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Mrs. Miller

I first met Mrs. Miller when I was ten years old. I knew her for twenty one years, until she died.  

She was the person who showed me more of the world than what was in my home and my school.  I acquired a sense of adventure by being her companion on long car rides through the Indiana countryside. She would take me to open air flea markets and antique shops in small Amish towns.  We visited fabric stores with Marimekko cloth. Mrs. Miller was Russian and she would tell me stories about her family’s Russian traditions. We made Easter eggs with multiple layers of wax and dyes.  

Even during my teen years, I enjoyed hanging around this elderly woman, her hands curled and gnarled like tree roots from arthritis.  Her gray shock of hair was cut short and framed her face naturally, as if she was born with her hair looking that way. She called me Carol Ann and loved picking me up for an afternoon visit to her house. She drove a gold colored Bonneville sedan, the kind with the bench seats that gave a small teenager too much room to slide around in. We would bake cookies in her small kitchen, have lunches that made me believe I was having tea with fine ladies, and talk about what was happening in the world. Every once in a while, she would notice a squirrel in her large wooded backyard and comment on the ruckus that it caused with the birds. 

Her house was built backwards, with the front of the house facing the backyard, as to get the nicest view of the backyard from a large living room picture window.  Her small kitchen window, by comparison, had a view of the street in front of her house. 

Mrs. Miller knew the finer things in life, but had a frugalness that said the finer things were just that—to be savored and not everyday occurrences. Growing up, she was the only person I knew with a pink couch, a beautiful pale shade of pink with cream stripes.  She sewed her own clothes and wore blouses with Peter Pan collars and tweed skirts that fit perfectly. It was a treat to sit on the couch and eat cookies and talk about the world. 

If Mrs. Miller was the irrepressible host, Mr. Miller was the straight man. Tall, handsome, and wholesome looking, he was a man of few words. Even if he had more words, Mrs. Miller never gave the man enough space to enter a conversation easily.  My brother-in-law, a New Yorker, suspected that Mr. Miller was a CIA agent, because he said so little about himself and he dressed in the style of modest Easterners with khaki pants and leather loafers. They had two children who were adults and on their own by the time I met Mrs. Miller. 

I remember the twinkle in Mrs. Miller’s eye when she told a story about one of her adult children’s pranks as a youngster. She was a natural story teller and delighted in recounting the details of her past that made life interesting.  

After I went away to college at Northwestern, Mrs. Miller was my best pen pal. She wrote me faithfully, telling me about the weather in Fort Wayne, the cookies she baked last week, the visit with her grandchildren.  I always recognized her letters, even before I pulled them out of the cubby in the mailroom of the dorm. She wrote on fine Crane paper, pale blue, with blue ink. Her handwriting was worse than mine, and there were times when I had to guess at words for the sentence to make sense. When I graduated from Northwestern, she was there for the ceremony.  Mr. Miller and my stepfather nearly missed the ceremony because of car problems, but Mrs. Miller was there the whole time, sitting next to my mother. Afterwards, she saw the sorority house where I lived. 

Over the years, I would visit Mrs. Miller, even though my parents no longer lived in Fort Wayne.  The last time I saw her, I was driving cross country from Chicago to New Jersey with my husband. We were moving to New Jersey to take a job after graduate school. I would be working for the equivalent of Bell Labs.  We stopped in Fort Wayne and saw Mrs. Miller with her school age and toddler grandchildren. She had a keen sense of the quirkiness of life and delighted in seeing human behavior that was natural and unexpected. Her youngest grandchild accommodated brilliantly, with an obsession for moving from room to room, babbling to herself.  For a three year old, this made perfect sense. 

I miss Mrs. Miller. When I was with her, I felt special. She was the master and I was her apprentice, wondering what she would teach me next, in awe of her worldliness. Mrs. Miller saw something refreshing in a young Chinese girl, living in a white community and wanting to see more of the world. 

When she died, I was living in Colorado. She died in December, just before Christmas.  I didn’t go to the funeral, but my brother, who lived in Fort Wayne, told me about it.  Even to the end, she told stories about the people in her life. During her last days, she told her daughter to make sure the Mavis brothers down the street cleaned out the garage before she died. The Mavis brothers had long ago grown up and been on their own. 

It’s been years since I thought about Mrs. Miller. But when I am reading a good book, when I have a cup of chai on a rainy day, when I want to feel once again the magic of an older woman handing down her wisdom to the young girl, I think of my afternoons with Mrs. Miller. 
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