devastating tragedy, and her career as a wide-ranging, prize-winning artist, Carol Walsh shows us how creative work may, over and over again, nourish us, sustain us, and retrieve us even from the worst that life may toss us.”


—Sara Taber, author of Born Under an Assumed Name


“This book is a wonderful portrayal of how art serves as a rudder as one navigates a life journey. Carol discovers the centering power of her creativity when faced with challenges and learns to trust it as a guide. Texture is added to the narrative as she weaves her personal story under headings that describe a key concept of art making. This book is a wonderful testament to the power of courage, curiosity and creativity.”


—Joan Stanford, registered board-certified art therapist, author of The Art of Play


“When Carol Walsh was faced with the sudden and shocking death of her beloved fiancé she knew, as a psychotherapist, that many trauma survivors never recover from loss. In this tender memoir, she shows us how she found salvation by relying upon her innate expressions of creativity. Painting Life reminds us that an artistic perspective can shift even the most distressing trauma into transformation.”


—Lynn Grodzki, LCSW, MCC, author of Building Your Ideal Private Practice


“Carol Walsh uses her amazing creative talents to paint a picture with words. The book itself is a work of art—engaging, compelling and highly readable. Carol’s journey is a brilliant example of using creativity to move through trauma, pain and grief to find renewed empowerment on the other side. Thank you for this timely, wonderful book!”


—Patti Clark, author of This Way Up: Seven Tools for Unleashing Your Creative Self and Transforming Your Life 
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Author’s Message


This is my personal story. Although my visual and emotional memory begins at age two, I aided my writing by consulting my mother’s letters written to my father during World War II, my father’s thirty-five-millimeter home movies, boxes of old photographs, piles of personal journals, and my professional writings. Nonetheless, I am sure my family and friends, by virtue of the lenses through which they experienced life, would tell you a different story. A few names have been changed, either for privacy or to eliminate confusion when two people have the same name.


By writing this memoir, I hope to inspire others to use their personal creative process to transcend our unpredictable, sometimes hurtful world. In my experience as a psychotherapist, those who emotionally survive life’s difficulties and traumas do so because they have tapped into an inner fire, an internal spirited energy that never dies. As an artist, I know that one way to access that inner spirit is through creativity.


It doesn’t matter what form our creativity takes, or how its energy is expressed. What is most important is trusting that we transform our lives by becoming our own creative visionaries—that we can paint our lives.





Introduction


It was May 1989, and a beautiful spring day. The late afternoon was filled with bright sun, the sweet smell of blossoms, and the sound of birds welcoming the warmth. Bob, my fiancé, left work early because we had an appointment with a nondenominational minister to discuss our wedding ceremony. Our wedding was set for mid-August. We were delighted that the minister had agreed to our vision of a perfect, intimate wedding, including our personally written vows. Now all our plans were set. I had purchased my dress and the invitations had been ordered. The reception was to be held at our home, where we had lived together for one year.


After our meeting, Bob and I had so much to talk about that we decided to go out for dinner, even though I was too excited to eat much. I settled for a salad. After dinner we were still too energized to go home, so we opted to go swimming at the local indoor pool. We were both physically fit, loved to swim, and often swam laps for exercise. As was our routine, we jumped into the same lap lane and playfully swam a couple of laps. Bob always pushed off first, for he was a stronger and faster swimmer. At the beginning of the third lap, I waited at the edge of the pool while Bob pushed off. About fifteen feet ahead of me, Bob disappeared. Totally gone. At first I thought he was teasing me by hiding beneath the surface, which he often did because he had a boyish sense of humor. I waited and waited, but he didn’t surface. I kept scanning the water. No Bob. I looked under the water and still couldn’t see him. Panicked, I knew something was wrong.


Aided by a huge adrenaline rush, I pushed off to find him. I dove deep. At first I didn’t see him. Then I spotted his body floating with arms and legs askew, deep in the bottom of the diving well. He wasn’t moving. My lifeguard training kicked into gear. Amazing how the body remembers. I pulled Bob’s six-foot-two body up from the bottom of the well to the surface. Still no movement. He was dead weight. While madly treading water and supporting his body, I began screaming. No one heard. My heart raced and all my senses were on red alert. I could hear children playing and shouting in the other section of the pool, which terrified me because I realized their screaming voices drowned out mine. Panicking, I dragged Bob across the water toward the shallow end so I could stand, while continually yelling for help. My mind screamed: Where are the lifeguards? Why can’t they see me struggling? I yelled some more. Still no one heard. Holding Bob by the chin, I was able to drag him to the edge of the pool. Two male swimmers spotted us and pulled him out. Finally, the lifeguards came, but they merely stood helplessly watching. I crawled out of the pool breathless and in shock. Still Bob didn’t move. I didn’t know if he was breathing. I could barely breathe. Standing shivering over his body in horror, I was paralyzed with exhaustion and fear.


