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Praise for Sky Ranch


“With a backdrop of vividly portrayed ranch life, Sky Ranch gives the reader visceral insight into what it is like for a child and a family when a parent is mentally ill and cannot or will not get the care they need—a problem as relevant today as it was decades ago. This book is an absorbing and insightful read, a must for any family touched by mental illness.”


—PATRICIA GRAYHALL, author of Making the Rounds: Defying Norms in Love and Medicine


“Sky Ranch is a deeply moving modern western memoir. The starkly beautiful Okanogan Highlands serve as the place where a young ranch girl comes of age, learning to navigate life’s challenges, including bucking horses, deadly rattlesnakes, and the tragic mental illness of her mother. Highly recommended!”


—NICHOLAS O’CONNELL, journalist, author, and founder of The Writer’s Workshop Review


“Against the backdrop of the Pacific Northwest, Lockwood locks down a tale of survival of the fittest—one woman vs. one family. Well written, well plotted, and well told, Sky Ranch records the author’s lifelong quest for purchase—a place to stand, a need to compromise, a chance to heal.”


—ROBERT J. RAY, author of Play or Die: Senior Tennis and the Art of Spin


“Sky Ranch is the setting for a family secret, one that haunted the author’s childhood. Just as she rode her horse through the hills rounding up the family’s sheep and cattle, as an adult she discovered and brought together the elements of a gripping story about her mother’s mysterious illness.”


—CHRISTINE HEMP, author of Wild Ride Home: Love, Loss, and a Little White Horse—A Family Memoir


“A poignant tribute to the joys and hardships of a caring but troubled ranching family that must navigate the rocky terrain of mental illness. Sky Ranch is an intimate portrayal of a young woman’s vulnerability and tenacity as she comes to terms with an arduous physical and emotional upbringing. A deeply engaging and thought-provoking read.”


—TERESA H. JANSSEN, author of The Ways of Water


“The ranch’s isolation provides a metaphor for the lonely journey loved ones of the mentally ill must traverse to find their way to truth and acceptance. A profound read for those who care for and about the mentally ill.”


—LINDA MOORE, author of Attribution and Five Days in Bogotá


“Linda Lockwood’s memoir is a personable, heartwarming tale of life on a ranch—and a woman’s vividly told search for her disappearing mother who vacillated between psychotic paranoia and extreme depression. A richly rewarding read.”


—SCOTT T. DRISCOLL, author of Better You Go Home
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For my daughters Deanna and Rosemary, the lights of my life,


and for my brother Bill and cousins Nan and Kathy, who lived parts of this journey with me.













AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book is a memoir and reflects current recollections of my life many years ago. In writing this book, I’ve endeavored to be as factual as possible, turning to journals, letters, scrapbooks, photo albums, report cards, newspaper articles, and other records of my personal and familial history. Allowing for the indulgences of my adult memory, this is a work of nonfiction, except for a handful of names and identifying details I have changed to respect individual privacy. I’ve recalled dialogue to the best of my memory. Memory is never perfect, and others may recall things differently. This is what I remember, and I have layered it with new understanding to make meaning in the present.













PRELUDE
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To say that life on Sky Ranch was hard would be an understatement bigger than the ranch itself. My childhood was a wild and thrilling and sometimes terrifying series of adventures that included roaming isolated hills, taking on a bucking horse and deadly rattlesnakes, and navigating the mysteries of Mother Nature and human nature with very little guidance and almost no supervision. I’ll share many of those tales in these pages, but much of my life has found me engaged in a search for truth, and this story won’t be the whole truth if I don’t include an exploration of the schizophrenia that plagued my mother’s mind and perplexed those who loved her. Some estimates claim that schizophrenia strikes one in one hundred people, which means that millions of folks have experienced schizophrenia themselves, and far more have lived with it under the same roof. But not many have talked or written about it because of the stigma it carries.


I certainly understand that stigma. I grew up in an era and a household in which mental illness simply wasn’t talked about. Yet every five years or so, my mother blamed all her troubles on my father, and day after day, I watched her verbally attack him. One day, she was sent away to a strange hospital nowhere near where we lived, and even then, I had no one to help me understand what was wrong with my mother. When it came to learning to survive wilderness and weather and wild animals, I was on my own. And when it came to figuring out how to endure and maybe even thrive despite my mother’s condition and its destructive effect on my family, I was on my own. That’s just the way it was. I learned early that a girl had to do for herself. But ranch life made me strong, very strong. In the end, that’s probably what saved me.


It was 1954, and I had just turned eight when my family moved to an isolated ranch in eastern Washington state. At first, I had no idea how rough ranch life could be. I was just a girl who’d lived in a small town and played dolls and card games with the girls in my neighborhood. If you’d seen me then, you probably wouldn’t have looked twice. Timid and shy, I wanted to blend in. But if you visited Sky Ranch in 1956 and looked up the hillside to the skyline, you might have caught sight of a skinny, long-legged ten-year-old girl sitting astride a reddish-brown horse. If you could have zoomed in closer, you’d have seen freckled cheeks and, beneath a rumpled straw Stetson, her eyes, made keen by bifocal glasses, watching over the grazing sheep. She would have been sitting tall, tipping her head a bit to listen for the quiet rustle of a slithering rattlesnake. She would have spent all day with her collie companion and hundreds of sheep, riding to keep the flock away from the neighbor’s land and out of her father’s ripening wheat crop. At day’s end, she would have been seen gathering the flock and singing them home before the hungry coyotes began their nighttime attack.


