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Starting Over


“Lift up your eyes upon

The day breaking for you.

Give birth again

To the dream.”

MAYA ANGELOU
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And so in the middle of January 2011, I take up my position at the trusty computer to start work on another tome, to give birth again to the dream! A sequel to Lines I Love, which was published in 2007 and sold really well, was shortlisted for an Irish Book of the Year award in 2008, and which I remember writing with great affection. Admittedly, there were occasions during the process that were tiring and occasions when I would have preferred to wash the floors or clean the toilets rather than sit down at the computer and write another chapter but, overall, it was a pleasurable and satisfying experience and I am proud of the work I put into it and delighted by the response it has received (and still continues to receive) from the people who read it.

A number of people went to the trouble of writing to me after they’d read the book to say it had given them a bit of inspiration, a bit of encouragement, a bit of consolation or comfort. For some readers, it provided an accessible route to nostalgia and memories of their childhoods and growing up in a very different Ireland. I was thrilled to receive through the post quotations that had struck a chord with readers, quotations that they wanted me to have. One particular envelope included individual strips of paper with various quotations, carefully typed and accredited to their various authors. This took a lot of time and I am grateful for and humbled by the trouble the sender took in order for me to have those lovely lines. One of those quotations seems appropriate this minute. It’s a piece of advice from none other than David Lloyd George:
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“Don’t be afraid to take big steps.

You can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps.”

DAVID LLOYD GEORGE
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Why do you think this particular sentence is hitting the spot for me right now rather than the beautiful uplifting and positive words of Maya Angelou at the beginning of the chapter? Because I’m scared! I need to be encouraged, motivated, pushed. I know I’ve got two books under my belt at this stage. As well as Lines I Love, I wrote a memoir called Paper Tigers in 2004. So I have a track record and I keep telling myself that but, still, the thought of embarking on another book is daunting. What if I have nothing to say? What if I can’t meet the publisher’s deadline? What if there aren’t enough suitable quotations in my files to illustrate and enhance the text? What if I embark on this project and get cold feet halfway through? There is no shortage of ‘what ifs’. As Joan of Arc said in George Bernard Shaw’s play Saint Joan:
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“If ifs and ands were pots and pans,

there’d be no need of tinkers.”

ST JOAN OF ARC
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On the two previous occasions when I decided to step up to the plate and bare my soul and, more particularly, my heart, because I have always written what I truly felt and experienced, the ‘what ifs’ have not reared their ugly disconcerting heads. I was not bothered about what people might think of me. I didn’t care if there were people out there whose response to my book arriving on the shelves was to mutter to themselves, ‘And who does she think she is?’ – I genuinely felt this way from the very beginning, not knowing that they were going to be well received. I was writing for myself and for the people who would pick it up, read it and be glad they had. If those people who would fall into the category of begrudgers did try to pop their heads above the parapet, I was able to push them back down again, reciting to myself one of my favourite quotations:
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“People too weak to follow their own

dreams will always find a way

to discourage yours.”

AMOS BRONSON ALCOTT
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These wise words of Amos Bronson Alcott, an American teacher and philosopher who lived from 1799 to 1888, make him a man after my own heart in many ways. For instance, he felt that communication with his students would be enhanced using a conversational style, something that was unheard of at the time. I’m with him on that one. In fact, it’s the only way I can write anything, so thank you Amos. He also advocated a vegan diet before the term existed, believing that abstinence and temperance led to physical well being that, in turn, improved mental performance. Although I can see where he might be coming from, I have to part company with him there. For me, all food is one of the great pleasures of life. In fact (note to self), I believe the celebration of food and wine and gathering together deserves a chapter in this book! Amos was also a staunch advocate and campaigner for women’s rights and status, and he must have put his money where his mouth was because he had four daughters, one of whom went on to write one of the all-time classics of American literature, Little Women. Amos, not surprisingly given his liberal and pupil-centred thinking, wasn’t the best at earning enough money to support his family and it was Louisa May who provided for them all following the success of her novels. I’m sure she did so willingly. Her father seems to have been a positive, loving force in her life and in the lives of many others, including mine, when I remember his lines about following your dreams.