Neither I, nor anyone else in the entire pool—including the lifeguards—knew CPR. My incredulous mind yelled: What? The lifeguards don’t know CPR? An ambulance was called. A woman came up from behind, wrapped me in a towel, and pulled me to a bench where she instructed me to lie down. Then she left. I couldn’t see what was happening to Bob. I wanted to be with him, yet was afraid to look. I couldn’t move. It felt like a large boulder had rolled on top of me. I stayed on the bench, feeling terrified and completely alone.


I stared at the ceiling of the pool, trying to comprehend what was happening. Then I heard a soothing female voice saying, “Let him go. You will be okay.” I looked around. No one was there.


Thus began a long journey toward both clarifying and solidifying my belief in the importance of curiosity and the healing power of creativity.





Part One
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Conflicting Messages 






Undesirable Outcome


When an artist stands before a canvas ready to paint, she is pregnant with creative inspiration. Visual images swirl in her mind’s eye. However, the artist may unexpectedly give birth to something unforeseen, or undesirable. When the created image does not match what she envisioned, she often wants to destroy the artwork. A skilled artist merely imagines something new.


From the day I was born, until five days before she died, my mother and I clashed. I was not what Mother desired. She wanted a boy. I knew this because she wrote on my birth certificate that I was a “male.” This bizarre error was discovered when my first husband and I were applying for a marriage license. When Jay returned from the licensing bureau, he walked into my house with my birth certificate in hand. Moving toward me with an outstretched arm, he said, “Look at this! Your birth certificate says you’re a boy.” Staring down at my birth certificate, I saw written in my mother’s handwriting the word “male.” I froze. I was incredulous for I had never really looked at my birth certificate before. Immediately it felt like tiny icicles were poking my whole body. My stomach churned. The emotional importance of this discovery did not penetrate my psyche until many years later, for at that moment all I wanted to do was get married. In no way did I want this unwanted news to jeopardize my wedding. I just wanted the error fixed.


In order to correct this mistake, my mother had to go to court. Surprisingly, Mother wasn’t embarrassed. Nor was she concerned about going to court. Though it did please me. Mother’s having to admit a mistake gave me a few gleeful moments. Finally, I mused to myself, here’s proof that she isn’t always right. It took many years for me to understand how or why mother might have unconsciously made that error. Family patterns do repeat. My mother’s father had been told that she was a boy, so he celebrated with his friends. Upon returning to the hospital, Grandpa discovered that he was a she.


But even more telling is what happened just prior to my birth. Mother and Dad had to give up Eddie, my dad’s nine-year-old brother, who had lived with them for two years. Eddie’s mother had passed away just after his birth. A few years later his father had a mental breakdown and was incarcerated in a mental institution—but not before rashly marrying a woman he had only known for a couple of days. Julia, Eddie’s father’s new wife, then became Eddie’s stepmother. After two years, Julia (labeled the “wicked stepmother” by my parents), petitioned the courts for legal custody. My parents fought for permanent custody, but lost. In turn, the boy my parents called “son” had to move out months before I was born. My parents were distraught. It’s easy to imagine Mother grieving over the loss of Eddie, and wanting to replace him with another son.


Making me even more undesirable at birth was my appearance. I came home from the hospital covered with impetigo, a bacterial skin infection causing red, swollen, pus-filled sores that itch. According to Mother’s stories, I was covered with tiny blisters—each one having to be burst open and medicated with alcohol until it healed. Mother told me I screamed constantly, which must have been torturous for both my mother and myself. Mother-daughter bonding had to have been difficult.


Even the timing of my birth was inauspicious. I was born on December 5, 1941. Merely two days after my birth, while Mother and I were still in the hospital, Pearl Harbor was bombed, and soon after that attack, the United States declared war. It must have been hard for my mother to be in the hospital with a newborn while hearing about the bombing and the increasing intensity of the war. As a therapist, I can only imagine the tension in our home, with the recent loss of Eddie, the presence of a screaming newborn—who happened to be female—as well as the war.