With great speed, life on Sky Ranch propelled me beyond girlish things. It showed me what loneliness means. Compounding the loneliness of shepherding was my lack of playmates outside of school hours, an isolation intensified by my family’s desire to keep my mother’s mental problems private. We didn’t speak of them outside the family or even among ourselves. I was twenty-five years old when I first heard that my mother had been diagnosed as schizophrenic, which is to say that for the better part of three decades, my family chose to look away, ignore, adapt, compensate—to do just about anything other than speak of it. We stayed silent, like the deer that roamed our land, treading quietly, ears and eyes alert and wary. But as it turns out, deer have a voice. I heard one once.


Riding my horse across a flat field on a spring day, I heard a single high-pitched cry, unlike any sound I’d heard from an animal. My searching eyes caught the movement of a lone doe striding in silence across the bunchgrass hillside above us, her eyes and ears focused on the hillock she walked toward. Later that morning, I saw her in the nearby field, bounding away, her spotted fawn running at her side. The mother had left her baby hidden on the hillock while she went away to graze. I hadn’t heard the mother grunt, signaling her return, but I heard the waiting fawn’s answering cry.


Like the mother deer, I return to the Sky Ranch and its wild places to claim my secrets and give voice to my stories. My mother held the biggest secrets, and decades passed before I began to find answers by following the clues, clues she wrote herself and then hid from us all.













CHAPTER ONE
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On the cool spring evening of April 13, 1972, after a long day of coding medical charts at the University of Washington Medical Center, I was home cooking Hamburger Helper and waiting for my husband Tony to arrive for dinner. The phone rang, and Dad’s voice startled me. He rarely called. Dad wasn’t much of a talker.


“I have some bad news, Cookie.”


He’d pinned this childhood nickname on me before I could talk, and I could always hear his fondness in it. But that didn’t soften the impact of what he said next. He’d always been direct, never delicate, except by avoidance of things he kept private.


“Your mother is dead,” he blurted.


I was so stunned that I barely managed to utter, “Oh, no.”


I stumbled into the nearest chair, my pulse thundering in my ears. Long seconds passed as my thoughts raced. I should have called her this week. What did she do?


When I’d recovered from my shock enough to ask what happened, Dad said, “Looks like she shot herself. She was found by a couple of Mormon missionaries.”


The idea of my mother wanting to end her life wasn’t a complete surprise. She’d survived an overdose of sleeping pills six years earlier. Since I left home, Dad had tried to watch, hoping to prevent another attempt, but most of the time, she was by herself all day until Dad went home for dinner. Now this.


I can’t let him be alone with this. I swallowed hard and found my voice. “I’ll drive over tomorrow, Dad.”


“It would sure be nice to have your company right now, Cookie.”


“I’ll be there by suppertime.”


I jammed the green wall phone into its cradle, turned off the skillet, and collapsed into the nearest chair. Mom was gone. And with no goodbye.


All my life, she’d been gradually withdrawing from me, but I wasn’t prepared for this. The finality of it began to sink in, and then came the flood of guilt. I felt my forehead flush as my throat constricted. Why didn’t I call her last weekend when I learned I was pregnant? Would the news of her first grandchild have given her something to live for? Now, I’ll never know.


I placed my hands on my stomach and sobbed.


When Tony drove into the carport and slid open the back door, I rose and said, “Mom is dead. Dad just called me.”


“Oh, no!” he said. “I’m sorry, honey.” He took me in his strong arms as I sobbed.


We sat down to talk, and he agreed that I should go to my father for the weekend. He offered to go with me, but I said no—the next day was Friday, a workday he shouldn’t miss. My job at the university provided paid leave for illness and family emergencies. His job as a teamster didn’t.


The next morning, I began the five-hour drive east over the Cascade Mountains to the ranch that had been my home for sixteen years. As I climbed to the craggy peaks of Stevens Pass, the climate transitioned from cool and moist with dense greens on the coastal side to hot and dry across the sparse browns of the high desert on the eastern side. At the Columbia River, I turned north to follow the green ribbon of irrigated orchards and alfalfa fields through the arid hills. This intimately familiar drive traced my life in reverse from a college-educated working wife in urban Seattle back to my first days as a ranch girl in the Okanogan Highlands. I was used to the drive feeling like a homecoming, but now I was going back to something different, something very painful. My mother wouldn’t be there.


Where the Columbia River veered eastward, I headed north, following its tributary, the Okanogan River, to my homeland with its rugged mountains, verdant river valleys, and high arid plateaus. When I turned from the river and wound up Chiliwist Road, the dejected brown slopes awaiting the new grass of springtime ushered me into the Chiliwist Valley and the Sky Ranch I knew so well and missed so much.


