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I often wondered if my mother dreamed in earth tones. My dreams heralded sparkling blues and greens, not simply water and seaweed, and, although she had a penchant for beige, I wanted hers to be just as alive. Landscapes seared a lustrous gold. Tangerine bursts through the trees.


When my sister and I began inventorying Mom’s belongings on an August Monday morning, I reeled with the thought that perhaps she never dreamed at all, day-to-day life being more than enough to handle. Gloomily, I positioned my laptop on her Ethan Allen dining room table and turned it on. An empty spreadsheet loomed before me.


Three months had passed since we’d placed Mom in an assisted-living center, and throughout the summer I’d envisioned myself here: walking from one cream-colored room to another, opening windows she rarely cracked because of allergies and a peculiar aversion to fresh air, feeling the breeze off the neighbor’s cottonwoods, and recalling the irritation in Mom’s voice when their sticky white residue clung to her stately poplars and evergreens.


Even the memory of how she never closed her drapes to blistering noontime sun or deep black of evening caused me to miss her terribly, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.


“Toaster, steam iron,” Judy called from behind the louvered door of the kitchen pantry. “And what looks like a brand-new can opener.”


“I doubt she ever used it,” I said, flipping the switch of the brass light fixture above me and typing the items into the left column of my spreadsheet. “She didn’t buy my idea about a steam iron being more convenient, either.” I pictured Mom topping a water-filled Pepsi bottle with something resembling a showerhead, sprinkling our freshly laundered clothes, and rolling them like breadsticks until they were ready to iron.


Judy laughed, before appearing with a square Tupperware stuffed with Saltines. Her eyes widened, sending her thick brows a quarter of an inch above her mauve wire-framed glasses. “Jeez, Con, what did she live on?” She threw the container down and reached back in for two red-labeled cans. “Campbell’s tomato soup? Chicken noodle? ‘Pitiful,’ as Bill would say.”


Our brother’s favorite expression was an apt description. When Judy and I had cleaned out Mom’s refrigerator in May, we’d been amazed by its miserable contents. Not counting condiments, there hadn’t been much more than a few shriveled oranges, American cheese slices, and Oscar Mayer bologna. Then I understood how Mom had dropped twenty pounds since Christmas.


My stomach churned at the image of her living alone since our father had died, seven years earlier. My husband, Gary, our two children, and I visited her in Wisconsin almost every summer, and she traveled twice a year to our home in California. Although she had never been socially inclined, her activity outside the dark brown ranch house on Palisades Lane had been reduced to grocery shopping, an occasional lunch with a former coworker, and her monthly poker club.


Even though Mom wasn’t a social butterfly, she disliked not being included and hated the ensuing loneliness. Still, my siblings and I couldn’t persuade her to consider other living arrangements. I’d asked her if she wanted to move by me, or at least to a condominium with less upkeep and the possibility of making new friends. But she’d waffled, and at age seventy-seven had stubbornly stuck to her schedule of housework and lawn care, viciously shampooing shag carpeting in spring, trimming bushes into neat pillars in summer, and raking mounds of burnt-orange leaves during autumn. She was obsessed with leaves; they clogged the eaves and swirled defiantly over her large yard. I was grateful when the first snow fell in the Fox River Valley so I didn’t have to hear her complain.


As Judy moved on to a cupboard, counting water glasses and coffee cups, I recalled my conversations with Mom earlier in the year. In January she’d remembered Bill’s birthday yet hadn’t been able to determine his age.


“Now, if Judy is fifty—”


“No, Mom,” I’d interrupted. “Judy’s fifty-four.”


“Oh, right.”


I imagined her perched on the olive-plaid love seat in the finished half of her basement, erasing her mistake like a schoolgirl at a dusty blackboard. When she concluded that Bill was eighteen months younger than Judy, I chalked up her miscalculation to lack of sleep, since cars supposedly careened down her street all night.


During February, we’d planned for her visit at Easter. “If I’m feeling better,” she’d said.


“What’s wrong?” I’d asked, anticipating her stock answer. Complaints of stomachaches, headaches, even tingling in her feet had become quite regular.


“I’m sure I don’t know.”


