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To Mum … you will always be
holding my hand.


To Daisy, Poppy and Ruby Rose …
I will always be holding yours.




The ‘Sandwich Years’


The term Sandwich Generation was aptly coined a decade or so ago to describe those of us who are literally sandwiched between the responsibility and care for children and parents. This multi-generational and multi-responsible caregiving is not new. Since caves were carved, a corner was always made for each generation. As the trend towards later parenting and longer life expectancy continues – and with more women playing an increasingly active role in the workforce – we are seeing a generation of women caught in a boiling pot of pressure that can have a hugely negative impact on their physical, emotional and mental health.


Alana Kirk




Introduction


We are all orphans-in-waiting.


From the moment we are born, we are destined to lose our parents. The questions are when and how.


The parent-care years don’t come with an appointment card and a preparation pack. There is no go-to YouTube video. It is something that we often have to figure out as it happens. Perhaps it starts with a fall. Your mum or dad trips and breaks a hip, and you gradually realise they aren’t as strong as they used to be. They are stumbling over a step, and you are stumbling into unknown territory. It could be a hospital appointment with a diagnosis that changes everything. Or even just a slowing down and reduced independence. It could be an awful, heartbreaking, slow mental deterioration that leaves you caring for a person who no longer knows who you are, while you deal with the loss and grief for the person they were.


Losing a parent – whether we are close to them or not, have had a great relationship with them or not, will miss them or not – is a catastrophic event in anyone’s life.


For me, it happened at a very specific and challenging time, when, like many women, life was already packed with other responsibilities – marriage, career and children. The care years arrived by ambulance one night, four days after my third baby was born. I call them my Sandwich Years – sandwiched between caring for my parents and my young children.


However the parent-care years arrive – be they sandwiched or just open (with no children but still the responsibility of caring for parents) – they are filled with hardship, choices and horror. Hopefully they can also be filled with humour, love and growth.


Most of us are totally unprepared. Struggling under multi-generational, multi-care responsibilities, as well as carving our way through a life of relationships, career and interests, can threaten to suck away our very identity. This book tells my specific journey of how I lost myself in the mayhem and slowly fought to find a way back to me.


Coming to terms with the role-reversal of caring for your parent, dealing with the needs of your own family, figuring out the practical issues of care while coping with the emotional fallout of grief and fear can make these Sandwich Years a very challenging time.


Modern life has removed many of the burdens women before us endured. The sheer act of washing clothes used to be a two-day event. Every week. Now we can work, play and live our lives with greater freedom to have our children later in life. Older people are now not older until they are much older. Modern life and feminist ferocity have enabled women today to have choices, make choices, live choices that have transformed our lives.


But sometimes we are left with no choice.


Many women are finding themselves overworked, overextended, overstressed and over a barrel. The demands on our time, the emotional wringing out, the guilt at feeling you are constantly short-changing someone, can be overwhelming. When the two bookends of our lives need us at the same time, we have little choice but to slot in between. Our parents may need us for all kinds of reasons – mental deterioration, physical illness or just old age – but the pain of grieving while dealing with the grim reality of their diminishing life is a challenge few of us are ever prepared for.


I certainly wasn’t. This book is not a how-to manual, it’s just my story. And while the Sandwich Generation is a growing demographic, every situation is different.


Every parental relationship is challenging in different ways. We have all had parents once and whether we now love them or hate them, disown them or still live with them, can call them friends or are just embarrassed by them, when they start to depend on us, it has a significant impact on our lives. You might be a full-time carer, a part-time carer or share the caring with your siblings. Your experience may involve very practical and personally intimate levels of care, or may be simply (but not easily) emotional support. It will almost certainly involve shock, fear and grief. You are often, and at the same time, also dealing with the demands of your own family and trying to stretch your care over a range of needs. Guilt will put his arm around you and become your constant companion. Between the juggling, the guilt and the relentless choices to be made, it is easy to lose track of your own identity.


This book is about accepting the reality and adapting to a new way of life, about reaching out for help and finding the supports you need to keep going; and about finding the standards that will keep everything steady while also keeping you sane. But, ultimately, it’s about rediscovering yourself amid this maelstrom of need, and welcoming joy and learning back into your life.