Driving up our lane to the house beside the creek, I smelled charcoal burning in the outside grill, the smell of home. Dad rose from the back porch steps to greet me with a wan smile. I folded into his arms and dwelled in his long hug as I choked back the lump in my throat. He was fifty-six, just four months older than my mother had been. Strong—six feet tall with a red farmer’s tan darkening his pale skin outside the neck and short sleeves of his shirt. His light brown hair was fading toward the gray of his eyes, which looked serious behind silver-rimmed bifocals. He’d been waiting for me with steaks and foil-wrapped baked potatoes ready to slap on the grill. Dad had relied on Mom to do the cooking, and I knew he was preparing the best meal he could offer me, his favorite as well. He sipped scotch as he tended the barbecue.


“I really need this tonight,” he said, gesturing with his glass and making the ice clink in the brown liquid.


Neither of us was ready to talk, so I sat quietly beside him on the back steps, thinking of the long, hard journey that had led us to this moment.


We ate at the kitchen table in the silence of shared grief. Then we moved to the dining room, where paperwork covered the mahogany table. I pulled out a chair and sank into it, already weary. I knew I had more long days ahead. Dad slid open the lid of the Franklin woodstove that heated the house in winter and dropped in the wrapping from a Raleigh’s cigar. He bit off the cigar tip, spat it into the cold stove, then closed the stovetop. He clenched the unlit cigar in his teeth or twirled it between his lips and, every few minutes, spat dark tobacco-laden saliva into the stove. I wasn’t crazy about the cigar-sucking, but I preferred it to the idling cigarette that had dangled from the corner of his mouth in my younger years. His three-pack-a-day habit had given him an explosive cough that seemed to miraculously disappear when he gave up his unfiltered Pall Malls. Dad’s constant smoking had seemed emblematic of his life of taking risks and surviving them, and though I admired the way he pushed the limits for himself and his machines, I was thrilled when he stopped smoking. With the unlit cigars, he figured he might get lip or throat cancer but probably not that fatal case of lung cancer he’d been headed for, and for that, I was grateful. I couldn’t bear to lose him too.


With his cigar ready, he turned to me. “Guess you have some questions, Cookie.”


I had a lot of questions, most of them about my mother’s illness. Nobody in the family had ever talked to me about these things. Mom’s psychotic episodes began before I was born, and I’d always wanted to know what was wrong with her that caused her meltdowns every five years or so. This was my chance.


“What was Mom’s diagnosis?”


“The doctors at the hospital called it schizophrenia.”


My fears were confirmed. That dreaded word had never been used in my presence, but I’d suspected it since I took a psychology course during my freshman year of college.


“Dad, when did you first know Mom was sick?”


He rolled the cigar in his mouth as he considered his answer. “Everything seemed fine until she was pregnant with your brother. Zelma grew restless in bed at night and had trouble sleeping. When her labor pains started, I took her to the hospital, and when the doctor came at her with a mask to give her anesthesia, she started screaming and struggling.”


Dad paused and looked into the distance before he continued. “I waited outside the delivery room for a long time. At first, I could hear her screaming. Then it got quiet in there. Finally, the doctor came out to say that things were not going well. He told me they had to put her out and try to deliver the baby with forceps. At this point, the doctor wasn’t sure if they could save them both. He told me they might have to choose between my wife and my child. I told him, ‘Save my wife. We can have another child.’ Then he went back to the delivery room, and I waited and waited until he finally came out again to tell me they’d saved them both.”


Dad twirled his cigar in his mouth, frowning, before he went on. “When the drugs wore off, Zelma woke up screaming and fighting her restraints, and she couldn’t be calmed.” He paused and looked at the stove beside him as if he wanted to spit into it, but then he met my eyes and said, “They had to use shock treatments to bring her back.”


My brother William had been delivered at Sacred Heart Hospital in Eugene, Oregon, and prior to his birth, my parents had gone to stay with Dad’s mother in nearby Corvallis in case Zelma needed help with the baby. Fortunately for them, the Eugene hospital had a psychiatric unit.


So that was when it began. I sat quietly, trying to absorb this news, trying to make sense of the violence of it and what this early episode might have signaled. Shouldn’t it have been addressed after all that? Didn’t anybody understand that an event like that indicated something seriously wrong that wouldn’t just go away? Dad remained standing, his eyebrows drawn down, a faraway look in his eyes.


The shock treatments apparently brought my mother back to her right mind. Only a few months after my brother was born, Mom wrote a lovely poem that I’ve kept ever since she first showed it to me.




MY HEAVEN


Zelma Carson Lockwood


No, it isn’t any mansion


And the street’s not paved with gold;


But it’s my heaven here on earth


Where three happy lives unfold.


There was a time when other things


Filled all my life with joy.


Now it’s my husband and a home


And a darling baby boy.


A little brown house to dust and keep,


A baby who takes much care,


A golden cocker spaniel dog,


A husband these things to share.


Yes, God has been so very good,


He’s blessed my life since birth,


And loaned a bit of heaven itself


For me to enjoy on earth.


I have counted all my blessings,


And as the days go by,


I’ll love and share my little heaven,


With guidance from on high.





This poem is the only evidence I have of what my mother thought about this time in her life. She was twenty-eight years old, enjoying her new family as her “bit of heaven” and expressing her satisfaction—even delight—through poetry. She wrote poems throughout her life, but only during her good times, and she often included them in her Christmas letters. I consider these upbeat poems blessings from the creative personality she was. Even more important, they offer a window into the heart of a mother who rarely shared her feelings openly.


