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			…for here, the maker of the dream believes that what she made is happening to her; she does not realize she picked a thread from here, a scrap from there, and wove a picture out of nothing.

			I make the rounds of the house one last time. I spot my grandmother’s ancient rosary in the faded antique porcelain bowl that has sat on this same shelf in the laundry room since we first moved in after our fourth child was born. I caress the ancient cross and stick the beads in my coat pocket.

			The cab arrives on time, the children are wearing their new winter coats over their summer clothing. They brave the snow in their sandals, boots would be too awkward once we are on the plane.

			As the taxi pulls out of the circular drive, we turn in unison and look out the back window. The white outdoor Christmas lights circle the roof of the house, our little evergreen trees are all dressed up for the season. In the darkness of the still early morning the trees appear to be covered in diamonds. The turn of the century McLaughlin sleigh that sits summer and winter to the right of the house is loaded with red foil wrapped boxes now topped with a few inches of fresh snow, and the long streamers from the oversized silver bows catch the light off the Christmas spotlights, giving the illusion of sparkling gems dancing around on our snow-covered lawn. The children are excited, never questioning when or if we would be coming back, totally trusting that their young mother knows what she is doing as we head out to the airport. I have no idea where this adventure will lead us, but I know I must leave this life I have lived for the past ten years and carve out a new and healthy one for all of us. I must do it now before I lose my nerve.

			The taxi turns onto the recently plowed main road. The heavy falling snow is now covering everything in a thick, soft blanket of silence. We would have been snowed in, our escape aborted, if we had not left when we did. I sit back in the comfort of the warmed car, slow down my breathing and take a deep breath and as I let it out, I feel I have just released the end of “la Petite Mort” where I have been weakened and unconscious for almost a decade. An ancient long forgotten energy is bubbling to the surface, ready to be reclaimed, to be remembered, to be experienced. I feel for my grandmother’s black rosary in my pocket and find comfort in its smooth, now almost flattened once rounded stones from nearly a century of being fingered with love: “Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women …”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Liam and I lived in the capital city of our country. It was still a relatively small city and we both knew a lot of people. I hosted a few television shows, was once a campaign manager for a prominent politician and Liam was not only making a name for himself with his growing law practice but was also being groomed for a political career. I was a well-educated stay at home mom, an active community volunteer, a part time weathergirl, and eventually had my own talk show. We have five beautiful children that are still so very young, and there was a time we loved each other passionately and together we dreamed of the amazing life we were working toward. Despite his recent affair I stuck with the plan. I did give him an ultimatum. He must choose between the drinking and this new young woman in his life, or his family. I should have known better then to tell this proud Irishman how to run his life. Liam moved out and rented an apartment with the woman he had been seeing on and off since before our fifth child was born. He wanted a divorce and counseled me that if I signed over my dowry rights, he would not fight me in court over the children. That meant the house and everything in it was now his, there would be no sharing. I also forfeited spousal and child support so that I could walk away with my children and not have to face a long and expensive courtroom mud sling. I was still stuck in my need to be a martyr. I just wanted peace of mind and my old self back.

			Liam was a lawyer; he was very good at being a lawyer. I had no real consistent income coming in, and I was not up for a battle where my secrets would be made public. He informed me that should I challenge him for support, he would do everything to prove I was an unfit mother.

			The night before going to court to have our divorce case heard in front of the judge, Liam and I met for dinner. We ended up in our once shared home, in our ‘matrimonial’ bed gently loving each other and cried in each other’s arms. The next day in court, we sat together discreetly holding hands. The judge was not impressed that I was forfeiting my rights and told me I could come back at any time to have this changed. I never did. I was aware of the cost and the time it would take going back and forth between the “I said”, “he said” “she said” dog and pony show. So that was it.

			We walked out of court separately. I watched as Liam headed back to his favorite pub. I crossed the street and went into Zeller’s and sat at their lunch bar hoping I would not be recognized. Zeller’s restaurant had no atmosphere, no vibes, just a simple long white lunch counter and a few industrial tables and chairs. I ordered a hot turkey sandwich and a glass of milk. The turkey sandwich arrived on a white plate, the turkey breast looked bleached and processed and sat on white bread spread with white margarine and a pale tasteless gravy covered the lot. In one corner of the plate was a tablespoon of canned peas and carrots — the only color on the plate. I ate my tasteless sandwich and drank my white milk at the white Zeller’s lunch counter. It was perfect for the mood I was in. Blah. I sat numbed out, staring into space, took a deep breath, and went home to ‘my’ children. I now find myself a single mom with full custody of these five children all under age nine. Shortly I will need a well-paying full-time job. I never really dated that much when I was single so I was not up to dealing with the ‘single scene’; I didn’t think I would be very good at it. Liam and I had a good life and a lot going on that was positive. Now we are travelling down different roads.

