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Absolute Silence

Paula Younger

My family lived thirty miles north of Denver, Colorado, on
eleven acres of land. I spent my mornings feeding co/ws
horses, chickens, cats, dogs, and for one year, a billy oaé
that T couldn’t keep contained in his pen. Ou/r milk cgme
fr‘om the dairy my sister’s accordion teacher owned, Dad
killed the meat we ate, and our mail and newspaper V\;aited
at the end of our quarter mile gravel driveway. But out there
in that quiet farmland lurked Weld County Road 2, the road
in fror}t of our house that people took as a sho;tcut and
to avoid the speed limit enforcing police offers on nearb
ngh\gay 7. Whenever I walked along Road 2, I bracec}i]
g}efisrew ;iet.rucks and semis whipped by, minimizing me in
I elected myself the patrol girl of the road when I was
seven. I had envisioned our farmland as the Wild Wild West
where only the strong survived; my mission was to help the
weak. After I returned home from my day at Nativi}tj of
Ogr Lord School, T changed out of m}; blue plaid unierm
skirt and began working. Speeding cars and trucks often
ran down defenseless animals and other times a car would
slow dgwn, pull over, and dump out a cardboard box, sure
that their no longer wanted house pet could survive i’n the
country. ladopted the animals that lived, feeding and lovin
them so they would purr at my touch. I buried the dead anitcf
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mals at the edge of our property, creating crosses from twigs
and reciting The Lord’s Prayer, sure that [ was shepherding
them to a better place.

Mom couldn’t convince me to stop burying the animals,
so, being the logical chemical engineer that she was, she
outfitted me. As ] walked alongside Road 2 on my missions,
I wore her plastic gloves and the bottom of her lab coat
dragged behind me; I refused the oversized goggles. She
never accompanied me. She didn’t like to be close to death.
After  watched Dad slit a pig’s throat for our annual party,
I ran away from the pen to the house, up the stairs, and into
the kitchen. Mom stroked my hair and said I should never
see such things. The same woman who sent me to the freez-
ers in the downstairs garage so she could avoid walking
among the victims of Dad’s hunting: the pheasants, geese,
and ducks that hung from the wooden beams waiting to be
skinned and butchered.

Before Mom left for work in the mornings she chanted,
“Pray for me, for 1 drive on 93,” and [ imagined that wind-
ing road leading to her job at Rocky Flats, a nuclear weap-
ons facility, where she wore oversized plastic suits and did
things she couldn’t tell me about. She was trying to ward
off the doom of crashing on Highway 93's twisting lanes.
As she drove, her Saint Christopher medallion swayed back
and forth on her rearview mirror. When she was lost, she
prayed to him for help and when she found her way, she
said a prayer of thanks. She could never reconcile her sci-
entific and Catholic sides, they had to independently co-
exist, and I was never sure which mother I would get. I still
wonder whether she said her prayer to Saint Christopher

the morning of July 25th, before she died on Weld County
Road 2, right outside our driveway.

My siblings and I used to call our mother the Hellcat Driver.
Her bad driving and long list of accidents amused us. When
my parents were newlyweds, Mom rolled her little Fiat into
a field while trying to shoo out a moth. She wasn't hurt, but
had to crawl through the open window. When I was six, an
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officer wrote her a ticket for parking in a handicapped space
outside the community college where my father taught, and
she said, with the most innocent look, “But officer, my son’s
retarded.” My sisters and I chanted, “Steve is retarded! Steve
is retarded!” and he stomped his foot on the ground crying,
“No I'mnot! No I'm not!”

When I was twelve and late for piano lessons, detour
signs blocked the bridge to town. Mom stopped the car. It
was a Saturday morning. No construction crews, no trucks,
just these signs that were in the way. “Move the signs,” she
said. I dug my fingers into the sides of the seat. She pushed
my shoulder and told me to get going. I gave her a dirty
look and told her most people took the detour. She sighed
as if I were the one being unreasonable, “There’s no time.
It'll take too long.” After I moved the signs, she gunned the
engine and began to drive across, but I had to keep pushing
the car out of potholes while trying not to look down at the
Platte River that snaked along fifteen feet below.

