Flung into the finality of death, loved ones erupt into sobs, no matter how prepared or aged the person.  The No-More-Ness of their earthly existence causes us to weep deeply. Never to speak to them again, never to know he/she was Elsewhere but reachable, tumbles the spirit into heartfelt sadness.  Painful as it is, it is good to honor those we love with the tribute of tears; a holy washing; a sacred bathing of the old to the new; a christening to their eternal life.  

There is a strange beauty to death.  It burns away the dross of flawed humanity.  It erases the smudge lines and we see with clarity the loved one’s essential magnificence.  Gone are the impediments of personality, the brokenness of self-inclined spirits, the shortcomings of any soul’s journey, and we are left with the essence of their goodness; the authenticity of their true selves.  As wind blows away dried dead leaves, the broken parts of any relationship is gently swept away and what’s left are the genuine exchanges and the memorable moments of love and laughter that will forever ring in the halls of Time. We are returned to our Original Self, the twinkle in God’s eye when He first created us.  
Today I learned my mother-in-law had passed.  Collette, the apple of His Eye has been restored to her original beauty.  His beloved daughter has come Home and God granted Death to grace us with rose-colored glasses to remember her by.  

Interestingly, Collette’s parents claimed she was born with rose-colored glasses as she had an insatiable innocence, a remarkable propensity to see the good in everything, and a sunny disposition with an extra dose of ‘happy’ genes.  They shook their heads in mild and humorous dismay throughout their lives, wondering how someone could remain in this world so naïve and so unscathed by life’s jagged edges.

Yet, those glasses served her well, putting a skip in her step, a glee in her voice, and a perpetual smile on her face despite the assaults of reality.  It served to buffer against the tragedies of two stillborn children, the loss of a daughter, widowhood with three teenagers still to raise, while caring for her invalid mother and her mentally retarded brother, bankruptcy, and promised life insurance policies that did not exist.

Not always of course.  Our greatest strengths have a Shadow side, an Achilles heel, a fault line.  She didn’t oft like to confront what needed addressing.  She avoided, placated, excused, and swept things under the carpet.  Everyone had a story to tell about the downside of those rose-colored glasses.  Sometimes she dodged bullets she needed to face, skated thru matters otherwise important, and blew caution to the wind when it would have served her better to step more wisely. Yet, her glass was always half full, the sky always bright, and a reason to always smile.

The purging of sadness passes and I find myself smiling in remembrance of the lady who raced on Little Tikes trucks to keep up with my 3 year old son, who spoiled me with indulgent kitchen towels because my lean budget couldn’t afford them, who called me ‘darling’ instead of Diane, and who befriended my own dear mother with a sweet friendship. 

Dressed impeccably, she folded clothes with perfection, sliced up a sandwich fit for a king, and truly reveled in being a domestic goddess. She was a woman born for her era; just at the right time.  

At 64, she visited us in the Caribbean; our home for one year.  Working at a 5 star resort, we gifted her with three nights at the hotel.  Little did she know that she would leave not only with her luggage but delightful stories of interchanges with the rich and famous; calling actress Anne Bancroft, the naughty vixen in The Graduate, ‘honey’ when asked to borrow my mother’s lounge chair outside her cabana. Of course Dear, you may borrow it anytime!  She helped her move it over next door where Anne’s husband, comedian Mel Brooks waited indoors.  Later, she admonished Bea Alda, wife to actor Alan Alda, to keep her husband away from the public phones (the cabana rooms did not have personal phones, circa pre-cell phones) as he was working way too hard. Men need their rest after all!

Adventure binds two souls together like none other especially if the hint of danger is present. Mom and I headed to the British Island of Virgin Gorda, to meet a friend Roy, who was going to take us to ancient copper mines in the desert.  Miles and miles we drove into a sparse and hot abyss in an open top jeep (circa WWII).  Like a ghost town, it appeared desolate and hollow.  There was not a tree in sight.  Small mounds of tumbleweed darted over dry grass straining thru the parched clay earth.  Vast open spaces atop white gravel gave a desert feel that made me immediately uncomfortable.  I got the impression that I was where I didn’t want to be.  