			A few months later, I called an airline and asked about flights to somewhere warm, somewhere politically safe. Perhaps a small country that was still a part of the commonwealth where the education system would somehow be modeled after the British system. I needed six seats one way, and the price of the tickets had to be reasonable.

			The ticket agent informed me it was my lucky day. I thought, yeh – hurrah for me. He was dead serious. They were booked solid until a few minutes ago. He had a last-minute group cancellation and seats were now available at a very reasonable discount. The flight was to Antigua in the West Indies. It was for early tomorrow morning, which was the day before the New Year. Yes, it truly was “Hurrah for me!”

			The small Island met all my needs except it was high season and we had nowhere to stay. The stars were finally aligning in my favor so I thought I would chance it. I had about sixty-five hundred dollars in my savings account. I had scrimped, saved, and over the past few years, squirreled away this little nest egg selling my art, clothes I designed and sewed, substitute teaching when I could, and giving psychic readings

			I knew that after I paid for the plane tickets, I would have a bit more than five thousand dollars left, which was a decent amount at that time. I had no idea how long that would last me. I felt optimistic. I felt that somehow, I could make a bit of a living on the Island, and we would get by; we would be just fine. I was the only one with a valid passport and the children’s birth certificates would suffice when entering another Commonwealth country. There seemed to be no significant impediments standing in the way of our ‘great escape.’ Early that evening, I gathered the children around me:

			“How would you feel if we went on an adventure? We’ll go to someplace warm where you can swim in the ocean every day. How about each one of you get your camping backpacks out. Mommy will help you pack what you are going to need. Pick one of your favourite new presents you got this Christmas, maybe a favorite book and whatever else that’s special to you that you’d like to bring. It would have to be small enough to fit into your pack. Let’s just go and have some fun for a while.”

			That was an easy sell. In no time, we had everything packed and placed by the front door, so we wouldn’t forget anything if we had to rush the next morning.

			Before they settled for the night, I reheated the Christmas Tourtière I had taken out of the freezer that morning. I brought out an open jar of homemade pickled beets and pickled onions that we could finish with the meat pie.

			That year I made only six Tourtières. A coveted recipe from my Memère. Most years, I would bake a dozen or more and give them away to our bachelor lawyer friends when they came over for Christmas dinner. Three of the six remained in the freezer. I was not up to seeing people or having large crowds over at Christmas this year, so the freezer was still quite full of goodies. I was still reeling from all the changes in my life and my stupid attempt to get Patrick’s attention a few months earlier. I don’t know if I will ever forgive myself for such a selfish act. I look around and see my beautiful, happy, and well-adjusted children. The tragedy I would have caused in their lives continues to frighten me. How self-centered, immature, and stupid I have allowed myself to become.

			I must remember to leave instructions on one of the pies in the freezer for Liam’s girlfriend so she will know how to reheat them; I believe everything else is well labeled and it would be a shame for them to not to eat all that good food.

			Memère Roseanne’s Recipe for French Canadian Tourtières:

			Use your favorite pastry for one double-crusted pie or buy two single premade crusts to make one pie. Get good ground meat; try to avoid the discount counter if you can.

			For one pie, use half a pound of lean ground beef, not extra lean, and half a pound ground pork and one medium onion finely chopped. Grate a small to medium-size raw potato. This will thicken the gravy and absorb the extra liquid from the meat. Crush a small clove of garlic, one-half teaspoon of salt, one-quarter teaspoon of celery salt, one-quarter teaspoon of ground cloves, one-eighth of both cinnamon and nutmeg. Mix and add one-half cup of water.

			Use a decent sized pot; put all the ingredients in (not the pie crust) bring to a boil and cook uncovered for about twenty minutes over medium heat. Taste and see if you want to add more salt. Sometimes I put a dash of cognac, not much, just a dash, and it gives it a bit of pizzazz.