The little brown house in the poem was a rental on the shore of Lake Sammamish, east of Seattle, where my father worked at the Boeing Aircraft Company. As Billy grew from the “darling baby” in Mom’s poem into a toddler who wanted to roam, the unfenced lakeshore became a source of stress for her. In my childhood, I often heard Mom tell her friends about the day she went to wake Billy from a nap and found his bed empty. She searched the lakeshore with dread for long, torturous minutes until a neighbor brought home the missing two-year-old. Billy had been seen walking alone, following the nearby railroad track.


Because of that experience, the family moved away from the dangerous lakeshore and into a modest home where Issaquah Creek splashed by the backyard. This is where my family lived when I was born in 1946, two years after my brother.





Dad and I sat at the dining room table, talking, quietly thinking, and talking again. It was easy to be with him. We were both comfortable with silence, so the air didn’t always have to be filled with sound, and as a result, I was able to sit with my thoughts. I found the ease especially merciful following my mother’s death. But I was still full of questions.


“What about my birth? Did Mom experience the same kind of drama or upheaval?”


Dad answered with his usual brevity. “Nothing happened with you,” he said. “She was fine.”


That was good news for her and for newborn me, I thought. Then another thought struck me. I was now in the second month of my first pregnancy. If Mom’s illness had a genetic component, could she have passed it to me? Was I headed for the same fate?


I recalled the terrible times in our family when Mom seemed to go crazy, screaming and raging against my father. Learning about my brother’s birth told me Dad must have endured twenty-eight years of turbulence with Mom’s psychotic episodes.


After several quiet minutes, I asked the question I’d grown up wondering about. “How did you manage to stand by her all those years, to stay married and take care of her, even when she blamed you for her troubles?”


He looked into my eyes. “The first five years of our marriage were heaven. And as things started to turn dark, I kept hoping that someday the doctors would discover some medicine or treatment that would give me back my sweetheart.”


My parents-to-be, Zelma and Alferd (his unusual name, often misspelled, honored his uncle Alf and his uncle Ferd), became sweethearts in high school. I learned this at sixteen when I admired a ring I’d found in Mom’s jewelry box. She told me it was the “sweetheart ring” Dad had given her. The large oval stone was a brown moss agate, a kind often found along the nearby Oregon coast where they used to walk together. When I held it up to the light, I could see the dark, delicate webs of moss that gave the translucent stone its name. The stone seemed a fitting emblem of their beach walks, their sweethearts’ pledge, and maybe even some dark secrets.


Years later, in my mid-twenties, I pieced together the history of their relationship and was delighted to learn that their early years were happy ones despite the hardships of the Depression. After the sweethearts finished high school in 1934, their struggle to find work separated them, except for occasional visits, until Zelma found work on the Oregon State College campus in Corvallis, where Alferd was studying for a degree in civil engineering.


They married in October 1940. By then, Alferd had his private pilot’s license and wanted to make flying his career. In 1941, needing two difficult math classes to finish his degree, he left college to join the Army Air Corps, hoping to fly the fighter planes. His need for strong eyeglasses disqualified him from combat flying, but he was assigned the position of ground instructor for the fighter pilots. After his army service, he worked for the Boeing Aircraft Company in Seattle as a trainer on B-29s and B-17s but, again, wasn’t given the pilot’s seat he desired.


Disappointed with the Boeing corporate world and frustrated he wasn’t allowed to pilot their planes, my father left the company in 1945 and found work as a private pilot, skywriting, pulling banners, and performing aerobatics with his two-seater plane at air shows and hydroplane races. Then he and a partner bought and managed the small Issaquah airport and restaurant, and there he instructed new pilots, dropped parachutists, and established the first smoke jumper training base in the Pacific Northwest.


Despite all his efforts, Dad struggled to find enough aerial work to make ends meet, so these were lean years for the family, which, by 1946, included me. During his army and Boeing years, Mom had been used to a regular income, but after he quit the Boeing job, he never again brought home a steady paycheck. I’ve often wondered if that jolt to their financial security was the beginning of my parents’ troubles. Was it after that when Mom began to complain about the lack of money and criticize how he ran his business?


After talking late into the night, Dad and I fell silent. My father wasn’t one to offer his thoughts unless asked, and I’d run out of questions. He saw me glance past him to the rifles standing in the corner next to the back door. On a ranch like ours, guns were used to hunt deer and game birds and to protect our livestock from predators. Mom and I had each ridden with a saddle gun to protect the sheep from coyotes; one time, she bagged a buck deer, and now and then, a pheasant for the dinner table.


“I didn’t think Zelma would use a gun to kill herself,” Dad said, “but I removed the rifle shells from the ranch as a precaution after she took the sleeping pills.” He shook his head as if he wanted to shake off the memory. “I didn’t even think about the loaded clip for my automatic pistol. She never used the pistol.”


I nodded. “She always carried the bolt-action rifle when she rode to herd the sheep.”


Dad frowned as he said, “The clip was always removed from my pistol for safety. She must have found it.”


The sheriff had ruled my mother’s suicide an accident, but I could see my father felt at least partly to blame, and that caused an ache in my chest. How awful if guilt was compounding his grief.


“You tried your best to keep her safe, Dad. Don’t blame yourself. She was going to find a way, somehow.”