Mom didn’t learn how to drive until she was twenty-
five. She taught me when I was twelve, and as soon as I had
my permit, she handed me the keys every time we entered
the car together. She liked the independence and adventure
of driving, but hated the danger. During my senior year of
high school, I was in a car accident and the medics didn’t
check for injuries. The next day Mom came hcme from work
to find me at the bottom of our stairs, passed out, with our
rotary phone on my head and off the hook. She hung the
phone up and it immediately rang. Mom told my boyfriend,
“I'm sorry, Paula can't talk right now,” then explained how
she found me and that she was about to dial 911. I regained
consciousness in the hospital. Mom looked at my arms bat-
tered from the medics trying to find a vein and said, “Looks
like someone is following in my footsteps.” My stomach
seized. A few weeks before I had reversed my car on the
highway after I missed an exit. My friends screamed, but
I laughed, loving the burst of adrenaline that came from
breaking the rules, surprising people who thought they
knew sweet little me. Mom reached over my hospital bed,
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grabbed my hand and said, “It’s not time to leave me. Not
yet, baby girl, not yet.”

There’s a picture of my mom and I on the day she
earned her second masters: she’s clutching her diploma in
her right hand and my eight-year-old shoulder with her left
one. That's how I like to remember us: me next to my mom
looking up to her, and her smiling, proud of her accom-
plishments. Even though I used to worry about the day she
would die, I imagined it would happen when I was older. I
would be fifty, maybe sixty, and the cause would be an ill-
ness, something that would allow me to take care of her and
spend her last days together. If I had children, she would
have known them and they would have known her. I would
have been able to tell her everything I wanted to tell her and
ask her the questions I needed answered.

I was twenty-five and a newlywed who had recently
returned from her honeymoon when my father noticed the
police cars and ambulance parked outside our driveway.
He was irrigating our hay field on the corner a half-mile
from our home. He walked down 168th Avenue—Road 2
renamed with a false suburban moniker — then chatted with
the neighbors about speeding semis and how there were too
many accidents on this road. Then he saw the license plate.
He moved closer to the black Camry, but the police held
him back. He begged them to help her. They said there was
nothing they could do.

My mother died on a bright sunny summer morning. The
Rocky Mountains to the west were perfectly visible—no
pollution or bad weather to obscure the view, their majestic
peaks stretched high into the air adding shape to the flat
landscape. After my father called and told me the news, my
husband Jason drove us to my parents’ house, thirty min-
utes away from our downtown Denver condominium. We
were supposed to meet my parents for dinner that night to
look at our wedding photographs and talk about our hon-
eymoon in Brazil. ‘

When we turned onto Weld County Road 2, Jason slowed
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down. The police cars’” lights moved in blinding flashes, |
tried to count them, one, two, three, losing count until we
drove closer and I counted, one, two, three, four, five. Officers
littered the street, their black shoes blended in with the dark
asphalt. Their cars lined the road, one after another, creat-
ing their own lanes. Skid marks stretched across in swirlin
half circles. A man who wore jeans and a loose button-down
shirt walked along the road and I knew he was the driver.
The industrial truck was pulled over on the side —no dents
in its exterior, even the 80,000 pounds of gravel were still in
the trailer. I didn’t see my mom’s car. I didn’t know to look
behind the police cars, in the field, next to the ditch.

Two women from Victim's Assistance stood outside the
house with Dad. They said to Jason and me, “You're the
newlyweds, just returned from your honeymoon.” It felt
wrong they knew about us. They handed me pamphlets on
grieving and group counseling, but I set them down and
played with a kitten, letting it bite my fingers. One of the
women called a funeral home director and he arrived within
the hour. Jason and I picked out a program for Mom’s cer-
emony, reminding me of our recent wedding planning.

The cops had given my father my mother’s briefcase and
one of her black high heels from her car. While I answered
the funeral home director’s questions about my mother’s
life to help him write the obituary, I stroked the A in Arlene
on her briefcase’s Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Founda-
tion luggage tag. The funeral home director asked us if we
would prefer people to donate money to a charity instead of
sending flowers and Dad replied without hesitation, “Breast
cancer.” Mom rarely ran in races, but each year she partici-
pated in the Run for the Cure and in the last years of her life
she wore a “In Memory Of” sheet with her mother’s name,
Augusta Gerlach, written in her careful cursive.

After the funeral home director left, an unfamiliar black
town car drove down the driveway. I went to see who it was
and a priest swooped me up in an overbearing embrace,
My face pressed against his chest. I didn’t hug back, hoping
he would let go. I recognized him from the few Christmas
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masses I had attended with my parents at a modern, sev-
enties style church in the neighboring town of Brighton.
My parents began attending it after I moved out because,
as Mom admitted, “Not the prettiest church, but it's close.”
Odd, since her main problem with Protestantism was
unadorned churches. Mom used to say, “It’s easier to sur-
render the soul when surrounded in beauty.”