This first week of my life set the dramatic stage for my future. My inauspicious beginning had a profound effect on me—in both negative and positive ways. Mother was not able to readjust her idea of what her child should be—especially now that she had a daughter. All she could do was try to mold me into her image of a perfect little girl. But because we were opposite personality types, we had very different ideas of what that meant. In order to emotionally thrive, I had to fight to define who I was—as independent from my mother—and then find ways to paint my life with the colors, textures, and shapes best reflecting my true self.





Negative Space


A painting contains areas of design referred to as “positive and negative spaces.” Positive areas include the primary subject matter and supporting elements—such as a mother and child, or a house and trees. Negative spaces are those surrounding the main objects, and give visual clues about the environment, mood, and meaning of the painting.


Three days after my birth, the United States declared war on Japan. I was two and a half when Dad received his draft papers. My life was profoundly affected by the empty space his absence created. Dad’s departure punctured a huge hole in my life’s painting, and no amount of patching could fill the void, although I desperately tried.


Understandably, my mother didn’t want Dad to leave. So without Dad’s knowledge she successfully completed the paperwork for a deferment, which was granted. But Dad refused the deferment, saying he needed to serve his country. This left Mother in charge of Dad’s business and me. As a therapist, I can now only imagine the emotional impact on their relationship.


For me, it was traumatic. As a toddler I had bonded most powerfully with Dad. My heart warms with the photographic reminders of our loving bond. In them I see Dad holding me tightly, or letting me ride on his back playing “horsey.” Conversely, photos of Mother and me demonstrate emotional distance. One photo, taken when we visited Dad in Texas, shows us sitting on the steps of a large building. Mother is posing like a model and looking at Dad. I am sitting next to her, close but not touching; we are clearly disconnected. On the back of the photo, Mother wrote, “I should have my arms around her.” How true. But hugging was not her nature. Amazingly, she eventually recognized it.
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Playing horsey with Daddy


While Dad was stationed in the United States, he periodically came home for a visit. On a clear night I could hear the train whistle, and I hoped it would be bringing Dad home. When my hopes were rewarded, I’d cling to him every moment I could, and not let him out of my sight. I ignored Mother, as I certainly didn’t want her to intrude on my playtime with Dad. I only wanted her in the background where she belonged. Finally I could ride on Dad’s back, play hide-and-seek, and dance together. I loved it when he held me tightly, swirling me around the living room, until my head became so dizzy that I squealed with delight, begging him to stop. As soon as he did, I’d shriek, “More, Daddy, more.” If he stopped paying attention to me, I tugged on the pant legs of his uniform, and in my three-year-old voice demanded that he “pay” with me. When Dad was around I felt lovable and perfect, just the way I was. I glowed.


Dad was safe. I trusted him to let me go when I was tired, yet take me along with him to experience new adventures. At night he tucked me into bed. One night, although I was supposed to stay in bed, I snuck into the living room and saw Mom and Dad cuddling on the couch. Like a fire-spewing dragon, jealousy reared its head. “Me too,” I squealed, trying to squeeze in between them for a “sandwich hug.” Roughly, Mother picked me up by the arms, plunked me down, and scolded, “Carol Jean, get back to bed.”


Eventually Dad would have to leave again, “Because of the war.” I hated the war taking him away, especially since I didn’t understand what war was. I began to understand when Mother and I visited him on the military base in Texas. We took an overnight train, requiring that we sleep on a bunk bed. To my amazement and delight, the bed dropped out of the wall just above our seats, and I crawled into it with Mother. How wonderful to be able to snuggle up to her warm body—a rare treat—while the train was moving faster than I could have imagined. It was like being in a dream, where I was rapidly racing into an exciting, unknown world. Best of all, I was going to see my dad.


Once on the base, I finally understood why Dad wanted to be at war rather than being home. War meant playing games. I watched as Dad and the other men played basketball, baseball, and swam in the pool. I joined in by running around the men, squealing with delight. My favorite time was when Dad took me swimming. (Mother was afraid of water and didn’t know how to swim, so while we were in the water, Dad was all mine.) I climbed onto his back and together we dove into the cool water. When I wanted to come up for air, I merely tugged on his hair. Immediately he responded by coming to the surface. Then I’d take a deep breath and down we’d go again. In this way I learned to swim. I trusted him completely. Wanting to stay and play with him I begged my mother, “Please, Mommy, stay here.”