Daughter, Mother, Me began life as a blog I called ‘The Sandwich Years’ in 2011, as a place to express my joy and grief, my loss and love, my frustrations and anger and hope, my struggles and muddles as I negotiated these uncharted waters. The term ‘Sandwich Generation’ describes those caught up in the dual responsibilities of caring for children and parents. As I wrote, often in the dark of night when the needs of those who depended on me had receded only a little, I got responses from people from all over the world who were perhaps experiencing some or all of the pressures I was feeling, or maybe even more. Many people had much harder situations to deal with than I did, and I took support from them.


I was not alone. And that is an important thing to know. Because life can be a testing old witch, and sometimes she just throws stuff at you for the fun of it. Knowing there are others fire-fighting the same issues really helps.


As time drew on, and I began to fill in the details and explore the Sandwich Years, this book became a celebration of a special mother–daughter relationship with my mum, which shines a guiding light on the daughter–mother relationships with my girls. I hope it is also a celebration of women and friendships and love.


This book is for the everyday warriors. Not the famous women in magazines, not the tanned and the airbrushed, but the saggy-arsed, the rotund of tum, the fit and the lean, the round and robust; for the women who care constantly for other people, and in doing so keep humanity human. This is for women who, despite juggling it all, still find time to pour a glass of wine for a friend in tears. This is for the women who get up day after day after day and put their faces on and light up lives, even when theirs feel dark. As I have discovered, the only way we can make it through this old thing called life is with love, and help, and great women and great men around us.


I have spent the Sandwich Years so far squeezed to my limits. It’s been hard. But then I look at the woman and girls I’m sandwiched between and feel very lucky indeed.


Alana Kirk, December 2015
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Caught in the Perfect Storm of Care


Happiness and horror. There should probably be a decompression tank between them – a space to come down from the high before you plummet to the depths. But life isn’t like that. It comes in a box with no instructions and no special space to hide. You just have to take deep breaths whenever you can. This can be hard for someone like me. I’m a planner. Some people call it a condition. I call it good sense. I like to plan (colour-coordinated on a spreadsheet if possible). I like Post-It notes. I like coloured pens. I LOVE highlighter markers. But I have learned to accept that every day when I pull back the curtains and search for a glimpse of the sky, I have no idea what will happen. There are no aeroplane banners flapping in the wind telling me what will happen outside of my colour-coded list system. But on a bright day in September 2010, I didn’t need aerial acrobatics to leave a message in the jet stream that day. I already knew what was going to happen. I was going to have a baby.


Such an ordinary, everyday event. Some 2 billion million are born every minute (possibly not an accurate figure), yet for every one of those 2 billion million mothers, it is an extraordinary, primeval, earth-shattering, life-changing event. On this sunny September day, I would meet my new daughter, airlifted out in an orderly fashion through a scheduled C-section.


There was great excitement in our house. My other two daughters couldn’t wait to meet their new sister. Daisy was four and had started school three weeks earlier. She was finding the change a little daunting and I was still peeling her fingers off the front door in the mornings. Poppy was three and had just started Montessori. She was used to bringing her ‘baby’ doll (which she had named a rather charming Glitzy Rosie) into the classroom with her. She had the impression my new baby would be no different.


‘Can I bring the new baby in with me tomorrow?’ she asked. ‘Teacher will put her on the shelf while we work.’


‘We might wait a few weeks,’ I told her, already dubious about the immediate safety of this new baby.


My mum and dad had arrived down from Belfast the night before in a flurry of Christmas-Eve-like excitement. Instead of hanging my stocking, I packed my hospital bag, anticipation twinkling like glitter in my stomach. Later, I would be unwrapping one of the best gifts of my life.


That morning, the September sun was sitting bold and gold in a pale blue cushion sky. My husband brought me my morning cup of tea, and the girls scurried into my room and huddled and cuddled under my duvet. Mum popped her head around the bedroom door and our eyes smiled at each other. I could hear Dad pottering downstairs and the cat was probably purring at my feet and the dog sniffing my slippers under the bed. I’m pretty sure, if I think back hard enough, there was dreamy music filtering through the air, and George Clooney was washing my car bare-chested in the driveway.