			Cool the mixture or put it in the fridge overnight and let the flavors soak in and do their thing.

			Prepare your pie pan with the uncooked bottom pastry crust. Let it overhang a bit to allow for expansion when you fill it. Pour the mixture in. Cover with the top crust, pinch the ends around the pie dish, you can make them as fancy as you like, trim the edges to get a neat top pie crust, cut steam vents in the middle. I usually get a bit creative and draw little evergreen trees or a star in the center of the pie with a sharp knife. It’s not necessary to paint the top crust with a lightly beaten egg white or a bit of milk, but it would be fine around the edges. The juices will filter through the vents on the top crust and coat the crust with a nicely glazed golden-brown finish.

			Bake in a preheated 400F oven until golden; takes about forty-five minutes. Enjoy! These pies freeze well and are great to bring to a potluck. Defrost, preheat the oven, and warm up the pie for a quick meal. Check to see if it is warm enough - simply stick the fork into the center of the pie and taste; don’t overcook it. It will dry out, and you will lose all those wonderful juicy flavors. You can also eat it cold right from the fridge. Add a dash of HP sauce or red ketchup to spice it up. I enjoy opening a jar of homemade Chow Chow; it’s a green tomato chutney, great with Tourtière or homemade baked beans.

			Don’t forget to steam some vegetables or toss a salad, get your greens in, always a good habit to get into. Now you have a full balanced meal, perfect for unexpected company or a meal in front of the television watching a Saturday night movie.

			I tuck the children in, whisper my nightly endearments into their little ears, and kiss their bodies wherever there is exposed skin. My oldest had just turned nine, and he was still OK with me blowing raspberries on his tummy. I know this may be the last year I can do this without embarrassing him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			After getting the house organized, our bags packed, the boxes sealed, it was now well past midnight. I was not ready to sleep. I still couldn’t believe I was doing this. We were leaving early the following day for Antigua; an island in the Caribbean where I had never been and where I didn’t know a soul.

			I walk into the sunken living room and gaze at the large Christmas tree in front of the floor to ceiling arched windows. I wonder if this was to be our last Christmas in this beloved and welcoming home. The slight aroma of the pine tree creates a nostalgic yearning for my comfortable northern roots. Hopefully, Liam and his girlfriend will take it down before it sheds on our white carpet.

			I sit at the piano and look out at the reflection of the lights on the snow then turn to face the piano. I lovingly stroke the keys, my fingers finding their way to the popular tune from the Eddy Duchin Story, ‘To Love Again.’

			I have a habit of falling into cracks, the cracks between time and space, where I freely travel. Whether it is my overactive imagination or losing myself in daydreams, or I travel through time, I don’t care and don’t want to know. It is something I have done since I was twelve and I haven’t shared this with anyone; yet. As I began to play, the cracks swallow me.

			In the last few years, I often travelled to a time and space where I could reconnect with a part of me as a woman whose strength of self filled me. I lived that life to its full potential. I often went back and forth to this life as I hungered to reembody this personality of who I once was. Falling into that familiar crack the night before leaving was not a surprise. I have never forgotten the freedom I fought for at that time to live a life of independence, to love who I desired, to be accepted as an equal, and to make my place in the emerging world of the early-mid 1800s.

			These memories haunted me for as long as I could remember. This past year I have often revisited that period as Aurore, attempting to bring back that strong independent person I once was. I need her now to comfort the young, troubled me, Grace. Unfortunately, most of the remembering and the strength of character would dissipate as soon as I fully re-inhabited myself as Grace, in this current time and place. I did not yet know how to hang on to Aurore’s strength of character and independence. As Mrs. Grace O’Sullivan, I was totally caught up with the demands of the late 70s, surrounded by my entourage of young children and a marriage that was becoming unglued. I felt this life t I currently found myself in, wished to strangle me, diminish me, keep me locked into who I thought I needed to be, to be accepted.