Jason, Dad, and I held hands with Father as he led us in
a prayer for our dear Arlene. Instead of closing my eyes, I
stared at the Christmas stocking next to the fireplace. Mom
had begun to knit it for her new, first grandchild. It resem-
bled the three-foot-long ones she had made for my siblings
and me and stuffed each year; it had the words HUGH and
the top of Santa’s head. Before leaving, Father took Dad
aside and said, “Instead of flowers, have people donate to
the church renovation fund.” Dad nodded then called the
funeral home director, leaving that exact message. I looked
towards the ceiling and yelled, “See?! This is my problem
with the church!” As I often told Mom, I find comfort in
churches, prayers, and rituals, but not in priests and homi-
lies.

After Father left, I cleaned. I scrubbed the bathrooms and
mopped the floors until I reeked of bleach and pine cleaner.
I took things —my mother’s lipstick, her perfume, her read-
ing glasses, her notes, a pair of flip-flops from Hawaii, the
last book she had been reading: Molly Brown, Unraveling the
Myth, bookmarked a third of the way through, waiting on
the toilet tank. When I found a note next to the phone—
Dinner with Paula and Jason, 7pm!—1 took the whole post-
it pad. I found a Christmas newsletter from the year I was
born— The big news of the year is Paula Jean who looks like a
budding fullback and is usually mistaken for a boy...She is always
ready with a grin that lights up her entire face. I discovered a
note Mom had written to her younger brother Frank who
died of AIDS in 1989, that she never sent—I'm afraid I can’t
g0 there and tell you it is all right for you to leave me. On the
end table was a speech, “Seize that Opportunity,” Mom had
recently given at Toastmaster’s about our trip to London;
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we had both ditched work after I had found a cheap Ia
minute airfare. She rented a car in Bath, which I drove :lg
course, and we left for Stonehenge at three in the mornlin
so that we could watch the sun rise over its ancient stones
bult b}e)cause itlwas England and October and rainy, the sk};
only became less gray. S
befzre ccame le gray. She gave that speech three months
The coroner had explained she would examine m
mother’s body and decide if we should go to the morgug
I said I had to see my mother, knowing her accident anci
death would not feel real until I saw her body. The coro-

ner had nodded her head, looked at the ground, and said
“We'll see.” /

My brother Steve ignored the coroner’s recommendation
tand went to the morgue. He said as a doctor he could handle
it. I wanted to go, but Jason convinced me not to. While I
stayed at home with Jason and my sisters, Dad waited in
the'morgue’s lobby. If Steve thought our dad could handle
seeing her, he would get him. Dad remained in the lobby.
When Steve returned to the house, I didn’t ask what slﬂé
looked like. -

. I finally saw Mom in the funeral home chapel, lying
in a mahogany coffin with a fluffy white towel wrapped
around her head. She wore the periwinkle suit she had
worn to my wedding a few weeks before. I stared at that
blank white towel, imagining what lay beneath, and held
her c01.d lumpy hand. Her freckles were still scattered across
her skin and her long fingers and fingernails were perfectly
in p_lace. When we attended church together, we held hands
during the Our Father and she always gave me a final
squeeze when everyone said Amen, but that day her hands
just hung there. I climbed up the three wooden steps the
funeral home director had placed before the casket, reached

my arms around her, and pulled her toward me for one

la.st hug, but her stuffed, heavy immobile body kept slip-

ping. I couldn’t get a grip on her silk suit. The sides of the

casket banged into my arms. The towel rubbed against my
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cheek and, afraid it would come off and expose the head the
coroner and funeral home director said they had to protect
us from seeing, I gave up. No matter how hard I tried, my
mother was not there.

I had chosen the outfit my mother wore to my wedding
as the one for her to be buried in. On the day of my wed-
ding, the Botanic Gardens coordinator had made the aisle
wide enough for only two people. My parents and I had
bounced between the chairs like a pinball game. The sun
glared in our eyes. We tried to look straight ahead, but in so
many of the pictures my mom and I leaned our heads down
and turned to one another, smiling.