“In that case, call your doctor. We don’t want anything to spoil our good time.” I recalled an egg-dyeing scene from when my son, Ryan, was around ten. Spooning vinegar water over a hard-boiled egg, he asked, “Is this done, Grandma?” Before she could reply with her usual “It most certainly is,” he dipped it a minute too long and the butter yellow succumbed to a splotchy mustard. Mom then showed him the “correct” way to color a beautiful egg.


To talk to her in the following months, I had to place the calls, since, rather oddly, she’d stopped contacting me altogether. When my kids were small, the phone rang at nine o’clock every Saturday morning. As they got older and Ryan played baseball and Cara figure-skated, I began to say, “Mom, we’ll reach you” or, “Try at lunch, when we’re sure to be home.” But my suggestions, like countless others, didn’t make a dent in her routine.


Suddenly, Mom’s Easter visit took on new importance. I felt like a lousy daughter, and nurse, from two thousand miles away.


“Connie, are you listening?” Judy repeated now, stretching her five-foot-two-inch frame to reach the top shelf, the collar of her rose polo grazing her short gray hair.


“What? How many serving plates?” I couldn’t believe I was asking this question, or that Mom no longer lived in her house of twenty-five years. Taking inventory of what remained of her lean existence for an estate auction was a job I’d never anticipated, and one, I realized, for which it was impossible to prepare. I was certain I couldn’t do it without Judy.


I was enduring an OSHA safety seminar in San Jose the day before Mom’s visit in April. When the instructor switched off his microphone for a welcome fifteen-minute break, I paced the Hilton’s jade-carpeted hallway and called Mom on my cell phone. She hadn’t been feeling well on Saturday—diarrhea again, she’d explained. So I decided to check in and finalize my plan to pick her up at the Oakland airport.


She answered the phone with a flat, uninterested “hello,” followed by a sigh. I cringed at her tone.


“So, are you all packed?” I asked, trying to sound excited. It was a chore Mom began days in advance, arranging blouses and socks in tall piles on her bedroom floor. I pictured plastic bags with face creams and lotions and wire hangers readied for action in my guest room closet.


“I’m sick!” she began. “Ate some soup for lunch—”


“Wait a minute,” I said quickly. “What do you mean?” Sensing our conversation was going to swallow my entire break, I settled into a well-used, overstuffed chair by the elevator. I braced myself.


“I don’t think I can come, Connie. I haven’t packed. I asked Rita and Don to help me put some things together, but they had to go play bingo.” The weakness in her voice did nothing to hide her disdain.


I couldn’t imagine Mom asking anyone for help, especially her youngest sister and husband. Although they lived a mile from her Palisades neighborhood, they’d reconnected only recently after years of infrequent visits.


“Did you get through to the doctor yet? You have to, if you have constant diarrhea. And make sure you tell the nurse you want to speak to him.”


According to Mom, this particular woman could be as impenetrable as the Berlin Wall. On a good day, Mom was capable of being a worthy adversary; she knew how to get her way. This time, I wasn’t so sure.


“Okay, I’ll try,” she whimpered. “I’m really sorry, Connie.”


After promising to hear how she fared during the noon hour, I walked back to the conference room, sluggish from the weight of her anxiety and my confusion. I wanted nothing more than to leave my lecture notes and drive home to the comfort of my bedroom. My daydream shattered, however, as the instructor annoyingly tapped the microphone and announced his next topic.


While I was growing up on State Street, my family was the only one I knew in which both parents were employed. They worked at the same printing company, located on the “island” just over the Main Street Bridge. The bridge, and the Fox River below it, divided our town of fifteen thousand into the rich people on the island and the rest of us, who lived north of the waterway.


Because both my parents worked, some of my friends thought we had more money than they did. It certainly didn’t feel that way, since we lived in similar compact houses. Nothing about us was fancy: I wore Judy’s hand-me-downs until junior high; we didn’t own a boat, like the islanders did; and our Ford was practical for a family of five, when “traveling” meant loading the car in summer with sandwiches and pop and driving two sweaty hours to Aunt Rosemary and Uncle Gene’s in Waukesha.