			Aurore’s younger life sometimes appeared to parallel mine. Often in synchronicity with each other and, at other times, far removed from who I believed myself to be today. In that earlier life, I, Aurore, lived outside Paris with my grandmother on her large estate. My grandmother was the one who sent me a convent in Paris. It was run by an English order of nuns and filled with young girls from Ireland and Scotland and now me. English was the only language spoken, and I soon became fluent. In my current life as Grace, living in a remote part of northern Canada, I was always challenging my parents to send me to a convent, one convent that seemed familiar to me. One whose origin came shortly after the French Revolution when a certain parish priest in Namur, Belgium was deeply troubled by the plight of young girls in his parish. These young girls had no resources or education, deep poverty forced them into the most menial tasks and prostitution. In 1819, he asked two single young women from good homes to open a sewing workshop so that skills and education could be offered to these girls living on the streets of Namur. From these humble beginnings and the educational efforts of these women and other well-heeled single women who eventually joined them, they felt they had a mission and named it the Sisters of St. Mary of Namur. This order was where I felt I belonged; it felt like I would be going home.

			In my life as Grace, my parents finally agreed to send me to boarding school and the only school that had room for me weeks before school was to start, was the order of the Sisters of Saint Mary, an overnight train ride this side of Montreal. While in residence, I was not permitted to speak English; French was the only accepted language spoken.

			I knew that both Aurore and I dreamed of having a peaceful life, a life of contemplation. We longed for the romance of being called to be the bride of Christ. Even though we strongly believed in our independence and who we were becoming, we did not see that as a problem in a contemplative life. Little did we know. Aurore did not fit in with the English students, and I as Grace could not relate to the French-speaking girls from rural parts of Quebec.

			In my domestication as Grace, in this small rural convent on the Ontario-Quebec border, the nuns attempted to restrain any student who thought outside the box; I was their prime target. The rules and regulations were stringent, silence was imposed everywhere. I believed myself to be a fraud trying to gain their approval as I made heroic attempts to curb my strong personality and independent thinking. Today, as an older Grace, I feel even more of a misfit since I can’t even keep my marriage together — I can no longer play the role imposed on me as a supportive wife without a voice.

			In my lifetime as Aurore, I cried out for direct communication with God. I was caught up with the same sickness of religious zeal that I endured as Grace and I became so depressed that I was being ignored by my own God, abandoned by my beloved Christ, that I attempted to take my own life. In both experiences, neither one of us could handle rejection. As Grace, I tried to gain attention from my husband, who had abandoned me for another. I swallowed whatever was in our medicine cabinet. My beloved Christ and my husband, Liam, refused to hear my voice Both had abandoned me.

			In my lifetime in the 1800s my grandmother’s friends believed I would become a mystic if I stayed any longer in the convent, so she called me home before I embarrassed the family. Back living on her estate, I rode horses wildly through the fields and enjoyed my first taste of freedom to be who and what I wanted to be. I dressed in discarded men’s clothes, wearing trousers and a loose shirt. Dressing this way gave me more freedom to wander and explore nature around me, and I could freely practice the little medicine I knew on the nearby peasants.

			As Grace, my mission was to be a missionary doctor in the Belgian Congo, and I was in the preliminary years of studying pre-med. I was so indoctrinated with our need to rescue and save souls, that my dream was to heal all the little babies in the darkest part of Africa who may die before they were baptised.

			My parents called and wrote to me once a month. It was all the outside communication the nuns would allow. Every letter and telephone call were to encourage me to come home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			After a year, I left the convent and continued to study at a nearby university. It never dawned on me that I was breaking the mould when I ran, won a seat on the all-male student executive board, or took part in the all-male debating team, nor when I became deeply involved in politics. It felt natural to be part of this male society discussing philosophy, politics, and the humanities. As Aurore, when I used my masculine name Georges Sand, and dressed in my male attire, I moved through Paris freely and had access to places where a woman would be refused. I also smoked in public; I did what pleased me.

			To this day I will not refuse a good cigar; lighting it and taking that first puff feels like an intimate visit with an old friend. In both lifetimes, politics fascinated us. I, Aurore, advocated a socially conscious religion and believed that men were inherently good but corrupted by civilization and bad government. I was a woman of influence, and I am surprised that I did not advocate political equality for women at that time. I only demanded equality when it came to love, to be able to choose the person who we desired to love. As Grace, I strongly believed in equality for women in the workplace and in politics and worked hard to bring this about. I think I was attempting to make amends for an oversight from another time, another place. As Grace. I ran as a potential national politician in a ground-breaking election that decimated the political party in which I had been seriously involved in since my early student days. There ended my political career.