In the pocket of her suit were three copies of the reading
from Plato’s Symposium; one in a twenty point font so she
wouldn’t have to wear her reading glasses while she stood
in front of our wedding guests. She had called me at work
and asked why I wasn’t using a Bible reading. We argued
about why I was having a pantheistic wedding instead of a
church one and I listed my problems with Catholicism for
the umpteenth time then declared it was her fault. If she
didn’t want her children to question Church doctrine, she
shouldn’t have fixated on our education. She even had me
memorize my blood type, A positive, by saying, “ A plus, like
your grades.” Each of my siblings had a graduate degree
and I would be moving to Virginia in a few months to begin
mine. Mom sighed then said, “I'm going to pray the rosary
for your soul now.” I replied, “Love you too,” then hung up.
She didn’t mention the reading again until after she finished
reciting it at my wedding. She squeezed my hand before
returning to her seat and acknowledged, “It was a lovely

choice.”

At the end of our reception, Jason and I gave Mom the
keys to our condo; my parents planned to take our gifts
there and watch our cat while we were on our honeymoon.
Mom asked me to reconsider meeting her in the morning for
breakfast, but I wanted to be alone with Jason. She brought
up our impending move to Virginia. I hugged her good-
bye, the slick periwinkle suit crinkled beneath my hands.

Spring 2007



144 Paura Youncer

She clutched me a little longer than usual. She kissed my
forehead then whispered against my cheek, “What will I do
without you, my baby girl?” That was the last time I saw
her alive.

My family and I placed a white cross with plastic pink roses
at the spot she died, across the street from my childhood pet
cemetery. I placed pictures at her cross from my wedding,
brought flowers, kneeled, and prayed, but it felt empty and
cheap. Every time I entered or left the driveway to our house,
my chest tightened. I stared at the black skid marks on the
road then looked over to the ditch at our neighbor’s metal
fence, permanently bowed when my mother’s car toppled
it. I kept envisioning my mom at the moment the truck hit
her —when she realized what was happening, how she was
all alone and no one could help her, but the image stopped
whenever I came to her face. [ couldn’t see her there.

The death certificate states my mother failed to stop
coming out of the driveway and was struck by the gravel
truck. She was partially ejected. She wasn’'t wearing her
seatbelt, unusual for her. I imagine she was putting it on
as she pulled out of the driveway. The car rolled .5 times,
meaning it landed upside down. She died of massive cra-
nium trauma. The time between her accident and death was
only seconds. My family and I assumed the car had been
totaled, but decided we had to see it to understand how the
accident happened.

A few days after the funeral, we navigated the impound
lot’s acres of smashed cars until we arrived at the aisle on
the map that the clerk had circled in red pen, to car number
458722, The trunk and rear end were twisted metal. The
truck’s license plate imprinted on the rear bumper, each
number and letter clear, even the word COLORADQO and
the shape of the Rocky Mountains were visible. Inside was
one of my mom’s earrings and her other black high heel.
Expired coupons, snow scrapers, warped cassette tapes,
and fractured glass pieces littered the floor. The broken
driver’s seat lay flat, the top barely touching the backseat.
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My brother and I decided that partially ejected meant her
upper body had popped out of the driver’s side window
and her head hit the road as the car flipped. I asked him
what she looked like at the morgue. He said her brains were
gone and she was missing an eye. I had taken comfort in
the fact my mother had died in seconds, but then decided
seconds must seem like years when you're dying.

A week after her death I forced myself to get behind the
steering wheel. When I turned the key in the car’s ignition,
my heart rate accelerated. I breathed deeply, but a headache
began in my temples and along the back of my neck. As [
pulled onto the road, my hands began to shake and I felt
lightheaded. I turned the radio off so I could concentrate
on my heartbeat. I talked to myself, reasoning this was silly,
but my chest pains increased. Doing simple errands turned
into hour-long affairs where I had to pull over and regroup.
Once I called Jason from the Container Store to hear a famil-
iar voice, panicked by the countless mothers and daughters
back-to-school shopping. When I returned home, I was pale
and clammy, but the pain in my chest began to ease. I had
forgotten to buy a couple items and cried, because I didn’t
want to go out the door again. Jason reminded me that
dying in car accidents wasn’t a genetic trait, but I couldn’t
calm down. Suddeniy I was afraid all the time.