My parents saved for my siblings and me to attend college—a rare occurrence in our town when they were young. “If only Daddy had let Rosemary go off to school, she would have done quite well for herself,” Mom had said of the man who didn’t believe in higher education for women. Although she never indicated such a desire for herself, I wondered if she would have followed in her older sister’s footsteps. Yet managing a stenography department, with its attention to details and deadlines, suited her fiery command for perfection.


I loved watching Mom’s morning ritual. In front of her bedroom mirror, she applied pale pink lipstick and sprayed Clairol on her bouffant, a medium brown accented by a frosty streak just above her forehead. Then, with determined efficiency, she zipped up a navy knit, cinched its belt, and slipped on silver bangles.


Occasionally I was allowed to visit her second-floor office. Her desk overflowed with papers, red pencils for correcting “careless” mistakes, and African violets. At other desks positioned around the room, young women snapped Juicy Fruit while tapping their polished nails on typewriter keys. When Mom told them chewing gum was too distracting, they immediately reached for tissues.


Dad ran a letterpress on the first floor, his shift alternating every week. I preferred the seven-to-three shift so we could all gather around the black-and-white Zenith after supper, Dad looking especially tired as he sank into his easy chair. More important, his presence after school protected me from my brother’s inclination to spin me around on the nubby gold couch like a cone of cotton candy.


When Dad worked three to eleven, my siblings and I were on our own, the hierarchy having been established early on. Although Judy and Bill were close in age and I was four years younger, Judy’s job was to maintain order, which she did by holing up in our shared bedroom, listening to Johnny Mathis records. Meanwhile, Bill and I overturned chairs and stacked cushions in the living room for rubber-band fights. He was an excellent marksman, and I did my best to hide how much it stung, soaking my battle wounds later under streams of cold water.


Dad’s other shift, eleven at night until seven the next morning, was the one we dreaded most. Mom insisted on quiet play after homework so Dad could sleep, an almost impossible task in our tiny house. But we did as we were told, stretching out on Bill’s hardwood floor with Monopoly or Easy Money after tiring of TV. I, for one, had no intention of misbehaving; Mom’s short temper was nothing to mess with.


One summer after school let out, Dad’s coworkers in the pressroom threatened to go on strike. “They’re trying to do what’s best for their families, Virginia,” Dad explained, his red hands squeaking across the soapy supper dishes.


“Well, they should be grateful they have a job,” Mom said, stacking the plates I dried in the cupboard.


A steamy rinse of the sink ended their discussion. I crawled into bed, wishing I could wake in the morning like my friends, with a mother flipping pancakes as if she had all the time in the world, and a father pecking her cheek before he left for work.


When my seminar broke for lunch, I hurried to my car in the parking lot across the street. The inside was suffocating. I rolled down the windows and dialed Mom’s number. She picked up on the first ring. I imagined her leaning on a kitchen counter, as close as possible to the beige wall phone so as not to stretch its cord.


“I’ve decided not to chance it,” she said with conviction. “I don’t want any problems at the airport.”


“Did you speak to the doctor?”


“He told me to make another appointment. It’s hopeless, Connie. Week after week I’m the same. He can’t help me.”


I swallowed hard and straightened in my seat. “Did you tell him about the diarrhea?”


“I don’t know! What difference does it make?”


“You want to feel better, don’t you?”


“It doesn’t matter,” she said limply.


“Listen, Mom, and don’t argue. Call him again. Say you need to talk to someone about your anxiety. All right? I’ll expect to hear an answer.”


She offered a weak “okay” and hung up. I lay back and wiped my damp forehead, amazed I hadn’t minced words. She disliked being told what to do and released her frustration on anyone who tried. I was still learning how to stand up to my mother.


Now I wondered what else could be done. Judy and Bill weren’t close by, either; they lived in Illinois and Florida. However, they’d shared my growing concern this past year, especially Judy, as we’d raised our record for a phone call from two hours to three. I pressed her speed-dial button.


“It doesn’t surprise me she’s not coming,” I said tiredly.


“But it’s odd she waited until today to tell you. I swear, she gets rattled to the point where she makes herself sick. I think Bill’s had her pegged all along.”


As a psychiatric RN for a dozen years, Bill stuck to his diagnosis of our mother: acute depression with tendencies of paranoia. When the three of us discussed our lives on State Street, we knew it had been considerably longer than that.