“No. We have to go home,” was the firm reply.


The negative space left by my dad’s absence was painful. It was certainly not his fault. However, when a child loses a favorite toy, she keeps searching for it or tries to find a replacement. In the same desperate way, I kept searching for Dad, and when I couldn’t find him I looked for a substitute. I pleaded with Mother to bring him home, couching my appeal with logical reasons. According to one of Mother’s letters to Dad, I kept insisting, “Daddy come home. Fix toy.” Or, “I want to dance with Daddy.” When I went with Mother to the dairy (Dad’s business that Mother managed while he was away), I asked male employees to take me home. I didn’t discriminate. Any man would do. Whereupon Mother reported to Dad, “Carol is certainly a little flirt.”
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Mother and me on base in Texas


In time I forgot what Dad’s face looked like, remembering only that he wore a uniform. So, every day I could, I’d sit on the front steps of the house and watch for men in military uniform. When I saw a man in uniform walking down the street, I ran up to him asking, “Are you my daddy?” Some didn’t respond and others smiled and patted me on the head. Mother moaned to Dad, “Carol invites all of the men into our house.” When the man in uniform turned out not to be my dad, I walked back to the house. I didn’t cry, but busied myself by sitting on the front steps and creating meals out of berries and leaves. But I often felt lonely sitting on the cold, concrete steps. So I’d ask my mother if I could have Tommy over to play. With Tommy I felt safe and free. We’d climb trees, run around the yard, and ride tricycles up and down the street.


As the day grew colder and darker I’d slowly enter our tiny two-bedroom house, where I remember watching Mother working in the kitchen. When I became tired of watching Mother, for she said I was not big enough to help, I’d pull out my crayons and draw. I loved making brightly colored marks on the empty page or filling in pictures in a coloring book, even though I couldn’t stay in the lines. It didn’t matter; I felt content. I now realize that this was my first experience of using creativity to make me feel safe.


When I was really upset, I had Mother put a sheet over a card table and I’d crawl underneath. This protective tent became my first studio. It was a self-created positive space, where I could color, or cut and paste bright photos from magazines, without interruption, unless I needed something. “Mommy,” I pleaded, “I want a magagine to cut.” With impatient and emphatic articulation she refused, “Not until you can say magazine. Ma-gazine,” she emphatically pronounced. This was profoundly upsetting, because that word was hard to say. Inwardly I fumed, she’s so mean.


At night I loved going to bed and watching the sun coming in through the open window while the breeze ruffled the white, gauzy curtains. As the sun went down, the night cradled me with the cacophonous sound of crickets, cicadas, and tree frogs singing. What a contrast it was to my mother’s yelling and the sound of my unspoken longing for my dad.


But then the sun inevitably rose, and with a frenzied rush we’d begin the day. Mother had to work full-time, so each morning she dropped me off at day care in an old barracks-type building. My “school,” as Mother called it, was held in one mammoth room, but despite its size, it felt confining because I couldn’t run outside and the windows were so high I couldn’t see the sun. Plus, all of the screaming children made it so loud, I’d just want to run away. It was also a bit frightening, as the teachers punished children by washing their mouths out with soap, which they did with great drama in front of the entire class. As a three-year-old, I didn’t have the understanding or vocabulary to know why this was wrong. I just knew it was upsetting.


Although I was often lonely and missed my dad, I felt invincible. But of course I was not. Life affected me in ways over which I had no control. When I couldn’t hide, or find a corner in which to have private, creative space, my seemingly opposite qualities of being both quiet and explosive collided. Either I became totally silent and emotionally shut down, or I was rebellious and outspoken. Knowing I disliked my teachers, Mother wrote in one of her letters to Dad, “Carol gave her [teacher] a shove the other day and almost knocked her over.” She continued, “Although I am proud of her strength, and ability to take care of herself, I will have to try and tame her rough stuff.” In another letter she said, “Carol is just full of the devil today—34 lbs. of vim and vigor and silly as the dickens.”