Having a pre-planned C-section adds a certain calmness to the whole childbirth challenge. My initial dreams of an organic, breathe-through-the-pain, grin-and-grit, natural birth went up in a puff of epidural when Daisy was born. My colour-coded birthplan had drifted to the floor (to be stamped on by running staff who left bloody footprints on the section that said ‘Natural Delivery’) as they whipped me to theatre for an emergency C-section, and I’m not sure I ever got a grip on parenting again. Poppy was born two years later but any plans I might have had of being in control of that situation were laughingly dashed when she turned out to be a frank breech (her bum down with her feet around her ears, no chance of ever getting her bottom anywhere out of my bottom), so another C-section was required. That was, unless I wanted to be buying nappies for the both of us over the next few years.


And now, finally, baby number three. Apparently it isn’t natural to have a baby squeezed out when two have been airlifted, so a natural birth was ruled out. Something about rupturing. I let go of my dream and made a grab for continence.


So at 8.30 that morning, Mum and I left behind the filtered music, cuddling girls, pottering Dad, tea-making husband, purring cat, sniffing dog and bare-chested George Clooney and headed to the hospital. My husband took the girls to school and went into work for a couple of hours. Mum would stay with me for all the pre-surgery hanging around bit and then he would come in for the main show. Mum and I were good at hanging around together. We could chit over the chat long after our pot of Earl Grey tea had gone cold.


Mum sat with me in the pre-op waiting room for several hours. I kept rubbing my tummy. Mum kept rubbing my tummy. In a few short hours, a little person would emerge. A whole real, fought-for person. The wonder of new life never gets old. To while away the time, Mum painted my nails. Childbirth peels dignity away from you like a banana skin. I knew I’d soon be peeing into a bag and wearing paper pants to hold in the enormous pads they make you wear. The very least I could do was wear lipstick and nail varnish.


Apparently not. Nail varnish is a dignity too far.


As soon as Mum had finished and I held up my hands in admiration, the nurse swooped into view. She was holding out a bottle of nail varnish remover and cotton wool pads. And a rather smug smile.


Off came the nail varnish.


The clock ticked slowly. My heart beat fast. Mum held my hand steady. She had always held my hand. Even when I reached adulthood, she would feel the need to take my hand crossing the road. I think she just believed I would always be her baby, needing her protection. But I suspect that somewhere along the way, she took my hand less for her to get me across the road, and more for me to get her across. Either way, we had got to the stage where we helped each other.


This was somehow fine again in my forties, but it had been mortifying when she’d visited me at university. Yes, she’d taken my hand as we crossed the main campus square in front of everyone I knew. Wearing Doc Martens and holding your mum’s hand as you walked into the Nelson Mandela café is not a look that inspires street cred. If I had to choose one memory to sum up my relationship with my mum, it would be the two of us holding hands.


So we held hands and rubbed my tummy and smiled. I asked the nurse to take a photo of us. I have it beside my bed now. Mum looks like she always did. Kind and warm. Her hair coiffed to sit perfectly around her face. Her bright cornflower-blue eyes smiling wider than her lipsticked mouth. A neat blue jumper lifted by simple gold jewellery. She is beautiful.


Just after 2 p.m. the nurse came over.


‘It’s time for you to go into the theatre now.’


I hugged my mum and told her I would see her on the other side. She hugged me back and told me she loved me, something she had done every day of my life. She said she would come back later that night to meet her new granddaughter (and repaint my nails). My husband had arrived and, together, we headed towards the operating rooms, smiles bigger than our faces. Maybe I looked out the window as I walked towards the theatre. If only there had been a plane-trailing banner in the sky. If only I could have read the jet stream. In just four days, something would happen and my mum would never be able to say she loved me again.
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I’m not sure why I had wanted my mum there that day. Serendipity, perhaps. When the events of the week did unfold I was so grateful that we had shared that last wonderful experience together.


Just as she had done with my other two daughters, Mum had planned to stay with me and help in those exhausting first few weeks after Ruby came home from hospital.


When Daisy was born, Mum and Dad had leapt into their car the moment I’d told them I was in labour. They were still on the M1 driving down from Belfast when we texted to say their granddaughter had been born by emergency C-section. For me, that evening was a fug of drugs but I remember my mum’s face, her hand stroking mine, and her look of love when she held my first child. That next morning, Mum had arrived into my hospital room with a hug and a pot of homemade blackberry jam. I was all pain and pleasure. Amid the euphoria I had felt at finally meeting my first daughter, I was also aching and fragile. I had been sliced open, after all. Contemplating getting out of bed to wash, never mind pulling off and on clothes over my stitched and sore body, had been too awful to consider. But Mum had been making me wash since I’d been, well, a child, so she’d coaxed me to take a shower.