Why, therefore, am I having doubts about embarking on this book? Why do I think it won’t be as popular or as pleasing as the previous two? What’s changed in three years? The truth is a lot has changed and, therefore, there is a good reason to take the bull by the horns and record some more moments that are meaningful and make up the rich tapestry of life, and to share some more of the quotations that gave me a lift when I discovered them. I can relate to the sentiments expressed and get consolation sometimes in the knowledge that other people encounter similar obstacles to myself.

A second truth is that in the past three years I have changed. I have lived through the transition from full-on mothering – I was a woman who was multitasking, juggling work, home, school runs, lunches, matches – to a woman whose children have become young adults, who have their own lives and who are happy and fulfilled doing their own thing. They don’t want, or need, their dinner on the table at seven every evening. In a lot of ways, I’m redundant. I know that’s the game plan from the time children are born, that they grow up, nurtured and loved and educated in the ways of the world and the people with whom they share it. They’ve put in years of listening to advice and hopefully some of it has been absorbed and played a part in the people they have become. Advice like that given by Jayne Jaudon Ferrer in her poem ‘Essential Minutiae’:
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“Promptly send your thank-you notes.

Promptly pay your bills.

Promptly flush and wash your hands.

Promptly wipe up spills.”

JAYNE JAUDON FERRER
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They listen, they hear, they grow up, and they develop their own personalities and have their own lives. I wouldn’t want it any other way but, my goodness, it takes some getting used to. We will talk about this phenomenon at length between the covers of this book.

Another change that has occurred in the past few years is, of course, the intermittent lapse in self-confidence which I was feeling deeply as I began to write this chapter but which I’m pleased to say is diminishing as I get further into the writing. I’m actually enjoying it now in a way that I didn’t think was possible when I opened up the laptop. That’s another thing that’s changed, by the way. Paper Tigers and Lines I Love were both written on the big and bulky, but much loved and trusted, desktop computer. I invested in this laptop before Christmas because the old computer is upstairs in a darker room and, given my feelings of dark and foreboding as I prepared this project, I decided I needed to be in a light and airy room so I set up shop in the dining room looking out through the conservatory to the garden and, even in the depths of winter, my spirits will always be lifted by ‘the wonder of a garden’, as the late and great Irish poet and philosopher John O’Donohue refers to it in his poem ‘In Praise of Earth’.
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“The wonder of a garden

Trusting the first warmth of spring

Until its black infinity of cells

Becomes charged with dream.”

JOHN O’DONOHUE
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This is a positive, optimistic view of the garden, full of hope, looking forward to the moment when the garden brightens ‘beneath a vision of colour’. I share that view of the garden and I am hoping that, by sitting here with a clear view of the outdoors, a positive and optimistic viewpoint will pervade my thinking and keep the lapses in confidence and the negative ‘what ifs’ at bay.

‘In Praise of Earth’ is published in John O’Donohue’s book of blessings Benedictus which I was delighted to get as a Christmas present three years ago. That was December 2007. He died suddenly, at the age of fifty-one, in January 2008. Another startling reminder that it’s important to live every moment to the full; to  embrace, as he did, all the opportunities and challenges that life throws our way. Another reason to take this opportunity to gather together the lines that are meaningful to me and to share them, so that they may lighten the load, or shorten the road, for some reader.
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The most significant change that’s happened to me in the past few years is the endurance and survival of the menopause. Now this is a subject that deserves, and will be given, a chapter all to itself, the dear thing! I mention it here because it is no doubt responsible for the lapses in self-confidence and the negative and dark thoughts that worm their way into my consciousness from time to time. I am, by disposition, a person with a bright and positive outlook on life. I am gregarious by nature, but when the M monster decides to attack, all positive thinking fades and dissipates and is replaced by a cocktail of anxiety, panic and a lorry-load of ‘what ifs’. During those moments, I have found it really helpful to have appropriate lines to hand. They might not lift my mood at the time, but they do remind me ‘that this too will pass’! It’s important to remember the words of the American novelist Madeleine L’Engle when you’re feeling a bit vulnerable about the passing years:

[image: image]

“The great thing about getting older is that

you don’t lose all the other ages you’ve been.”