			That familiar crack that takes me between time and space drew me in deeply and my current reality as Grace totally dissolved.

			Suddenly I found myself in a rather austere, very high-ceilinged room in what felt like a cold, damp tomb. The worn uncomfortable armchair I was sitting in was almost touching the legs of a smaller version of today’s piano. I feel I have spent much of my life sitting by this man’s side. Even though we are in the early stages of a great romance, I know I have known him for many lifetimes, and I believe my strength is needed to support him as his failing health diminishes him. I am needed here to draw out his brilliance; my robust health wills him to be well. It feels as if I am repaying or working through a karmic debt that I have been repeating for centuries. There is now a feeling of closure with this often taciturn and sickly man I adore. I know I am becoming more his caregiver than his lover. My need to love and nurture this man sometimes overwhelms me, but I do not want to become his mother; I already have two children who still need me by their side.

			As I rest my sewing on my knee, I reach out and touch his thin thigh, willing him to be well. My difficult lover is again wracked in cough as he attempts to finish his Preludes. It seems the more Frédéric burns with fever, the more his music is filled with passion and longing. He is manic, and there is an urgency to give life to what lives in his soul. Its source comes through the ethers and longs to find its voice and sound, here in this room, now. I fear he will collapse at the piano.

			I have never been here in winter. I am feeling trapped. I feel denigrated as the only accommodation we could find that would accept us was in this monastery with its thick stone walls that were a cool respite from the mid-day heat in the summer, but now, I just want to run away and escape from this cold, damp tomb that is imprisoning us. The chilling dampness is shortening Frédéric’s life. The village decided they did not like or accept us. We were not married in the eyes of the church, and I, being an older woman with two children, had seduced and taken on this young lover, this genius who breathes and lives music, away from his adoring fans. I will be his ruin. No one will take our money to drive us to the nearest port – I must find horses and a sleigh, and I will drive them myself – we must escape this prison, or soon we will all perish.

			The mistral has been going on and on, and I cannot remember the last time I saw the sun. I am miserable, and I know that Frédéric lives in terror that he may die in this place. I argue with myself to make time to write, it nourishes me, and if I do not feed this addiction, we will all crumble in this hell hole that has lost its beauty. My writing sustains me; it keeps me from going mad. I live lifetimes in my head, and I can escape the tedious and relentless reality I find myself trapped in if I would only write.

			When I was a young student in the English convent, I remembered how I considered a life of contemplation, a life devoted to my first love, my Christ, but once I left, I was finished with all this religious nonsense. Now I momentarily long for a few days in the warmth and safety of the convent with no responsibilities where I could just sit, be quiet and empty my mind or run freely on the tiled roofs chasing dreams. It would be a gift of sanity at this time. I implore my God to send help, free us from this tomb, and get us out of here before we all die or kill each other.

			I am suddenly fully awake and chilled to the bone. The Christmas tree lights are still on. I grab the shawl I left draped at the end of the piano bench and hold it tight to my body. The ashes in the corner fireplace are still red and throwing off heat. The warmth I crave is finally returning. I have no idea how long I have been sitting here. I turn again to face the piano, straighten my aching back, and with deep longing and sorrow, I continue to play Chopin’s Nocturne, Opus 9, Number 2; the music ‘To Love Again’ and it is perfect for the melancholy I am fully embracing. I am ready to fly south with my five children. I realize that I have done this fleeing, this leaving, many times before, in many different forms and circumstances, so this is no different as I attempt to escape from my current reality as Grace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I cannot escape my musings and meanderings as I sit here, on this early morning flight, lost in thought. I have been racing through my days for the last few months, and I know I have been avoiding things. Somehow, I have hung myself in some dark closet, attempting to remain quiet, but the hook has been poking me sharply between my wing bones in my back, right there in the middle, right there around my heart. My heart chakra is calling for some loving from myself, and the muscles around it are screaming at me. It’s quite tender; hopefully, I am nearly finished with all that poking. This past year woke me up to how much I have missed myself, and maybe if I explore this a bit more, it might bring me some inspiration or have some creative influence I could pursue.

			Nope, nothing is coming to mind, but the musing did get my attention, and I am aware of how deep I have dug my own hole; I know it’s time to crawl out and face my reality and unpeg myself. I am stuck in my seat for the next few hours, so I have time to think about it.