As far back as I remembered, I was my mother’s favorite child. “God blessed me the day you were born,” she repeated each time she visited. “Unlike Judy and Bill, your sole purpose in life wasn’t to drive me crazy.”


“Oh, they couldn’t have been that bad,” I said as she opened her suitcase, found a bag of M&M’s, and tossed it to Ryan. Mom brought gifts for him and Cara whenever she came.


“They locked me in the attic on 7th Street while I was cleaning! From the window I saw four-year-old Judy and Bill, wearing only a diaper, run around the house, laughing like hyenas. Luckily, the neighbor was hanging laundry in her backyard and heard me scream.”


“They were being kids, Mom.”


“And since Dad took our car to work, I pulled them in the wagon to the store. In the winter, too. Of course, Bill couldn’t just ride. He scaled snowbanks and sloshed in every puddle in sight. By the time we reached Red Owl, he was soaking wet and people glared at me like I was a bad mother.”


I noticed Ryan stifling a laugh with his hands. Mom looked at him, too, and added, “But your mother was different. Quiet, well behaved.”


Submissive, I wanted to say yet didn’t. And even something more. It was as if I’d been born in fear. Excessively watchful and vigilant. I saw the anger Mom unleashed on my siblings and learned early on to obey and hold my tongue. One slip might take days or weeks to undo, before we were welcomed again into the folds of her plump, lotioned arms. Being her youngest was hard work; I did everything I could to stay in her good graces.


I recalled taking a bowl of Bing cherries from the refrigerator and banging a corner of the oven door. So easy to do, I reasoned, since the harvest-gold appliances stood side by side, separated by inches. Mom, always on guard for catastrophe, ran into the kitchen and gasped.


“How clumsy,” she said, fingering the coffee-colored gash. “Money down the drain to have it replaced.”


“It was an accident,” I mumbled, without looking up.


My words did little to soothe her. She retold the story at supper while I sank into my chair like a criminal. From then on, I was anxious whenever I opened the refrigerator. When the oven door was replaced a week later and I hit that one, too, I gave up trying to defend myself. It felt safer to agree with whatever she said, even if the tiny black dots in her eyes bore holes right through me.


At four thirty the screen behind the overhead projector turned white. I stretched my arms, unhinged my back, and quickly headed out.


I wasn’t sure which was worse, facing the heavy commute or making the last call of the day. I didn’t doubt Mom was sick. What troubled me was the distinct difference in her voice: unsteady and weak, each word expelled with hesitation.


“Connie, what should I do?” she asked when she picked up. I pictured her rubbing her forehead, the skin pink and raw from worry.


“Let’s talk tomorrow. Why don’t you put on your nightgown and crawl into bed?”


It was the best I could do. I said good-bye and turned on the ignition, relishing a blast of cold air. There was no sense in hurrying, since the freeway toward home would be backed up for at least five miles. I sat in the growing shadows of the parking lot and wondered if Judy could drive from Chicago to check on Mom. It seemed inconceivable that our stubborn, independent mother had run out of answers.
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“This is it!” Judy exclaimed, pointing to the right and final side of the kitchen. I pressed “save” on my laptop and stood next to her, eager to sift though the everyday items in what Mom referred to as her “junk” drawer. A faded Sucrets tin jingled with safety pins and buttons. Ballpoint pens advertised Twin Cities Savings and Loan. Coupons for a local car wash cited expiration dates from months ago.


“You can’t even tell she lived here!” I said. “I don’t know what I expected, but no notes, no shopping lists?”


“I’ve got a hunch she’s been busy,” Judy said flatly. “The garage on the way in this morning looked pretty bare-bones, too. Why did she throw so much away? I thought people who lived through the Depression saved a lot of stuff.”


“Has Mom ever been like other people?” I recalled her rummage sale on State Street before she and my dad had moved here, when everything our parents owned had been up for grabs: Chairs, lamps, and tables sported tie-on price tags upstairs; dishes and knickknacks with stick-on silver dots covered the Ping-Pong table in the basement. Sentimentality never entered the picture as crystal wedding goblets were carried out the door one by one.