Having to leave my familiar home every day to go to day care created another hole in my life’s canvas. Occasionally my anger flared at this unfair setup and my inner fiery dragon would come out of its cave. I have no idea where this bravery came from, but despite my vulnerability, when I wanted to be noticed, I could be fearless. My first memory of revolt happened when I was very young. Mother was busy at the kitchen sink, ignoring me. I can still remember sitting in my high chair, in our very small kitchen with a bowl of oatmeal in front of me, and feeling a pressing urge to push my cereal bowl onto the floor. With every bit of strength I had, I shoved the bowl off the tray. Splat! I loved the crashing sound and watching the cereal fly over the floor. Mother jumped with shock. Pleased with myself, I gloated, Mommy saw that! Instead of her startled reaction frightening me, I remember it giving me pleasure. Isn’t this fun?


My most rebellious act is a memory that still makes me smile, as I inwardly applauded the courage of my three-year-old self. One day when I was feeling angry with Mother, I got my revenge. Mother went into the basement to get the laundry. Instantly, a strong impulse soared through my mind and body: I want her to go away—maybe Daddy will come home. I can still see the old-fashioned key to the basement door, poised just above my eye level. Feeling calm and deliberate, I turned the key. I was bursting with pride when I heard the successful click. When Mother discovered the locked door, she banged for my attention. First quietly cajoling, then with a louder pleading voice, “Carol honey, slide the key under the door.” Then, in a more panicked voice, she demanded I let her out. “Carol Jean! You have to slide the key under the door. Right now!” In my head I resisted, no, I know how—I don’t wanna. Eventually, her pleading got to me. Although I was never afraid, I heard her panic increasing. Responding to her fear, I finally slid the key under the door and waited for my punishment. To my puzzlement, nothing happened. As I look back on this scene, I wonder if, on some level, she understood.


I also wonder, how did I get the idea to lock her in the basement? Three-and four-year-old children copy what they see. Had this happened to me? Had I been shut in a room? Perhaps. I have vague images of sitting on the steps of the attic when I was five or six, with the door closed in front of me and a bowl of food on my lap. As an adult, my sister shared that she had spent one therapy session recounting her horror at Mother’s locking me in the basement fruit cellar when I was a teenager. I have no memory of that. If it did happen, perhaps Mother sent me there as a punishment when my adolescent, rebellious anger fired up. That wouldn’t be unusual for her, or me.


I was almost five and still waiting for my father to return from Japan. After being away for three years, finally, he came home for good. That night I felt like a child waiting for Christmas morning. According to Mother’s story, she had cooked his favorite dinner, as Dad was supposed to arrive early in the evening. But Mother and I waited and waited. When it grew late and I had to go to bed before he arrived, my imagined Christmas morning excitement evaporated. I worried, what if Daddy never comes home? At ten o’clock he finally bolted through the door, with duffel bag in hand. It seems he had been out drinking with buddies and celebrating his homecoming. This was odd, because my dad rarely drank.


I remember hearing Dad in the living room with Mother, so I crept out of my bed to peek around the corner. There they were, sitting side by side, snuggling on the couch with Dad’s arm around Mother. I ran out of hiding, wanting to jump into his lap. Instead he said, “Go back to bed. We’ll play in the morning.” Painfully, I stood pleading with Dad to hold me. Perplexed, I thought, why can’t we all cuddle?


Mother backed him up with a command to “Get to bed. Now!”


Slowly as possible, I dragged my feet, and sad self, to bed. Once again my exuberance had been quashed. It felt like someone had punched a fist through my beautifully imagined scene..


To this day, during the quiet times in the middle of the night, I often awaken to the haunting sound of a train whistle lofting through space and into my heart. Whenever I hear that whistle, I am emotionally carried on the sound waves back to Elyria, Ohio. This penetrating sound is both sad and comforting, for with it comes both good and bad memories. It reminds me of the sweetness of greeting my father when he was on leave from the war, as well as memories of the loneliness following his final return—when he came home in body, but not in spirit. His new emotional distance left a fresh hole in my life’s painting, which neither he nor I was ever able to repair.