			When I was first married, I thought it was my job to be my husband’s muse, and that is when I nearly got lost, almost permanently – but I was redirected, sent back to finish this life I had chosen as Grace.

			Now you take meandering. It is supposed to take you down a winding course. I have done that far too many times. I think I would like to try the ebb and flow of life this time. It sounds more like floating down a gentle river, relaxing on your back, just watching life go by, simply witnessing, but you can only relax and flow with it if you know you are part of that river and feel that current and trust it. I soon found out that trust is essential in this journey of mine.

			I am now a thirty-one-year-old divorcée with five children under the age of nine. These musings and meanderings are rather unsettling as I hurtle through space on an early morning flight to Antigua in the West Indies, and I feel I need a little more time before we land. I do not have a plan, but I’m hoping that we can be long-term guests on this small island.

			Here I go again, lost in my head. I am worried somebody may target me as a single mom looking to get laid. That bothers me. Maybe there is some truth there, so let me also think about that idea a bit longer. I must be honest. It could be a nice thing if it happens. I am a bit out of touch with what I’m supposed to do if anyone should come on to me sexually. Would I recognize the signals? I sure don’t want to get a reputation as a bitch when male egos are easily bruised but getting laid might not be such a bad idea.

			This is crazy making. I’m good at having male friends, working with them, and having them as colleagues, but I’m at a total loss regarding sex or sexual innuendoes. Maybe if I had dated more when I was a teenager and acted somewhat normal, I would be able to read the signs. Instead, I threatened my parents that I would put an ad in the local paper for someone to sponsor me if they wouldn’t agree to send me away to an all-girl boarding school where I planned on entering the nunnery as soon as I was age appropriate. I was enamoured with the Latin mass, the ponderous and often emotional organ music, the stained-glass windows, and the romantic notion of being the virginal “Bride of Christ.”

			After I left the convent, two brave boys from out of town who were visiting family, asked me out when I came home for the holidays. That has its own story. When I returned to university that fall, within a month I accepted my third date ever. I was asked out on a blind date and three months later, I married him. I freely gave him my virginity after a few weeks of knowing him. The first time we had ‘sex’ I knew I was pregnant. I might have had a better feel for this minefield if I had not been so naïve and dated more, but I could not wait any longer to discover what ‘sex’ was all about.

			Decades later when I went home for a town reunion, some of the boys I went to school with, now grown middle aged men, shared their stories and I asked them why none of them ever asked me out. They said they felt intimidated because I didn’t act like an ordinary girl – they agreed that I was “different.” A few of them were in awe when I would come home for the summer, especially the one year when I decided to make our town a better place and campaigned for a youth center, going door to door collecting signatures, and when that didn’t work, I decided to run for mayor. A few weeks into my campaign, my dad took me aside because I was embarrassing my mother. “Gracie, that’s enough! You’re driving your mother crazy. Try to be normal? You don’t always have to be different from everyone else.” That was my first attempt at politics and my parents said “no”.

			Choosing to go to an all-girl boarding school and wanting to be a missionary nun in the Belgian Congo didn’t help matters. Entering the nunnery was the perfect teenage rebellion or about how far I would go to put a claim on my independence without acting out the sex, booze, and rock and roll the others were all talking about. No, rock and roll are good, and I could never get enough of it. My mother loved dancing with us and taught me the Charleston and how to tap. Dancing was never an issue. My dad had two left feet, so mom always led him around the dance floor for a slow waltz, let him sit once the song was over, and then got up and “cut quite a rug” with her lady friends. I haven’t heard or used that expression for a very long time.

			My parents were disappointed because they had read all the articles in Reader’s Digest and The Good Housekeeping Magazine about “how to deal with a rebellious teenager’. Because my rebellion was a so-called spiritual one, they had no idea what to do. I just needed to ‘get out of town’ as soon as I could, and since joining the circus was not an option, going to a nunnery sounded romantic and an acceptable alternative.

			I was indeed an innocent in believing the romance the church was churning out. Not in their dogmas or teachings, which I honestly had no use for, but in the highest calling for a young Catholic girl at that time was to answer the call to be the ‘Bride of Christ.’ My dad shook his head:

			“Gracie, how could you waste your life like that?” I never thought of it that way.