She had helped me take the tentative steps to the bathroom, and helped me take off my nightdress. She’d gently pulled the plastic band of my paper pants over my wound and pulled them off, my hand holding her head. She’d supported my weight as I stepped over the bath and under the shower. She’d gently hosed me over with the soothing warm water and reverently sponged the soap around my bruised body. Then, after helping me out, she’d rubbed the towel over my legs and back, and softly patted dry my wound and dressing.


At seventy-one, my mother was still caring for her baby. At thirty-six, I had been just about to start learning how to take care of mine. I knew then my journey as a parent would never end. It was for life, just as my mum’s mothering of me was for hers. Two things had happened simultaneously the day Daisy was born. I became a mother, and I became a daughter all over again. And the unbreakable bond I’d formed with my beautiful new baby shone a light on the bond I already held with my beautiful old mum.


Over the years that followed, as I loved and struggled with parenting, first Daisy and then Poppy, realising now the relentless tough slog that motherhood is, I had renewed respect for how hard my mum must have worked to bring up my brother and me, and how thankless a job it must have been at times. My dad’s generation wasn’t in the business of babies, and she didn’t have all those modern amenities that make my workload barely tolerable – baby monitors, tumble dryers, disposable nappies and microwaves. I was just about keeping my head above water as it was – how would I have coped without a dishwasher? Daytime cartoons? A downstairs loo?


Before Daisy was born, I had only remembered my mum as a mother to a stroppy child, a wilful teenager, a wild twenty-something, and an independent thirty-something. But when I became a parent, and watched as she tenderly cared for my girls, I appreciated how she must have been as a mother to me when I was a baby. As she radiated love for them, humming lullabies, stroking their tiny faces, making them giggle and reading them endless stories, I realised how loved I must have been. She walked beside me as I pushed the pram around the streets to get Daisy to sleep, singing the same songs she had sung to me, teaching me the words of motherhood so that I could sing them to my own children. My mum had an annoying habit when I was growing up of saying, ‘You wait, you’ll understand when you have kids of your own!’ As I stropped out of the house in an adolescent huff or threw a teenage tantrum, I’d raise my eyes to the sky and bemoan the endless words of caution, the beratings and instructions on how to behave. These days I raise my eyes to the sky and when I open my mouth, my mother comes out. In becoming a mother, I have become my mother. That used to make her laugh a lot. Payback is smiling into your tea while your daughter is being shredded by your stubborn granddaughter.


When I was growing up, we fought. We fought a lot. Slammed doors and snorts of snideness were the percussion to our relationship. But the melody was the hot pour of Earl Grey tea, soft banter and the whisper of touching skin. The ‘baa baa’ of a new baby did not change the fact that Mum could still make me gaga. We still argued, and I still threw my eyes up to the skies. But at the end of a long day when I’d put my girls to bed, I would come down the stairs to hear my mum fussing in a newly cleaned kitchen, knowing that for a few hours that evening I’d be fed and hugged and probably berated. Which was OK because while learning to be a mother, I still very much needed to be mothered. And so it was again, for the first few days in hospital, as I got to know my newest daughter, I got to be Mum’s daughter again as she looked after my other girls and came in to see me every evening to look after me, too.
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Just four days after Ruby was born, I pulled back the curtains in search of a glimpse of the sky. It was there, in all its hazy beauty. But life was lurking behind clouds of gloom. And it was holding a grenade. I had been cocooned with my baby in a small hospital room; a womb for us both before we emerged into the bright lights of the real world. Each day my husband had arrived, his smile chasing the ears off his face. Each day he had brought in our two girls, who thought Ruby was a doll. They’d played with her for a moment, taken all her clothes off and then left her dangling off the bed. And each day my mum and dad had brought me a treat. On the first day, I got my usual pot of blackberry jam to eat with my breakfast and, over the next few days, it was ice-cream or chocolate.


But on my last day I told everyone to stay away. I was coming home the next day and, to be honest, I needed to rest. I wanted time with my precious new little girl before the madness of mothering three under-fives got underway. So my husband took my parents and girls out for the day, and I nestled in my hospital cocoon, sleeping and feeding and smiling.


Until the doctor came in and catastrophe struck.