Dad stared out the window, shaking his head. Then he checked his watch and said, “It’s midnight. We have a lot to do tomorrow. We’d better turn in.”


“Okay, Dad. Good night,” I said, and then we shared the long hug of two survivors.


I crawled into the familiar bed of my teen years and tried to fall asleep. It was so dark outside that even the comforting frogs and howling coyotes had gone quiet on the hillside outside my bedroom. In the silence, I missed Tony, who knew just how to hold me and let me talk when I needed to work out something painful. But at the same time, I wanted to be alone with no audience for my thoughts.


I wondered what Dad’s life would be like now. Would he feel free? Would he be plagued with guilt? Would his heart start to heal from the wounds he suffered so long ago when he lost his sweetheart to that horrible affliction? Lying in the darkness, I kept hearing my father’s words: “The first five years of our marriage were heaven.” I was comforted to know that my parents began very much in love, that they married for love, and that my brother and I were born from love. I hadn’t often seen their love expressed during our ranch years, but his words gave me a warm feeling, and I clung to them, hoping they’d lull me to sleep.


Then Dad’s sweet, nostalgic words collided with the dark bloodstain I’d seen earlier that night on our faded red davenport. I pictured the Mormons finding Mom slumped on that couch just yesterday. Hot tears welled in my eyes and slipped down my cheeks. I turned to my logical mind to distract myself rather than surrendering to weeping, which doesn’t solve anything, or so I believed. Years of deducing that emotions were for the weak taught me to quickly change the channel and get on with it. I began to sort through everything Dad had told me that night and tried to piece together what might have happened the day before when my mother ended her life.





Yesterday, with spring arriving in the Okanogan, two Mormon men had driven up the muddy lane to our house and walked up the long stairs leading to the front door. It was one of their periodic unannounced visits to a Mormon sister who lived on a lonely ranch with a Christian husband. Dad respected Mom’s religious beliefs but wouldn’t let her raise their children in the Mormon Church because he wanted us to make our own choices on the subject of what to believe about God. As a child, he’d rebelled against his Southern Baptist parents, and insisted on freedom of religious choice for his kids.


Mormons provided home visits to stay in contact with their people who weren’t attending church, and when they visited during my childhood, Mom always invited them in to talk. If I was home at the time, I’d dash outside to play in the swampy pasture. I sensed she wanted privacy, and I knew from experience that if I stayed inside, I’d be bored and uncomfortable.


On the day of my mother’s suicide, I imagined the two visitors knocking on the varnished maple door. No answer. Peering through the three small windows in the upper part of the door, they saw a figure slumped on the couch. One man rushed around to the back door and found it unlocked. He hurried past the bloodied couch to let the other man enter through the front. They phoned the sheriff.


When the county sheriff arrived, he saw the small automatic revolver near my mother’s right hand, the empty .22 shell, and the quarter-inch round hole between her eyebrows. He noted the powder burns around the hole from a muzzle pressed close. He located my father in Okanogan, where Dad had gone to work after having breakfast with Mom that morning.


When my father powered his truck up the muddy driveway, my mother’s body was already in the ambulance. The sheriff told him how she’d been found, and Dad headed to the ambulance to see for himself her bloody face and the hole in her forehead.


The sheriff knew both my parents, and he knew about Mom’s mental illness. He probably thought calling her death a suicide would embarrass the family, so after discussing it with my father, he noted the cause of death as an “accident,” and the newspapers quoted his report. With his decision, the case was closed, and my mother could be laid to rest.





Knowing full well those thoughts were more vivid in the dark, I lay there and let my mind race. Then I thought about my last phone call with Mom two weeks earlier. She was irritated by the red-shafted flicker that was trying again, for another spring, to peck a hole into the corner of the house to attract a mate or make a nest.


“I get awful tired of that darn flicker tapping away on my bedroom wall. It’s hard to sleep in the morning with that rat-a-tat-tat going on.”


“Can’t you shoo it away?”


“I’ve tried. I go out around the house, but it hears me coming and flies away. Pretty soon, that darn thing comes back and starts in again. It echoes through the whole house.”


I knew exactly what she meant. I remembered the loud, incessant pecking I’d heard every spring on that same corner of our ranch home. Mom and I used to talk about shooting the pesky bird—to kill it or at least scare it away.


The flicker would have kept on with its pecking for days, and she must have searched for shells for the .22. At some point since we’d talked about the pecking bird, she’d found the automatic pistol in the kitchen cupboard and its loaded clip, which rested on a nearby shelf.


Dad said the sheriff found her tracks going out the kitchen door, past the basement entrance, toward that rear corner of the house, and then back. She may have come in, sat down on the couch, and decided to turn the gun on herself.


That’s how I put the pieces together, still wide-awake in my dark room.


Ranch life taught me to intellectually assess a situation first and acknowledge feelings second, if at all. A potentially heart-wrenching occurrence might call for quick action, so allowing emotions to have their way too early could lead to an unfortunate, maybe even fatal, delay. After I walked myself through what must have happened and then accepted what my mother did to herself, I let the tears flow. I cried not only for my own loss but for all she’d lost over the years. In midlife, she couldn’t develop friendships, couldn’t enjoy social events, couldn’t be consistent for her kids, and, for the last ten years, couldn’t feel the kind of joy or lightheartedness that had once defined her life and filled her poems. She’d been too numbed by an advancing brain disorder and the meds she had to take every day.