MADELEINE L’ENGLE
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L’Engle died in 2007, at the age of eighty-eight, having lived a varied and fulfilling life, which included doing badly at school, being told she was stupid, acting in New York, marrying an actor, having three children, renovating and running a grocery store with her husband, writing award-winning fiction (particularly for young adults), giving talks on her Christian beliefs and being honoured with many accolades. Quite a tally that for a woman who couldn’t concentrate in school and proof that life is about the accumulation of the good and the bad things that happen to us, that blend together to make us what we are. I remind myself of this when the anxiety and panic lead me to lose faith in myself.

I know I’m not alone in this. I have heard similar stories from other women who are also at ‘the middle day of human life’, which is a lovely way of describing middle age, a stage in life that follows naturally from the heady days of childhood, adolescence, young adulthood and maturity. It is as inevitable and natural a fact of life, for both men and women, as is the fact that night follows day. There is no escape. The tone of that sentence though is gentle and accepting. It’s from the pen of Jean Ingelow, a nineteenth-century English poet and novelist who was known for her gentle character and her sweetness of sentiment. When I think of middle age as ‘the middle day of human life’, I’m conscious of its value, its status in relation to other stages in life, the humanity, the wisdom, the acceptance that comes with living and with different experiences. All in all, middle age has a lot going for it. Women though, for the most part, have to be reminded of this because, of all the life stages, it is the one that brings with it profound feelings of loss of worth, loss of attraction and loss of control over our destiny. Those feelings of fragility are partly due to the physical and hormonal changes happening in our bodies. Thank you menopause! They are also partly due to the perception that youth and physical beauty are the yardsticks by which we should judge humanity. What an inadequate and shallow view of the world that is. We must rail against it at every opportunity and persist in the assertion that:
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“First you are young; then you are middle-aged;

then you are old; then you are wonderful.”

LADY DIANA COOPER
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Those words were spoken by the English socialite and actress, Lady Diana Cooper, who was in her nineties when she died in 1986 and who, when she was young, was widely regarded as the most beautiful woman in England. Wise woman, Lady Diana!

With this affirmation ringing in my ears, and with the knowledge that there will be moments of self-doubt and fear, I will embark on this project and gather my thoughts and lines to share them and explain why they are central to my sense of well being, my treasured memories. I hope that they will have the same uplifting and comforting effect for those who read them. I will disregard the begrudgers, and I will take the advice of the late Nuala O’Faolain in Best Love, Rosie, the last book she wrote before she died.
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“Risk yourself still.

But remember, recovery time is shorter now

than it ever was. Respect the way things are.

Ground yourself not on what might have been,

but on what is.”

NUALA O’FAOLAIN



Empty Nest


“Little children, headache;

big children, heartache.”

ITALIAN PROVERB
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This Italian proverb sums up how I was feeling during the summer of 2010. My eldest child, Eva, decided to move out of home and into an apartment with a friend. This was a very strange experience for me and I found it hard to come to terms with the change. And yes, I did feel a lot of heartache and I missed her terribly. In the months preceding the move, I shared this catastrophic event with friends and colleagues during the course of many conversations and they were all very sympathetic and made soothing and comforting pronouncements about it being tough, but that it would become bearable and sure wasn’t that the way of the world, and so on and so forth. Invariably, the question would be asked as to Eva’s age at this pivotal stage in her and her mother’s existence and when I proffered the information that she was twenty-six, they would all guffaw with peals of laughter, recounting their own experiences of coming up to Dublin from the country at the tender age of seventeen or eighteen, having to fend for themselves in cold and miserable bedsits in Rathmines or Drumcondra, and the way it toughened them up and made them wise in the ways of the world.

I believe all those stories. I know that when I left school and started in UCD, I was envious of the country students who had to live away from home and I would gladly have swapped my warm and comfortable home in Clondalkin for a damp bedsit in Rathmines or Ranelagh. Can you imagine the freedom and the parties! In those days of the seventies, though, it would have been frowned upon for somebody to leave home when it wasn’t necessary. What would it say about your relationship with your parents? It would have been lovely to have the independence and freedom, but it just wasn’t going to happen. I have to admit that this was one of the fears that ran through my mind as Eva was planning to move out. What would it say about our relationship? I didn’t want people to think we didn’t get on. I was afraid they’d think that there was a mother – daughter clash. Fear was very much part of the experience for me at the time. And one of the things I have come to know about fear – and had confirmed by Marilyn French, the American feminist, writer and novelist – is that:
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“Fear is a question.