I was in that muddled mist of half-sleep, lying on my bed, Ruby wrapped in my arms. I started awake and tried to pull myself to sitting (not easy when you have eighteen stitches across your belly and a sleeping baby in your arms). I smiled, the doctor smiled; everyone smiles around a baby. We talked and he stepped closer. He looked at Ruby and stopped smiling. So I stopped smiling and looked at Ruby.


I gasped. A huge coagulated blob of blood blazed across her perfect soft fuzzy head. I heard his sharp intake of breath, his arms reaching out for her. For some reason, my instinct was to pull her closer to me and it was then I had a funny feeling. I looked closer and my smile returned. Concern turned to confusion on his face, confusion turned to comprehension on my face.


I skimmed my finger along Ruby’s head, scooping up the dark red residue.


‘Ah,’ I said, taking a lick. ‘That’ll be a dollop of my mum’s blackberry jam.’


Catastrophe averted.


How Mum laughed when I told her on the phone that evening. We spoke about me coming home the next morning and she told me what a wonderful day she’d had with Daisy and Poppy. As we ended the call, she was off to read my girls a story and put them to bed. They were very giddy at the thought of me bringing their little sister home. She told me she loved me. All was good in the world. But the clouds were gathering, and none of us thought to look out the window.


I settled down for the evening, knowing that the following day, I’d carry a baby from this hospital for the last time, and that the rest of my life would begin as I danced off across a meadow of wild flowers. This was clearly the last fumes of the drugs taking effect. Or the hormones. Despite having already had two babies, I had forgotten that what would really happen was that I would carry a baby home from hospital and life would be swamped by a tsunami of sleepless insanity and lurid green poo.


Once I knew Mum would have put the girls to bed, I waited for the texts. What’s the answer to three down? Have I worked out seventeen across? That’s how Mum and I did the Irish Times crossword – usually with her in Belfast, me in Dublin – a texting triumph of collaboration. But no texts came.


My husband came instead.


I was asleep, trying to get a couple of hours’ rest before the next feed at 2 a.m. Suddenly the door to my room crashed open and the lights crashed on. I saw him standing in the doorway and, for a horrible second, I thought it was morning already and I’d slept through the night without feeding Ruby. I glanced at her but saw her sleeping soundly, fully hydrated and content. But then my eyes flicked back to the door fearfully. I knew then, the moment I saw his expression, that my life had just changed forever. No words will ever express the sorrow and horror on his face. In the three seconds it took for him to walk from the door to my bedside, frantic glimpses of family flashed in my brain – Daisy, Poppy, Mum, Dad, my brother – so that when he got to my side and took my hand, all I could say was, ‘Who is it?’


He bowed his head for a second before he broke my world. ‘It’s your mum.’
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A nurse found me a wheelchair and my husband found me a doctor who would discharge me at midnight. My husband had taken my mum to hospital as soon as he realised she was having a stroke and she had been sick in the car. He had called my friend Amanda to mind the children before coming to tell me. I left one hospital and while I was being driven to another in a car that stank of my mum’s vomit, I called my brother Simon.


‘It’s Mum …’ was all I could manage, before handing the phone to my husband so that he could explain. The pain in my stomach screamed with the effort the journey was taking but the pain in my heart screamed louder. We had buckled Ruby’s car seat in the back, hurriedly, without thought, without balloons, without fanfare. This was not how it was supposed to be. Happiness had flipped to horror and she was already experiencing the whiplash.


I could barely walk the distance from the car to A&E. I thought I was going to vomit with the pain. Someone found me a wheelchair and my husband pushed me to the main area. My eyes searched desperately for my mum. But amid all the mayhem and noise, the only likely person I could see was an old woman, at least 154 years old, lying wild-eyed, open-mouthed, her face as grey as her hair. I looked around, clutching my baby because the place screamed ‘Germs!’ My husband brought me towards the old woman.


Why are you bringing me here? I thought, and then I saw the old man beside her. It was my dad.


Why is he sitting here with this old woman? I thought, and then I saw what he was holding. It was my mum’s hand.


Why is Mum’s hand on that woman? I thought and then I realised who the old woman was.


How could this happen? We’d had a plan. The plan was for me to come out of hospital and live happily ever after. And yet here I was. Wiping pieces of vomit from around her mouth, while trying to find the woman I knew in her eyes.