For the past five years, she hadn’t been able to write poems, read books, or maintain focus on anything creative to relieve the monotony of her days, not even planting the primroses as she’d always done to welcome another spring. Eventually, it all became too much, and in a cloud of depression and despair, she found a way to end her pain at last.


That was it, the story laid out. I tried to find something positive in it, something to grab onto, maybe shift my focus to the fact that my mother was out of pain now, that her anguish was finally over. I couldn’t imagine living with the kind of psychological pain she must have endured. I knew I couldn’t live like that, so how could I blame her for putting an end to her suffering? Exhausted, I fell asleep on my tear-soaked pillow.













CHAPTER TWO
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The next morning, after Dad made coffee and fried eggs and bacon for breakfast, he asked me to pick out clothes to dress Mom in for the funeral. I felt surprised at first, then honored. Sorting through Mom’s closet, I selected the two-piece lavender suit she’d worn for my wedding nearly three years earlier, remembering how nice she’d looked in it. Dad agreed. Then he drove us to Okanogan, where we met with the undertaker and gave him the clothing. Dad asked me to help choose the casket. I expected he’d go with a plain, inexpensive one, but he surprised me by choosing the pretty one with feminine pink ruffles. For his sweetheart.


Once Mom’s body was prepared for viewing, Dad and I went in to see her. After fifteen minutes of shared silence, Dad moved closer, held her folded hands in his, and then stepped away to leave me alone with my mother. I moved nearer to her, slowly, and leaned in close to her face. I was struck by how peaceful and serene she looked after such a violent death. The wrinkles around her eyes and the frown that had taken hold between her eyebrows had now been smoothed and her beauty restored by the undertaker’s skill. Her best features weren’t visible, the big brown eyes I’d always admired and the straight, white teeth I envied, yet in her serenity, she was beautiful. I didn’t want to touch her, not even her hands, resting at last. I was grateful her struggle was over, and as I stood there in the quiet of our last moments together, I wished I could have known her as the girl who’d attracted my father. She must have been vivacious and joyful then, camping and mountain climbing with her sweetheart.


I thought about how Dad’s grieving must have begun many years ago. How did he lose his sweetheart—in how many phases, during how many angry confrontations, across how many seasons? And my own grieving, which was beginning to seep its way into my bones, was now presenting itself more clearly. I was hurting, not only because my mother had just chosen to die at the age of fifty-six but also because of the way I’d lost her over the years, sometimes in a slow burn and other times in fits and starts. I grieved for the way she’d slipped away from me, couldn’t open herself emotionally to me, didn’t mother me. Her suicide ended forever any chance she might have had to make up for it, either with me or with her grandchild.


I looked for the bullet entry. The only evidence of the gunshot was a slight round depression, a quarter inch in diameter, between and slightly above her eyebrows. It wasn’t completely hidden by the heavy makeup. I stood there absorbing the reality of her deed. I wished I could have been there in her final moments to plead, “Don’t do it, Mom. Don’t leave me!” My tears fell again for her, and for me.


Back at the ranch, Dad asked me to help notify her four brothers and three sisters. Mom was the third-oldest of the eight Carson siblings but the first of them to die. I didn’t want to make those calls, and my thoughts spun crazily. What was I supposed to say if they asked questions? But he was calling all the other friends and relatives, so I steeled myself to do it for him.


I dialed Mom’s younger sister, Eva. Aunt Eva and her husband Jimmy were the only relatives who lived in our state and the ones Dad always called on when he needed help with my mother. During her three-week hospitalization in 1951, Eva and Jimmy took my brother to their home in Shelton, Washington, while I stayed with my grandmother in Oregon. In 1955, Eva and Jimmy came to the ranch, drove Mom to the Spokane hospital, and convinced her to sign herself in for psychiatric care. Of all her siblings, Eva was the only one who’d seen my mother when she was psychotic and refusing treatment.


Dad later shared with me his feeling that some in her family blamed him for her illness because she told them he was the problem. In my childhood, when we visited her relatives, I sometimes overheard them asking about her recent hospitalization, but she said she was fine, nothing was wrong with her, he was working her too hard, and she just needed a rest and to get away from him. I suppose she didn’t want them asking a bunch of questions, and she didn’t want to admit to mental illness. Maybe she simply couldn’t accept what was happening to her.


Aunt Eva picked up the phone after the first ring. She was shocked by my news despite her previous firsthand experience with Mom’s psychotic behavior. She asked, “What happened?”


I said, “Mom shot herself.” Then, after hesitating, I added, “We think it was an accident.”


She didn’t ask any questions. I think she heard the quaver in my voice.


“We’re bringing her back to Yachats for the memorial service at the community hall on Sunday,” I continued.


“I’ll pass along the word to my brothers and sisters,” she said, “and we’ll bring the food for the memorial.”


I hung up the phone, grateful for her empathy and support and relieved not to have to make more calls.


I rode in the white station wagon with Dad and Gram as we followed the hearse to the central Oregon coast. Dad was returning Mom to the Yachats River Valley, where she’d grown up and where they’d become sweethearts. My brother Bill and his wife drove from Okanogan, and Tony came from Seattle. Mom’s brothers and sisters traveled to Yachats from up and down the West Coast.