Dad’s last year of service was in Japan—a year he never talked about. Bombs were dropped on August 6 in Hiroshima and on August 9 in Nagasaki. According to Mother’s stories, he was sent to Japan to “help clean up” after the atom bomb had been dropped. In the August 19, 2011 article, “The Last Great Untold Story of WWII,” author Greg Mitchell expressed his dismay that very little attention has been given to the US military’s occupation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the widespread destruction. Mitchell also explains that, due to the intense radiation, many of the servicemen suffered from various forms of cancer and endocrine system illness. Dad’s physical illnesses included hypothyroidism, Addison’s disease, and tumors on his pituitary gland—all illnesses of the endocrine system.


Although Dad was not in direct battle, I can’t imagine what horrors he might have seen. As a psychotherapist, I believe that his emotional distance upon his return indicates that Dad suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, long before there was any understanding of PTSD. The emotional and physical impact on Dad’s health were tremendous.


Mother’s resentments must have increased during Dad’s three years away. By choosing to enlist, he had dumped a huge burden on her. Mother had to care for a two-and-a-half-year-old and a home, as well as to work full-time managing Dad’s business, a large production dairy involved in pasteurizing and bottling milk, and making ice cream and cottage cheese. This was not an easy task. She had to supervise many employees who worked in the production plant, dozens of milk delivery routes, as well as a small convenience store. Fortunately, she was successful, for the role of manager suited Mother’s personality type much more than that of mother. Although Mother was not a nurturing mother, in one respect she was a powerful role model. To her, a woman could do anything a man could do.


Sadly for Mother, the first day Dad set foot in the dairy, he sent her home, saying, “I am in charge now. You can go home.” He neither thanked nor complimented her for the excellent job she had done—a resentment she held onto until the year before Dad died, when he finally humbly apologized. Mother had had a taste of what she did best—being a CEO. It must have been hard for her to give up something she not only loved doing, but did well. I can’t imagine what Mother did with her hurt feelings. Perhaps the issue was buried under the joy of her current pregnancy.
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As I stood alone in one corner of the living room, I peered far across the room at a bundle of pink blankets sticking up over a white basket on legs. I wasn’t supposed to get too close or touch the thing that was wrapped inside. I was puzzled. Why not? I wondered. What’s so special I can’t get near it? Feeling pushed out of the family, I watched as Mother, Dad, and my maternal grandparents hovered over this bundle, making admiring and loving sounds. I sulked, what about me? Whatever this thing was, it was rudely intruding upon my territory, taking away any attention I had. Immediately, my inner fire-spewing dragon again reared its head. Attention and affection were already in short supply.


I finally butted my way in between the family members, and saw a tiny head sticking out of a pink bundle of blankets. Then I was even more disappointed. When I realized it was the size of a doll, I was upset, because I didn’t like dolls. I certainly had no interest in playing with this one. Slowly I understood that this “it” was my new sister. Where had she come from? I wondered. At five and a half, I had no idea how babies were created, nor how she had arrived. Eventually I realized this wiggly bundle had a name and that Nancy was my new competition. Through no fault of her own, Nancy became the favored “love child” born after the war. Nancy stole the family show. Thus began the period of my life when I hid out within myself.


After Nancy’s birth I turned inward. I wasn’t just introverted, I was gone. I became a shadow, fading into the woodwork. When I walked to school alone and saw another person on the sidewalk, I quickly moved across the street, avoiding the necessity of saying hello. The possibility of anyone seeing me, or my having to acknowledge someone I didn’t know, was frightening.


So I did the only thing I knew how to do—I hid out in my inner cave. I remember the exact moment I made the conscious choice to stop feeling—physically or emotionally. I was five. Mother told Dad to spank me on my behind with the ruler. Having no idea why, I merely wondered, what did I do now? I could feel Dad’s resistance, but he followed Mother’s commands. I lay across his lap, belly down, as Mother towered over the left side of my head, coaching him. There was no question in my mind. Don’t cry, I instructed myself. No matter what. I blamed Mother, not Dad. He was still my hero. Fortunately he didn’t hit me hard, so I never felt the ruler. I certainly didn’t cry. Dad never spanked me again.


Now realizing I had powerful control of my emotions, I felt impervious to being hurt. Determined to be strong and hide out deep within myself, I didn’t cry when given shots, when the dentist drilled cavities without novocaine, or later from the pain of major surgery. Unfortunately, shutting down also meant I didn’t feel joy either. Being perfect at using this new protective technique, I didn’t laugh at the circus, nor did I smile during the holidays except when I was with my grandparents and my cousin Jerry. Thus began my ability to take stubborn control of my emotional self. During the worst times, I’d grab my crayons and coloring book, or paper, and crawl into my makeshift tent to draw. Making marks and pictures turned my negative space into a positive one. My tent was such a peaceful place to be.