My mother feared she wouldn't live a long life. She
nagged me to do breast self-exams and regularly gave me
brochures demonstrating how; a couple times she attempted
her own but I smacked her hand away. Her mother died of
breast cancer when my mom was six and it wasn’t until I
was older that I saw a picture of my grandma and learned
her name. In my family, when a relative died they were
not discussed for fear of aggravating the loss. My siblings
and I talk about our mother, and as my nieces and nephew
grow older they will have a sense of who she was. When ]
talk about my mom I feel her near and, more importantly,
feel hope for the future. My greatest fear is our family and
friends will forget about her, that she will fade from every-
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one’s memories. It terrifies me that someone important and
central to my life could be forgotten.

A sudden death is a different type of loss than a linger-
ing one. I kept expecting my mom to walk through the front
door. I had dreams she didn't die, that it had been a terrible
mistake, and every time the phone rang, [ waited for her
voice on the other line. At her funeral reception, I thought I
saw her. But the woman who turned around when I eagerly
touched her shoulder was Cathy, my mom'’s friend who had
a similar haircut. If my mom had left the house a few sec-
onds later that morning, if T had called her with information
about our upcoming dinner plans, if my dad had stopped
her, if she had forgotten her purse and went back inside for
it, or if a car had come plowing down Weld County Road
2 instead of a truck hauling 80,000 pounds of gravel, my
mother would be alive.

I dreamed I died about once a week, but they were
always different: car accidents, fires, lumps in my body that
grew and grew until I fell apart, and my favorite, where I
had an M-16 and threw my body in front of some hostages.
But then I had a different dream—my mom was ahead of
me walking into the ocean and I followed her, even when
the water passed over my head and the salt from the ocean
stung my eyes. I closed my eyes and felt myself float away.

I miss my mom. I missed being able to look out into the
audience at my master’s graduation and see her bright
wide smile, her hand waving wildly, and afterwards, how
she would take too many pictures, off-centered and occa-
sionally missing a head. I miss her overly spiked eggnog at
Christmas and how we would decorate the house together
and sing carols, her voice never finding the right notes. I
miss opening my parents’ refrigerator and having to avoid
her chemistry experiments camouflaged in regular dishes
and placed a little too close to the food, and how whenever
I told her this was dangerous she shrugged and said, “Just
be careful.” I miss her pride in me, her belief in my abilities,

and her happiness exceeding mine in each of my accom-
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plishments.

Well-meaning friends and relatives kept telling me that
“time heals all wounds” and “God has a plan.” But some
wounds don’t completely heal; they leave a lasting scar.
Our losses are imprinted on us and change who we are. If
we're lucky, we become stronger. I believe there is no master
plan and letting go to move on seems simplistic. My mother
was one of the most important people in my life and still is.
She obviously isn’t an active part, but she’s a presence and
affects the choices I make and the things I do. The greatest
loss would be not having my mother as a part of my life.
Even though the people we love die, it doesn’t mean our
relationships with them end; they just become more one-
sided.

When I was younger, I believed angels and spirits
watched over us and that death wasn't really a separa-
tion, but instead took relationships to a new, more intimate
level. But since my mother’s death I have been struck by
the absolute silence. There are no signs, no messages, no
close brushes with the other side, just an absence. I no
longer believe in a heaven where you reunite with your
loved ones and live with them like you did on earth. I do
believe their spirits still exist and you can pray to that, but
you can’t expect them to come visiting late at night. Maybe
a way to reunite with your loved ones is through children,
to continue your family and watch the bits and pieces, the
vibrant flashes and sparks of the ones who had gone before,
to wait and see the familiar smile, the way of talking, the
posture, the nervous habits, the way they lower their eyes,
or place their hands on their hips when they're waiting. I
watch for these moments and see my mother in my sisters,
my brother, my nieces and nephew, my aunts, and when I
look in the mirror. She is with me, not even death can take

that away.

When I was unable to sleep growing up, I walked into
the kitchen and Mom would be there with the little black
and white TV turned on, either blaring or playing with no
sound, but she hardly ever watched it. All the lights were

Spring 2007



148 Pavra Youncer

shut off except the kitchen's overhead one, the attached
fan softly whirring. Mom put dishes away or talked on
the phone, sometimes she read, but stopped whenever she
saw me. She made me tea. We talked. When I was finally
ready to fall asleep, she noticed my half-open eyes, kissed
my cheek, wrapped me in her arms, and wished me sweet
dreams. Before leaving the kitchen, I would turn and ask
if she was going to bed soon. She shook her head, her face
shrouded by the TV’s blue, flickering light, then nodded
toward the kitchen as if there was something she needed to
do and said, “Not yet, baby girl, not yet.” I knew she would
wait until I was sound asleep before she shut off the TV and
turned out the light.
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