What are you afraid of and why?

Our fears are a treasure house of

self-knowledge if we explore them.”

MARILYN FRENCH
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A part of me was afraid of what people might think. I didn’t want anyone to think Eva was moving out because we were rowing, or that I was controlling, or that she’d have more freedom in an apartment. For me, there are two elements of self-knowledge in the exploration of that fear. Firstly, it was pride that was making me worry about what people would or would not think. Why should I care what they think? The truth is I shouldn’t care, but when we’re feeling vulnerable, our self-esteem takes a knock and we do care. I know that’s pride and I know that pride is a destructive and a dangerous sentiment. As Carl Jung says:
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“Through pride we are ever deceiving ourselves.

But deep down below the surface of the average

conscience, a still, small voice says to us,

something is out of tune.”

CARL JUNG
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Something was certainly out of tune for me to have those concerns, but I have to add that it’s only when we’re feeling strong, confident and forthright that we listen to that ‘still small voice’ and we say, ‘To hell with what people think!’

The second nugget of self-knowledge that I gleaned from the exploration of this fear is that things are very different nowadays from the time when it would have been frowned upon for somebody living in Dublin to move out into a ‘bedsit’, as they were called in those days. My children have more freedom to come and go as they please than was the norm in my day. I don’t ask questions of them in the same way as parents quizzed their offspring in former times. I remember reading somewhere that you know your child is growing up and away from you when the incessant questions about where he came from are replaced with stony silence about where he’s going!

Something that is universal though, and I have only fully appreciated since my daughter left home, is the heartache and loneliness that a child’s move can trigger in a mother’s heart. I remember vividly the day I finally left home and the lonely look on my mother’s face. It was April 1982. I had just returned from honeymoon in Portugal and called to my mother’s house to pick up some things to bring to the house that I would share with my new husband. It was a happy and exciting time for us, but it was tinged with sadness because I knew there was something wrong with my mother. She wasn’t jumping for joy and sharing in the excitement of setting up this first home. In fact, as we were leaving and shouting our goodbyes to the assembled family, she didn’t turn around from the kitchen sink. I couldn’t understand why, and I have to admit I was a bit cross with her and felt she had been rude not to. It’s true she had been widowed five years earlier at age fifty-eight and that I was the oldest of her four children. What’s also true, but I didn’t appreciate it at the time, is that her heart was probably breaking with a sense of loss and loneliness that another of her children was leaving home for good (my younger brother John had married two years before me).

For twenty-eight years, my mother had been mistress of a bustling, busy, often noisy house. Her family and her community in Clondalkin were of paramount importance to her. She was of the generation that had to leave her civil service job in the College of Science when she got married and she concentrated all her energy on home-making and raising her family. She would have agreed wholeheartedly with Stephen R. Covey, author of the bestselling and highly inspirational work, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, when he wrote the following about parenting:
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“I think the most significant work

we ever do, in our whole world,

is done within the four walls of our own home.”

STEPHEN R. COVEY
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My mother certainly did significant work within the four walls of our house in Clondalkin. She reared four children. I’m the oldest; my brother John is two years younger than me. Then there’s my sister Deirdre and my younger brother Tony. We were all loved deeply and none of us was spoiled. My mother was great fun, but very strict and had a deep sense of duty and responsibility. I think I speak for the four of us when I say we were far more wary of crossing her than our father. I suppose by modern standards they had a good cop, bad cop vibe going on and we knew well that we could get away with things when Dad was in charge that you wouldn’t dream of chancing if Mam was around.

I remember many occasions when we kids thought we were hard done by. Others on the road were allowed stay out later to play. We didn’t like having to do chores like washing blackcurrants after a visit to the country or polishing silver before being allowed out at all during the summer holidays. I hated having to eat porridge for breakfast in the winter – I can’t abide it to this day. I’m the same with prunes, which were visited on us once a week. We took piano lessons, were sent to elocution lessons, to Irish dancing and swimming classes, even though there was precious little money to spare.