Despite the negative events of early childhood, I learned to trust my intuition and tap into my creativity—an incredible gift, lasting my whole life. As a result of the hurtful moments—the negative space created by Dad’s leaving and Mother’s having to work full-time—I had also developed strength and independence, and sometimes willfulness. I now know that negative space does contain information and powerful lessons. However, at various times throughout my life I seemed to forget these lessons. Yet they always returned in full force, helping me emotionally thrive.





Priming


Before an artist begins a painting, she often primes the stretched canvas, as it provides both support and flexibility for the paint. Applying many layers of primer, which can be sanded, also smooths the surface. Gesso, the primer of choice for canvas, sometimes has a color added—usually in a hue opposite the dominant colors of the painting. This helps the painting glow.


My grandparents were my primer. Grandma and Grandpa provided the supportive, loving structure I desperately needed while my father was away in the service and my mother needed to work. The warm, unconditional acceptance they provided was the opposite of my home life, which often felt cold and empty. I glowed when I was at my grandparents’ house, for it was filled with loving energy. My memory of my grandparents and their home is so bright that I can see it in my mind’s eye, as though I were there yesterday. My maternal grandparents became my “family of choice.” When I was with them I felt like a princess—a safe and treasured one, not the kind confined to a tower.


My grandparents, who lived in the nearby steel-manufacturing town of Lorain, Ohio, took care of me whenever I couldn’t go to day care because I was ill, when Mother was away, or when she needed a break from her responsibilities. At Grandma’s I would go to bed in a large bedroom on the second floor. Nestling in my soft, four-poster, brass bed, covered by my grandmother’s handmade quilts, I felt at peace. Her quilts were special to me because I knew Grandma had hand sewn them from my mother’s childhood dresses. One particular quilt was designed with triangular shapes, each one displaying a myriad of tiny flowers in every imaginable pastel color: pink, light blue, and lots of yellow. I still keep one of Grandmother’s treasured quilts, safely wrapped in plastic, tucked away in a closet. It is too precious to use.


In the morning, I would awaken to the sound of a horse’s hooves clacking on the cobblestones and pulling a milk cart, while the driver called out his wares: “Milk. Bread.” Every sound in my grandparents’ home felt happy.


In that safe bedroom I was in no hurry to get up. I loved looking around, mentally absorbing every detail. The front corner bedroom—which was mine when I visited—had two windows covered with gauzy curtains. One window faced a large tree and the street, letting in the morning sounds. The other window, often opened to the breeze, allowed in the morning light, casting shadows on the pale-pink and lime-green flowered wallpaper. This was total contentment. Lying there listening and sniffing the air, I was eventually pulled out of bed by the smells of fresh eggs, and sometimes bacon, frying on Grandma’s old gas stove.


Hungry for a hug and food, I’d climb out of the high bed and run down the steps to be lovingly greeted. Grandmother had a round smiling face, gray hair, and was slightly plump, making her perfect for hugging. Grandpa, not that much taller than Grandma, had gargantuan hands. He was not so soft to hug, because he was total muscle, but he had the most amazing, twinkling eyes and loving smile. I knew he adored me. My grandparents didn’t talk a lot, unlike my extroverted mother, but they were always generous with physical affection. We ate every meal in the dining room on a large, oval table of dark oak, covered with a white tablecloth edged in grandma’s embroidery. I loved her fabric and fiber handwork, which inspired me during my whole lifetime.


Even though Lorain was not far from my hometown of Elyria, it felt very different—like an old city. My grandparents’ home on East Forty-Second Street was a modest, redbrick structure in a neighborhood settled by steelworkers. It felt huge, and totally opposite of the tiny, new, two-bedroom home where I lived with my parents. No one I knew lived in a two-story house. My grandparents’ home, on a cobblestone street, had three bedrooms on the top floor and a large front porch containing my favorite object—a two-person, gray wooden swing, hanging by chains from the ceiling. On a beautiful evening, when her work was done, Grandmother and I would snuggle together and swing. I felt like a baby bird being protected under mama bird’s wing. The porch was also a great place to play. On a warm day I brought out every toy I had and spent hours entertaining myself—particularly by using berries, leaves, or my favorite plant, the translucent silver dollar, to engage in imaginary play.