Finally we arrived.  Roy jumped from the vehicle and excitedly began his spiel about the ancient working of unearthing the mineral from the ground.  As he rambled, I looked around.  The sun sizzled creating that indiscernible but definite feverish whine and whirl.  I swore I heard screeching vultures and slithering rattlesnakes nearby.  If Hell had a doormat, this was it.  When he was finally ready to leave, I eagerly hopped back in our vehicle to return safely to more lush and safe surroundings.  To our utter dismay, the jeep stalled out.  At first, Roy seemed confident that he could get the vehicle to come back to life with a few ignition turns but to no avail.  Soon he began to scratch his chin as worry lines formed on his forehead.  I began to panic as the glaring sun beat heavy on the pavement and heat rose to create murky waves above our topless vehicle.  Visions of blistering sores and dehydration from sun exposure were quickly working me into a frenzied state of near hysteria albeit I was silent as a mouse.  God only knew what lived in the only possible shelter at our disposal: the shaft of the mines.  I began to calculate how long we could go without water; how long it would take to walk the miles of desert isolation.  Fear gripped me.  

I looked over at my half-giddy and half–petrified mother in law, and wondered, if truth be told, which outcome she was truly hoping for.  Undoubtedly, she was in her own civil war between safety and adventure but I could have sworn she was mildly blushing.  This 64 year old woman, whose life was now limited in these golden years and whose hopes and dreams had either been fulfilled or distilled, was presently flushed in anticipation.  Was she relishing the thought that her demise might have a bit of a flare to it?  After all, going out with a bang had a certain romantic ring to it. On the other hand, her knit brow told me she was also seriously concerned.  For myself with a full life yet to live, I did not want it to end as the headliner for the evening news.  

Then mother had an idea.  Since the jeep was atop an incline, why not roll it forward in hopes of jump starting it from the momentum.  Hmmm?  Not a bad idea, said Roy.  Taking charge, Mom assigned our places.  Roy was to take the wheel while we, She and I, 64 and 22 respectively, pushed.  Pressed side by side, our upper torsos mustering all of our strength, we moved the piece of metal forward only to meet with great resistance.  The tires dug deep into the gravel spewing rocks in every direction and pelting our ankles.  Mother was not discouraged.  Let’s rock her.  I’ll get up front and you keep the rear, she commanded, more confident than I had ever seen her.  Soon the vehicle dislodged from its stand-still position and slowly crept forward.  My aging but invigorated in-law leapt to the back bumper, luminous and powerful-looking  like Zena the Princess Warrior, to continue pushing.  We’ll get this baby moving in no time, she muttered between determined huffs and puffs.  Once again, the gravel pushed against us taunting us with it own strength and tenacity.  We skidded on rocks and fell to our knees.  Hoisting herself up, Mom nearly shouted at me, Come on sweetie.  Let’s show her what we got!!!  She threw herself against the car in one last Herculean effort and the jeep lurched forward picking up speed faster than we could keep up, leaving us behind.  Give it a start now Roy Boy, commander-like mom shouted.  Roy Boy?  What had gotten into my mother?  On cue, Roy turned the key.  We held hands and our breath.  The engine sputtered, hesitated, sputtered…1 second, 2 second, 3 second (Mom squeezed my hand), 4 seconds, and finally began humming and purring like a kitten.  We clapped, jumped up and down, and then ran like bandits to hop into the moving vehicle that had circled around to pick us up.  


After gaining our composure, Mom turned to me with a grand smile and a twinkle in her eye.  She looked twenty years younger.  Later when we boarded the boat home, she had pep in her step while I felt spent; wrung out.  I prefer more controlled adventures.  She remained giddy all the way home.  In a hushed sigh, she later said, This was a good day.  Honestly darling, I didn’t think we were going to get out of there. But we did, didn’t we? She threw back her head in laughter.  Yes we did, Mom, thanks to you!
She nodded in agreement, unabashed in accepting full responsibility for the positive outcome.  Surely she would go home to tell all her lady friends and those who’d listen about her ‘near death’ experience and how she rescued the situation.  Prone to exaggeration, most dismissed her story as just another tall tale.  But not this one.  She indeed saved the day!   

A few days later Mom headed back to the states.  As the boat floated away from the pier, homesick tears streamed down my cheeks.  Smiling ear to ear, she blew me a kiss, held up five fingers for the five months remaining before our return, mouthed I’ll miss you, and before turning away, winked and called out above the hum of the ferry’s motor,  I love you and will see you soon. 
I love you too Mom……And yes, we will see you soon.