We didn’t always appreciate those extracurricular activities, and I certainly didn’t appreciate having to spring clean the house and wash the windows during Holy Week in preparation for Easter, not to mention that we had a track worn to the church that same week to take part in all the ceremonies. My mother had a deep faith and ours was a traditional Irish Catholic family. We knelt down in the kitchen every evening after tea to say the Rosary, despite our best efforts to hide the rosary beads or make an excuse of some pressing homework that had to be done. If it had to be done, it would be done after ‘the prayers’, as my mother always referred to the Rosary. As I said, we four thought we had it tough but, looking back, I can appreciate that we were very lucky to have had such a grounded, simple, happy, no-nonsense upbringing. I reckon that’s a view shared by many people my age when they look back and compare their lives then with modern living. I know it’s the view of Seamus Hogan, a man who, after he read Lines I Love, sent me a letter and a poem that he had written himself, remembering his own childhood and his family’s tradition of saying the Rosary. The poem is entitled ‘Decade’ and in it he refers to ‘the prayers’ and has memories of:
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“Between the mysteries, the pinching,

the faces and the smirks.”

SEAMUS HOGAN
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I remember those moments very well myself. Trying not to laugh out loud while all around you are hell bent on getting you into trouble. The ending of Seamus’ poem is quite poignant and indicative of that realisation that they were, indeed, happy days:
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“Many’s the time since then

I’ve prayed, without smiling,

For a heaven just like those nights

When the Rosary was said.”

SEAMUS HOGAN
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Those busy days of mothering and minding and rearing and scolding and laughing were undoubtedly very fulfilling for my mother, and their demise, as first my father died suddenly at the age of fifty-nine and then my brother and I left home to be married, must have made her very sad and very lonely. It’s only now as I experience the beginnings of my children’s leave taking that I properly understand that loneliness and emptiness and lack of purpose, and why my mother didn’t turn around from the sink on that day in 1982.

Like my mother, I also have four children, two boys and two girls with similar age gaps as between myself and my brothers and sister. I’m divorced, therefore experiencing the leave taking alone, as did my mother. When the children were small, my life revolved around their routines, their schools, matches, piano, art, speech and drama. Doesn’t that sound familiar! When you throw into the mix the fact that I have always worked outside the home, firstly as a teacher and then in RTÉ, I reckon I was just as busy as Mam was when I was a child. And I loved every minute of it. I was very lucky in that my mother was my childminder and she adored all her grandchildren and they did her. She was a typical granny, checking the homework, allowing the children to feed the birds, drawing houses, cats and boats, reading, telling stories and making sugar sandwiches for tea. As the saying goes:
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“No cowgirl was ever faster on

the draw than a grandma pulling

baby pictures out of her handbag.”
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My mother was very proud of all of her ten grandchildren and very happy to spend time with them. She was a wonderful support to me when my children were small and was always willing to help out when she could. They were busy days. Chances are there’s more than one small, adorable child in the family at any given time – I had four children under the age of seven at one point – and there are so many boxes to be ticked every single day for mothers, those who work inside and outside the home. I’ve often thought that it’s such a pity that when our children are small and adorable, we mothers are at our lowest ebb.

I spent hours every weekend making up baby dinners and liquidising them for the week ahead – fabulous, lip-smacking combinations like liver and potato, carrot and potato, lamb chop and broccoli, and chicken and celery (which needed extra sieving to remove the strings). The thinking behind those gourmet sessions was, of course, to get good, nourishing food into my babies and to educate their taste buds to enjoy wholesome food. Oh the naiveté of that! They’ve turned out to be good eaters and enjoy good food, but I don’t delude myself – if they were to choose between liver and pizza or goujons on a menu, their months of eating those puréed delights would not influence their decision in any positive way. A bit like me with porridge and prunes I suppose.

School lunches were another hurdle to be scaled. What would they eat? What would the teacher allow? What would they swap as soon as my back was turned? What would keep them going so that they wouldn’t arrive home like a bag of cats because they were hungry? There’s a Japanese proverb which sums up this dilemma very neatly:
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“In a child’s lunchbox, a mother’s thoughts.”

JAPANESE PROVERB
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Isn’t it comforting to know that even on the other side of the world, in a culture totally different from ours, the important issues are the same! I remember so well those early-morning sessions of filling the lunchboxes. I remember the different colours and logos, from My Little Pony and Thomas the Tank Engine to Transformers and Beauty and the Beast. I remember closing them and my thoughts would turn to the day ahead for my four children. I hoped they would be happy in school, part of the group, not under pressure, and have other children to play with in the yard. Then I would put the lunchboxes in the equally colourful, sometimes even matching, school bags and the fun would start. Missing tie, tracksuit day instead of uniform, no pencil – a lot of rushing and shouting and perspiration and a sigh of relief when I delivered them to the school and could go on to a civilised day with adults.