Judy closed the drawer and opened the cupboard below it. “Ah, but she did save the Candlewick, and she’s always meant for you to have it.”


Ever since I was a girl, I’d heard how the crystal-beaded plates, cups and saucers, relish trays, and champagne glasses would one day be mine. They were by far Mom’s most valuable possessions, and for me the strongest physical connection to the house where I grew up.


I always knew when supper was special: Mom got down on her hands and knees to retrieve the Candlewick and announced dinner would be served at five sharp. She did this every Christmas Eve, whizzing from cutting boards to saucepans to prove her theory that preparation was key.


“Let’s see. The turkey needs more browning. I’ll slice the apples, bananas, and oranges for the salad now and whip the cream later. Oh, and warm the dinner rolls. Can’t forget those. They’re your dad’s favorites.”


Somehow Mom maintained order amid the chaos. Judy and I tried to help but, unless assigned specific jobs, stood silently in place so as not to disrupt her.


The best part of the day, next to unwrapping one present after dessert, was watching her set the table. Every movement had a precise purpose: pull open a drawer for the linen tablecloth, then cover the Formica just so; count napkins and silverware and arrange alongside the Candlewick; remove cranberries from the refrigerator and place strategically between the meat platter and the bowl of green beans; light two red tapers and switch off the overhead fluorescent. It was magic.


No other moment in our house on State Street was as calm. Polite conversation and “please pass the potatoes” manners felt like just rewards for the frantic days leading up to Christmas, when tempers flared as regularly as car tires spinning on icy streets.


“Ed, move that damn tree!” Mom yelled after Dad plopped the grocery-store pine into its stand. “It’s leaning on the window!”


“I am, Virginia. I’d like to see you do better.”


“Well, I could do a hell of a lot … God, now it’s hitting the ceiling! Drag that thing outside and cut more off.”


“You want it shorter, you do it.”


“Oh, that’s right—stomp out and leave me with this monstrosity. Show the kids what a help you are. I always have to do everything myself.”


I sank into the farthest corner of the couch, clutching Judy’s sweaty hand. Bill sat tall and still like the altar boy he portrayed at Sunday Mass.


“Okay, kids, is this its best side? Is it straight?”


We didn’t answer. My voice hid deep inside my throat, where I intended it to stay. Mom complained bitterly about the “ugly” tree the entire time she strung gold lights and garlands. When she asked, “Who wants to hang the bulbs?” we hesitated, certain that no matter how carefully we searched among the prickly limbs, she’d question our chosen spots. “Don’t you think that’s too high?” “Let’s not crowd them together.”


Yet at the end of the night Mom proclaimed the tree “beautiful.” I nodded, thankful the task was done. As I settled between my pale yellow sheets in the twin bed next to Judy’s, I wondered how long the peace would last.


It felt strange knowing the Candlewick dishes were now mine. It was too early. I envisioned myself older and grayer, cooking Thanksgiving dinner for my own grandchildren, explaining that the giblet stuffing was their great-grandmother’s recipe. They’d beg to light the candles and swoon at my iced cookies on the dessert tray.


That scenario had disintegrated, and Judy and I never saw it coming.


“Mom’s always been self-centered,” Judy said matter-of-factly, approaching the hutch behind the dining room table. “Her behavior didn’t seem any different from normal.”


I agreed and labeled a new page. “Except for being obsessed with the what-ifs: if the furnace will break down, if the roof will leak. I should have known more was going on. I could have asked questions, stomached her snide remarks. If I’d seen how thin she was, how little she ate … Well, it seems so easy now, doesn’t it?”


The morning sun attained its noontime position, leaving the living room to our left dark and drab. The brass tea set on the glass table appeared tarnished, the Oriental rug faded and frayed. I felt stiff with guilt, the forty-eight-year layering of having been an imperfect daughter. In many ways I was still the same blond girl, reaching for the hand of her loving big sister.


I never heard Dad leave on Saturday nights. After soaking in a bubble bath and popping into pajamas, I’d realize he was gone. The rest of us watched Lawrence Welk, Judy and I singing along with the Lennon Sisters while Mom ironed. Once, when Judy was on a date and Myron Floren was playing his accordion, a ruckus outside startled us. Mom, Bill, and I raced to the kitchen window overlooking the driveway and saw Uncle Florian dragging Dad by his shirtsleeves toward the back porch.