At the memorial, there were a lot of tears and hugs. When I was alone, Aunt Eva came to me and gently asked, “What happened?”


I thought about the times Aunt Eva had come to the ranch to support Mom. She deserved to know the truth. “Mom shot herself in the forehead,” I said.


She gasped. “Was it suicide?” she whispered.


“Yes, probably,” I said, tears welling up.


“Oh, my dear.” She took me in her arms and held me as I sobbed.


We buried Mom at Carson Cemetery next to the graves of her father, mother, and grandparents. Sited on a peaceful hill amid tall evergreens and budding rhododendrons, the small graveyard overlooked the Yachats River and the farmstead where she was raised. Mom had wanted to be buried here, and I’m sure she would have been happy to have this place of honor beside the parents she loved.


In 1936, when Mom was twenty, she celebrated her childhood home in a poem. Someone brought a copy to her memorial service.




YACHATS BOUND


Zelma Carson Lockwood


Oh, my heart is really happy,


For I am Yachats bound,


And I’m goin’ to make the music


Go round and round and round.


Yes, I’m going back to Yachats,


The village by the sea,


And I hope the same old welcome


Is waiting there for me.


The city has done its justice


And now I long to roam


Amid the valleys and the hills


Of my dear childhood home.


I’m goin’ to roam the woodlands,


Hear birds sing sweet and clear.


I’m goin’ to get close to Nature


In God’s great open air.


Where deer roam over the mountains


And fish live in the streams.


Yes, I’m going back to Yachats,


The valley of my dreams.





The first thing she’d do at home, she wrote, is “make the music go round and round.” It’s a joyful thing, I know, to pump an old player piano and make it play rolls of music, and it soothed me to read her words of happiness and connection to the beautiful valley. Taking her to her childhood home for her final rest gave me a measure of peace.


As Tony drove me back to Seattle after Mom’s burial, I couldn’t get the questions out of my mind. Why didn’t I tell my own mother I was pregnant? Why didn’t I tell her she was about to be a grandmother? For most of the eight-hour drive, I analyzed myself, trying to understand my motivations. Trying to figure out if I should have acted differently.





Almost three years earlier, I’d married Tony and left my ranch home and my parents. We moved to Seattle as newlyweds during the recession of 1969–1970, and Tony was hired as a short-haul truck driver, coming home each evening and bringing in a steady paycheck. With six hundred teachers unemployed across the state, even my graduate degree and new teaching credentials didn’t help me get a job, so I settled for a position invoicing book sales for the University of Washington Press. After a year, I landed a slightly better-paying position as a data technician in the UW Department of Medicine. We lived on Tony’s salary and saved my $300-a-month take-home pay until we had a thousand dollars to put down on our first home. We moved in, bought a couch, washing machine, and dryer, and saved what I earned during the next year so I could take six months of maternity leave, which would be unpaid after the first six weeks. We were ready at last to have the child we both wanted so much.


Six weeks after going off birth control pills, I was pregnant. Right away, Tony and I called his parents in California to share our wonderful news, and they were thrilled. Then I hesitated. My pregnancy had happened so fast—I needed to slow down. I wanted a week to process the idea of becoming a mother before involving my own mother.


When I learned I’d soon be a parent, I realized all my decisions would have to consider a new little being, a person who would be my responsibility. I wanted to be a loving, supportive mother in all the ways my own mother hadn’t, and I’d need to protect my baby, which I knew might call for shielding my child from my mother’s illness. While Mom had never lifted a hand to me, her moods had always been unpredictable. There had been times when she’d been very distant, even cold to me, and I’d been deeply hurt by it. Going forward, I wanted to protect my child from that kind of rebuff. Not knowing how I would do that made me resist calling my mother with the wonderful news.


Tony and I had delighted his parents with our call. For days afterward, I looked out to the woods surrounding our house and thought about my mother, trying to envision what kind of grandmother she’d be. During our Thanksgiving visit four months earlier, I’d been rattled by how deeply depressed my mother had become.


Tony and I had driven over the snowy mountains and up the Columbia River to the Okanogan Highlands to spend the holiday with Mom at the ranch. Dad was away on business and grateful we could be with her for the holiday weekend. Mom spent hours cooking a delicious turkey dinner with all the trimmings, the way she’d always done. She served my all-time favorite dessert: her homemade venison mincemeat pie with brown sugary juice bubbling through braided strips of flaky pie crust and, of course, vanilla ice cream melting on top. Tony and I raved about her tasty meal and scrumptious dessert, and in response, she managed a nod, a half-smile, and a barely audible “Thanks.” I began to worry about what her lack of reaction meant. Was she in distress?


After dinner, with the dishes done, we moved to the living room, where Mom slumped in her armchair. She stared into the distance and seemed quieter than usual. I knew she wouldn’t talk unless I pressed her. I picked up her latest Reader’s Digest magazine. “Have you read this one?”


“No, I can’t seem to concentrate anymore.”


“Do you still crochet?”


“No, I don’t enjoy that now.”


“What do you do to pass the time?”


“I can’t get interested in anything.”