I wonder what their memories are of those days. Jayne Jaudon Ferrer writes of her childhood memories in a poem called ‘Missing the Touch’.
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“My best memory is of chilly winter mornings

when my mother draped my school clothes

over the furnace.

Warm from the fire,

warm from the heartflush of knowing

I was indisputably,

irrefutably

loved.”

JAYNE JAUDON FERRER
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I hope that my children remember those school mornings for the love and concern I put into their lunchboxes along with the food, and not so much for the times when it was a battle to get them up and dressed, fed and delivered to school on time. There were other, less stressful and more enjoyable times of the day when the children were very young. I loved that moment when I picked them up from school and they would be bursting with excitement to present me with their picture or some other wonderful craft they had made that day. I still have a lot of them, especially the Christmas decorations they made and which I insist on displaying every year. I loved bath time and then snuggling up with them in their cosy beds for a bedtime story. Wouldn’t it be lovely to bottle those moments and have them forever?
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“It’s when he sings to me I ache for time to stop.”

JAYNE JAUDON FERRER
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Time doesn’t stop though. It marches on, and children grow into teenagers and then adults and each stage has its challenges, and its highs and lows. I enjoy my children at this adult stage. We go to the theatre and the cinema together. We meet up for coffee if we’re in town at the same time. We go shopping for things they need if they’re going travelling during the summer.
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We have a weekend away every year, just the five of us, and we have promised that we will try to continue that tradition, no matter what the future holds. So far we’ve had wonderful trips together, to New York, to Krakow, to London. We do the tourist things. Take a bus tour, see a show, go to a match, eat out. These memories are very special. We have good fun and good chats – some of the best of them are last thing at night or first thing in the morning, when we’re just hanging out in the bedrooms.

They have their own lives though. And that’s as it should be. I know they are branching out from the home and looking in other directions. The result of that is that I am very vigilant about enjoying the time that I do spend with them. If Tom, for instance, who like his mother is a great tea drinker, comes into the kitchen and asks me if I’d like a cuppa, I leave what I’m doing and sit at the table with him. Sometimes we talk, sometimes we laugh at the antics of the cats, sometimes he reads me snippets from the paper. The fact is though that we are together. I am present to him. How I wish I had done that more when they were small. There were too many times when I would prepare the food, put it on the table and while the children were happily eating, I would take the opportunity to get some other job done. What a mistake. If I had that time back, I would do things differently. I would sit and watch them eat and chat and laugh. Or I think I would. That’s with the benefit of hindsight, of course, and with the benefit of not having other chores needing attention.

Maybe it’s when we have grandchildren that we get the opportunity to relate fully in that way. And maybe that’s the way we repay our children for the joy and the innocence that they brought into our lives when they were small. I came across an interesting book of interviews in which grandmothers talked about their relationships with their children and grandchildren, and one of them seemed to be making that point. The book is called Grandmothers Talking to Nell Dunn. The name Nell Dunn will be familiar to anyone who saw the film Up the Junction, based on her 1963 award-winning novel of the same name, which gave a moving account of life in the industrial slums around Battersea and Clapham Junction. One of the grandmothers, who was called Stella, spoke of the extraordinary feeling of absolute love she felt when she held her baby granddaughter against her:
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“… the physical sensation of her body

and feeling totally free to love her completely,

no complications.

With my own children perhaps

it was more suffocating,

but this felt just a freedom to love.”

STELLA
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It’s not hard for me to understand what Stella means by the word ‘suffocating’. It’s easy to be suffocated by the demands of each day’s ‘to do’ list, particularly where there are several children to be cared for – washing, cleaning, ironing, gardening and, in many cases, a job outside the home as well. From where I’m standing at the moment, looking back on the beautiful, innocent days when my children were small, I realise that I was always on the go, busy and juggling lots of different tasks. If I had the time back again, I’d like to think I would do things differently. Like Nadine Stair, the woman from Louisville, Kentucky, who when asked, at the age of eighty-five, what she would do if she had her life to live over, said:
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