			When I was five, I aspired to become a saint after reading all the books on the ‘Lives of the Saints” that my older brother brought home from school. I wanted to bypass the martyrdom part and just float up to heaven because I was keen on seeing what was beyond the clouds and the blue sky that got in the way of exploring and knowing more.

			“Gracie, why don’t you be a nurse or a secretary? You could always get a job in some big city if you are determined to leave.”

			You have no idea how often I wished I had listened to my father. My life might have been somewhat ‘normal.’ I could have floated down that river of life resting on my back instead of living in my head and continually questioning everything, and every day digging my hole deeper until I almost disappeared.

			I was attempting to gather a few loose threads here and there to weave a mosaic of new colours and textures to make my life a bit more adventuresome because it is difficult for me to be a conventional housewife and mother. I felt I had gifts I needed to express. However, I did not know how to focus on myself and stay grounded in this reality. Now I need to pay more attention to the life I am currently living in. Instead, I get carried away with all the alternatives that play out on the movie screen in my mind. I should be worrying about where we will stay and how far my limited funds will take us if I can’t find reasonable accommodation during the high season instead of thinking about getting hit on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Our plane has just landed. I can’t believe tonight is New Year’s Eve. Grace, pay attention and stay focussed.

			The moment we step off, we are blanketed in warm moist air exotically infused with Island spices, the kind of air that makes the skin on my face whisper, “thank you.”

			The sun is soft as it caresses us. I breathe deeply, hoping a few deep breaths will somehow massage the stress and worry I tightly packed and carried around between my shoulder blades these last many years.

			Can I let go of the nonsense of believing I must bear the burden of my failures and lost expectations that I have been wearing like a heavy cloak weighing me down, exhausting me? Grace, get over it. Martyrdom is no longer required in this century; time to move on. Lately, my inner voice has been quite loud and clear. Do I listen? – that’s debatable. Perhaps if I paid more attention to it, my life might be less complicated.

			Everyone at this little airport is smiling, and the sounds of laughter and happy conversations fill the air. A palpable joy kisses and holds my young family in its embrace. My children turn and look at me, eyes wide open and sporting wide grins. Grace, you are all going to be just fine. It’s OK to be me again; whoever “the me” is that is attempting to surface. Maybe it is time to come down off my bloody cross and allow life to happen instead of trying to orchestrate and direct it to what I think is best for us. Honestly, I knew I wasn’t having my life; life was having me.

			Also, this whole idea about trusting the universe is wearing thin. I need a plan. That old saying about “trust in God but tie your camel” makes more sense once I get past this trusting in God stuff, which has almost undone me—now, tying my damn camel will be my new learning curve.

			Ah, the musings and meanderings may have just paid off.

			The beat of the kettle drums sensually penetrates me; my hips remember a language long forgotten and respond on their own volition. The lilt of greeting voices, loud, joyful exchanges, and heavy Antiguan accents add to the music in the air. I strain to understand the lyrics as the musical notes in their voices, the few words resembling the Queen’s English, float by and undulate around my head.

			Last night, when we were getting ready for our adventure, the children and I had decided to bring whatever we could in our backpacks, but I ended up boxing my Singer sewing machine I purchased on ‘time’ during my first year of teaching. I also packed a handful of my most cherished books and a few records with words and music scratched on vinyl that spoke to me believing I could purchase an old used record player on the Island. These records kept me company through my dark, lonely, pity-party nights. They were my essentials, and I wasn’t ready to leave them behind. The instructions to the children to make sure everything fits into your backpack did not seem to apply to the mom.

			As we gather the boxes and backpacks, a gentle giant of a man approaches; the name ‘Reginald’ in bold cursive letters beautifully embroidered on a white piece of thick cotton is pinned to the breast pocket of his flowered shirt.

			“May I be assisting you, Mother?”

			I decide to be honest.

			“Yes, thank you! Reginald, right?”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“Reginald, my name is Mrs. O’Sullivan, and these are my children. I’m sorry, but we don’t have any reservations at any of the hotels. I understand it’s high season, but right now, we need accommodation for a few nights until I can find a place that we may be able to rent long-term, anything would work. Would you know of a hotel, or someplace, perhaps not in the tourist area, which might have an opening for a few nights? It doesn’t have to be much—but it has to be safe and hopefully not too expensive.”
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