Mom whipped open the door and screamed, “How can you show up like this!”


I couldn’t believe the limp creature now sprawled on the gray linoleum was my father, groaning over and over, “Leave me the hell alone.” Yet, amazingly, in the next instant he stood, wobbling like a bowling pin and raising his arms high into the air to meet his brother’s. Terrified, I hid behind Bill. They grunted and struggled down the length of the hallway, Florian pinning Dad to the wall by his bedroom.


Mom sobbed, “I should have called Tony’s sooner.”


Taverns were big draws on weekends. According to Mom, their patrons were immoral and disgusting. Florian was already in their ranks, being a regular. Now Dad was one of them. I felt queasy. The popcorn I had eaten earlier rolled in my stomach like gravel in a concrete mixer.


“Don’t worry, kids. He’s okay,” Florian slurred, forcing Dad through the doorway. As Bill and I tiptoed back to the couch, I knew nothing could have been further from the truth. My heart sank when Florian reappeared and timidly waved good-bye.


After several minutes, we heard a loud crash. “I bet Dad fell off the bed,” Bill whispered. Bravely, we peeked into the hall. Their door was shut. The velveteen rocker, which normally sat next to Mom’s tall walnut dresser, had been wedged into a corner. The sharp mixture of vomit and carpet cleaner hung in the air.


“It’s all right,” Bill said. I shuddered and snuck into my room. No matter how far I dug under the covers, I couldn’t drown out the swear words coming from the other side of my wall. I prayed for Judy to return early, yet hours passed before her nyloned feet crossed our wood floor. By then the house was quiet.


At breakfast the following morning, Dad ate in silence while Mom slammed cupboards with a vengeance. “Girls, tell your father what you think of his behavior last night.”


Judy didn’t look up from her eggs over easy. As Dad sighed heavily in the chair next to mine, I didn’t dare open my mouth. I longed to be invisible. And I ached deep inside for betraying my mother.


The day after the safety seminar, I sat in my office, mulling over Mom’s question: What should she do? More important, it was Wednesday, three full days before Judy could drive north.


Fortunately, Gary’s parents lived a few blocks from Mom. If something was terribly wrong, I could count on Bev and Al. To be on the safe side, I asked them to pay her a visit. They reported that even though it had been only six o’clock in the evening, Mom had answered the door in her nightgown. I wondered if she was getting out of bed at all.


On Thursday Mom said she had called her doctor. “We went over the crap I’m taking: Prozac, Ativan, Linoxin.”


I wrote furiously on my notepad until it hit. “Prozac?”


“It’s been several months already.”


“Well, I’m surprised he didn’t recommend a psychiatrist.” I could hardly believe I’d finally said it out loud. Oddly, she didn’t object. I blew air from my lungs until my chest felt nearly weightless.


We hung up, and my extension rang five minutes later. “Connie, I told the nurse your idea. She thinks it’s a move in the right direction. Why didn’t someone suggest this sooner?”


“We have, Mom. You wouldn’t listen.”


In fact, she’d made it explicitly clear since Dad died that she never wanted to hear the word depression. Bill’s career might as well have been in used-car sales, for the little respect Mom showed him. Yet it was troubling that her own doctor hadn’t done more, since she’d called 911 numerous times and made at least half a dozen trips to the emergency room with so-called breathing problems.


On Saturday, a couple of hours before Judy’s arrival at Palisades Lane, I answered the phone to Mom’s hysterical sobs.


“I smell gas in the house! Al sniffed around the furnace, but he claims it’s fine. A friend said maybe there’s a leak, since I always feel sick. So I had the gas company come.”


“And?”


“They didn’t find anything. God, Connie, I can’t live here anymore! I’d rather be dead.”


“Mom, get a hold of yourself. We’ll get this straightened out.”


My father-in-law dropped by again that day, as did a neighbor, concerned by the presence of the gas truck. No one could calm Mom’s frazzled nerves. I felt my own panic rising; we were running out of options.