When reading one of my mother’s letters to my father, I was only slightly surprised to discover how frequently I stayed in Lorain. Once when I had the measles I stayed there for two weeks. Then, only two weeks later, while Mother visited my father, I returned for another two weeks. A month is a long stretch for a three-year-old to stay away from parents and home. There was not enough time for me to reconnect with my mother. I don’t remember caring.


The only thing I cared about at Grandma’s was that there weren’t many toys, and the local playground at the end of the street only had one set of swings. Mother reported in one letter to Dad, “Mom called today to have me bring Carol some toys, because she is getting bored.” Whereupon my mother evidently drove to Lorain, fulfilling Grandma’s request. When I read that letter I was incredulous. What Mother has to be told to bring toys for her child to play with, knowing she’d be away for two weeks?


There were no playmates near my grandparents’ house, so for the majority of my days there, I shadowed both grandparents, wanting to do whatever they were doing. They never scolded me or acted as though I were in their way. Vivid are the memories of “helping” Grandpa work in the tiny but productive backyard garden. Grandpa’s garden was about twelve feet by twelve feet, but large enough to grow tomatoes, cucumbers, and beans for Grandmother to can. Mother told me they were poor, but my grandparents knew how to be creative and make the most of what they had. They were great role models.


Grandpa had a loud booming voice, and was powerfully strong, his muscles having been developed by working in the steel mills since he was thirteen. He wasn’t merely strong, but also courageous. The family story is that at age thirteen, and by himself, Grandpa stowed aboard a freighter, leaving Hungary for the United States. Having only a third-grade education, Grandpa was unable to read or write, a fact I never knew until I was an adult. He hid it well, and did not let his illiteracy define him. I admired him, for he held his head high, no matter what was happening. This was a huge lesson for me in maintaining personal dignity, no matter what.


[image: images]


My two favorite men—Dad and Grandpa


Grandmother, in contrast to Grandpa, was quiet and soft-spoken. A kind soul with short, curly, gray hair and glasses, she spent most of her time in her kitchen. It was her domain. Wearing a full apron covered with tiny pink flowers and tied tightly around her waist, she worked for hours at the stove and kitchen sink. I loved shadowing her, to which she never objected. While working, she would talk to me and describe what she was doing. Unlike Mother, she let me “help” whenever possible. If I got in her way, she gently picked me up, put me in a new place, and handed me something else to do. I loved watching Grandma peeling and cutting vegetables to can for the winter months, and filling small glass jars with fresh strawberry preserves. She always gave me a taste. But licking the bowls holding leftover cake and bread batter was the best part. “Carol Jean,” she would say (she always used both names), “here’s a spoon. Would you like to scrape the bowl clean?” I felt like I was doing her a favor.


To relax, Grandma did “handiwork”—cross-stitch embroidery, quilting, tatting, and sewing. It was Grandma who taught me how to tie my shoes. Attached to the back of the kitchen was a narrow screened-in porch, housing her black, pedal-driven Singer sewing machine. I’d sit in a chair beside her, mesmerized by the machine’s action of stitching two pieces of fabric together, and the evolution of her beautiful quilts. It was from Grandmother that I learned how fun resourcefulness could be, and the joy of making things by hand. As an adult I captured and repeated her love of working with fabrics and fiber. I sewed clothes for my daughters and myself, and ultimately discovered one of my most expressive forms of art, the fiber arts.


My grandparents and their home became my rose-colored primer. Nowhere else did I feel as emotionally safe as in my grandparents’ home. They were my parents of choice and perfect role models. Through them I learned that I was unconditionally lovable, for there I could be myself without being criticized. It was both grounding and encouraging. It became a place to visually and emotionally hold in my heart forever.





Homesickness


The creative process is as necessary to the artist as eating or sleeping, as it nurtures the self, fostering an experience of wholeness. Through artistic expression the artist feels alive. If this inner craving cannot be fulfilled, a deep longing arises and a feeling of homesickness ensues—the artist is homesick for the self.


After Dad returned from the war and Nancy was born, I began struggling with what my mother labeled “shyness.” It was actually homesickness—a perpetual longing for something I couldn’t identify. I lived with three others, yet I always felt alone—unsure of my place in the family. Where had my feisty three-year-old self gone?
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