Her emotions were flat, blunted first by her disease and then by the daily drugs she took from 1962 onward to prevent psychotic episodes. She used to decorate pillowcases with embroidered designs and crocheted lace edges. She used to collect apple recipes to compile a cookbook. Now all her creative projects were put away. Since becoming an empty nester two years earlier, she’d become increasingly depressed. She spoke in a monotone, and I saw no light in her eyes.


“What about the cookbook you were working on?”


“Oh, I’ve given up on that.”


“You seem bored. Isn’t there anything you like to do?”


“Not really.”


“Mom, do you want to talk about how you’re feeling?”


“You wouldn’t understand.”


With those words, she shut herself off from me, and not for the first time. It was painful seeing her so lost, but I didn’t know how to help. The woman who sat before me barely resembled the vibrant, hardworking woman she’d been eighteen years before when we moved to the ranch.


For the next four months, I wrote or phoned nearly every week. She always wrote back, though her letters were brief and perfunctory. Her flat voice on the phone and the lack of emotion in her letters sent sadness through my body.


Then came Dad’s call, and she was gone.













CHAPTER THREE
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I wasn’t always a ranch girl. For my first seven years, I lived the life of a small-town girl in Issaquah, a Seattle suburb. According to a poem my mother wrote in February 1947, when I was six months old, I began life with two doting parents.




OUR BABY GIRL


Zelma Carson Lockwood


When you were just a tiny girl


You were so very coy.


At times your Daddy said he wished


You’d been another boy.


But you completely won his heart


When you began to smile.


He worshipped and adored you too


In just a little while.


Then you began to crawl and play


And cut your little teeth,


Wriggle fingers and twist your wrist


While watching from beneath.


You were so happy-go-lucky,


Loved being tossed about.


Daddy used to roughhouse you


To hear you laugh and shout.


You learned to walk and say Da Da,


Your hair began to curl.


Daddy wouldn’t trade you then


For any boy—or girl.


Dressed in your best blue nylon dress,


Lace-trimmed, with ribbon ties,


You were the world’s sweetest baby


In Mother’s and Daddy’s eyes.





In Mom’s poem, I was welcomed by both parents with the same joy they’d felt for my brother. In the portraits taken then, I look happy, coy, and fetching in my frilly blue nylon dress. But in 1950, my carefree childhood began to unravel. During the rainy winter, Daddy often took us to the movies at the theater near our home in Issaquah. During the cartoon, he’d let me crawl into his lap. I leaned against his scratchy woolen shirt as his strong arms closed around me and the smell of his Mennen aftershave filled my nose. We laughed together at the antics of Bugs Bunny or Sylvester the Puddy Tat. I felt special in those minutes of closeness. But before long, I began to receive hurtful messages signaling a change.


One January evening at the theater, when I moved from my seat toward Daddy’s knee, he raised his hand to block me. “Not this time, Cookie.”


I asked, “Why not?”


“You’re getting too big to sit in my lap.”


Crushed, I crept back to my seat with heat burning up my neck. Being too big made no sense to me. At three and a half years old, I was growing tall and leggy, but at heart, I was still a very little girl. Had I done something wrong? Didn’t my daddy love me anymore? My stomach churned, and I couldn’t follow the movie. For once, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis couldn’t make me laugh. Finally, I fell asleep in my seat until Mommy roused me, and I clung to her hand as we walked home.


When spring came, Daddy left us for a long time. Mommy said she knew where he was, but to me, he was as far away as the moon that rose over the big mountains. I was scared because my daddy had never been away from the house for more than a few days at a time. I thought he didn’t love me enough to come home and play with me.


As Mommy tucked me in each night, I asked, “Where’s my daddy? When’s he coming home?”


“He’ll be home soon, honey.”


“I miss my daddy.”


In reply, Mommy sang a little song to comfort me: “Bye, Baby Bunting, Daddy’s gone a-hunting / To get a little rabbit skin, to wrap the Baby Bunting in.”


I didn’t want Daddy to skin a rabbit for me, but the idea that he’d gone to search for a bunting of soft fur to keep me warm and cozy helped me slip off to dreamland. He was gone more than a month that first time, and to me, it seemed he was never coming back. When he appeared at the front door, I screamed with joy and danced around. He wrapped Billy and me in one big hug and said, “I really missed you kids.” Then he hugged and kissed my smiling mommy. My world was shiny and happy again.


When he left us again the next spring, I wasn’t as upset because I knew he’d come back. But just to make sure, I did my best to be extra good all year, both at home and at school.


Dad’s business partner had invited him to join him as a crop duster, flying their little planes over wheat fields on the other side of the state and staying in a hotel at night. Before then, he’d come home each night from his work at the nearby airport. But while he was doing the spring wheat spraying, Mom was left by herself with two small children, and she must have worried about him spending so much time in a little plane so high in the sky.


I was never scared about his flying work because I trusted that he was so good at it that he’d always be safe in the air. I was more concerned about Mommy, who never had money to buy the foods I liked or the dresses I needed. As a preschooler, I licked green stamps and pressed them into little books and watched Mommy hand them to the grocer to buy food, including big sacks of dried beans. I suffered through dinner after dinner of beans, sometimes feeling like I’d vomit right there at the table. But I wasn’t allowed to leave the table or have dessert until I ate them.
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