While waiting for Judy’s call, I scrubbed sinks and showers, lugging a Sony boom box, along with Lysol, from one bathroom to the next. I listened to the A’s game, longing to be among the thousands in the stands at the Oakland Coliseum. What I wouldn’t have given for a Corona and nachos, a hot dog drenched in ketchup.


“Brass candlesticks, two. Brass pots, three,” Judy continued, “counting the one with the dead ficus.”


I typed in the numbers while contemplating Mom’s decorating style. After she and Dad had moved here from State Street, she’d discovered an Ethan Allen store and claimed its interior designer was the only person with good taste. Fran, in fact, could do no wrong.


“She suggested this Oriental rug,” Mom said when I visited. “I love it—so elegant yet homey.”


I looked skeptically at the brown-and-gold mammoth consuming the open space of the living room.


“Fran says it makes a statement.”


To me it blared, I’m here to impress you because I’m expensive, but I kept my opinion to myself. Mom had furnished her entire house under Fran’s supervision. Each vase, ginger jar, and print on the wall came from the caverns of Ethan Allen. Then, as if she were Fran’s protégée, she’d say, “Connie, maybe you should consider a fruit centerpiece for your table.”


Of course, she meant the waxy, artificial kind, and I couldn’t think of anything more impractical.


“Then how about grapes hanging in a wall container? Did you see mine in the guest room?”


I glared at her. “Not happening.”


Over time, Christmases and birthdays brought an accumulation of brass and pewter as Mom attempted to improve the style of my homes. “Pick out what appeals to you,” she’d say during our once-a-year Ethan Allen tours, and I’d reluctantly search through their elaborate displays. When I finally chose a pillow or serving tray I was sure I’d use, Mom squealed with delight and proudly announced my decision to a sales associate.


My mother was always a woman in charge. On the night before baking Christmas cookies in our yellow kitchen on State Street, she prepared the dough, mixing eggs, butter, sugar, flour, and nutmeg with her wooden spoon as intently as a wizard stirring a magic potion.


“Your turn, Connie,” she said. “Scrape all the flour off the sides of the bowl. There, you’re doing it.”


When I thought she wasn’t looking, I swiped my finger under the rim and then across my tongue.


“How is it?” she asked.


I detected satisfaction in her voice and answered, “Perfect.” Everything was. We wore matching blue-checked aprons, and I had her undivided attention. There was a lightness about her. She appeared cheerful, invigorated, and uncharacteristically patient. This was my mother at her best.


The next morning, Judy and I sorted cookie cutters while Mom rolled the chilled dough on the breadboard. “One quarter of an inch, no more, no less,” she explained. “Quickly, too, before it warms and sticks to the rolling pin. Now, Judy, set the Christmas-tree cutter near the edge. Press down … carefully lift up … good. Drop it on the baking sheet.”


Since my attempts produced mostly unrecognizable shapes, I watched as my mother and sister arranged bells, stars, and wreaths in neat rows. Mom insisted on using all the animal-shape cutters as well, even though Judy and I wondered what bunnies, chickens, and horses had to do with the holiday. Yet we were allowed to eat any broken legs and heads, as was Dad, who’d appear in the doorway every so often, asking for “casualties.”


After lunch Mom blended powdered sugar, Carnation, and butter with the electric mixer, then spooned the frosting into cereal bowls, adding dabs of red and green food coloring. Judy and I uncapped containers of multicolored sprinkles and taped waxed paper to the table, in front of four chairs. “Bill, come help!” we yelled.


Once we were in our positions, Mom made her annual plea. “Kids, not too much candy. Nothing is worse than biting into a cookie loaded with junk. Bill, what did I say? Shake some off.”


He grinned and popped it into his mouth.


“Not another one!” she scolded while cracking a smile.


“I’m testing them. Besides, you didn’t like it. You hate all of mine.”


Mom rolled her eyes. “Sparse cookies look and taste the best.”


Predictably, however, Judy had the right touch. Her gingerbread men came to life: Chocolate drops shoed their feet, thick frosting belted their waists, and red hots formed their faces. “Isn’t she clever?” Mom gushed. It was hard to compete with her “creative” child. Bill and I studied our cookies, clearly in a dead heat for distant runner-up.
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