My dad had collapsed into himself. He looked like one of those carcasses on the African plains reduced to skin and skeleton. My head was still trying to come to terms with what was happening. A stroke, we were told. How could this be? I had only spoken to her! She does water aerobics twice a week! Two hours before she had been reading my girls a story, her rose-coloured lipstick intact. How can this old, grey creature be my mum? Where is my mum? Where is my mum! Talk to me, Mum. But for the first time in my life, her eyes were silent.


Ruby started to cry and I realised she needed feeding. But how could I feed her? Every ounce of my energy, every cell in my body was focused on my mum, willing her to wake up, stop this nonsense, put some lipstick on and hold my hand. We’d have a nice cup of Earl Grey tea and a ‘little bit of something nice’. This is what my mum had always said when we shared a cup of tea. ‘Sure we have to have a little bit of something nice to go with it.’ This usually involved chocolate. Instead, I gripped her hand and eventually a nurse suggested I go and feed Ruby in a little room. It wasn’t safe for her here. She hadn’t had any vaccinations yet and the A&E was a breeding ground for everything that a newborn baby doesn’t want to get.


And there it was. That first awful decision. My baby or my mother. Reluctantly, I left my mum to feed my baby. I took Ruby into a side room and fed her, but then I immediately went back to Mum, leaving my husband to wind Ruby. Almost five days of never leaving my baby’s side were broken as I went to the person who had never left mine. Guilt had crept silently into the hospital, put his arm around my shoulders, and was now lingering by my side. I needed to support my old mum, and I needed to support my new daughter, and suddenly the brutality of that choice pulled at my very skin. I wasn’t to know these constant choices would rip the skin from my flesh over the coming years. But, for now, in those first few hours, it was just horror. And it got worse.


We heard him before we saw him. Flailing and punching, as they wheeled his trolley into the slot next to Mum in the A&E ward. He smelled of anger and that horrible combination of ripe drink and stale cigarettes. He was a one-man show of abuse and profanity. He lashed out with his fists at the doctors trying to help him and lashed out with his tongue at the nurses trying to quieten him. He had been stabbed in the head and wanted everyone to know about it.


I cradled my mum’s head, whispering in her ear, trying to drown out his voice. Her own mouth opened and closed but no sound came out. The man was screeching four-, five- and even some choice six-letter curses, and I was getting more and more panicked that that would be the last thing my mum ever heard. I thought she was going to die, but this awful man kept screaming and I kept whispering until, at one point, I simply put my hands over Mum’s ears, sobbing into her barely moving chest, the smell of her Estée Lauder Beautiful still warm on her skin. It was the smell of the love that had always blanketed me. And it woke me up.


I started in a low mumble. ‘Please be quiet. Please be quiet. Please be quiet.’ My voice got stronger. I turned to his curtain. ‘Please, my mum is dying. Please be quiet.’


I looked around me. A sterile, busy, frantic, awful A&E ward. How can you end your life here? My mum loved the sea, loved views, loved walking along a beach collecting shells. She loved music. That’s how she needed to die. Not in this room. Not with this man shouting and swearing. Not on this day. Please, not on this day.


‘Please. Please, can you be quiet, my mum is here and you need to be quiet.’


He kept going, he kept going, he kept going, and I could feel the tension in me rise. He kept going, his angry, whiney voice rising and rising, along with the fist in my stomach. He just kept shouting and swearing that he’d been stabbed in the head.


I broke. I broke away and I tore towards him before anyone could stop me.


‘SHUT UP OR I’LL STAB YOU IN THE HEAD MYSELF!’ I screamed (also inserting a few choice swear words to match his).


Silence descended like a white ward sheet. I knew people were looking at me. But I was a woman with a wound and a newborn baby, so they said nothing and turned away. It only stunned him quiet for a moment, before he started up again, but thankfully two gardai arrived and he was wheeled away.


I slunk back beside my mum (as well as you can slink when your stomach is stitched together and your mind is falling apart). My husband brought Ruby out to me because she needed another feed and I picked up my precious little bundle of new life and held her up beside my precious larger bundle of fading life, three generations of skin touching, three generations of genes blending, three generations of love entwining. With me sandwiched in the middle.


Soon, they told us her bed on the stroke ward was ready. I can still picture the caravan of catastrophe that went tumbling along next, like a freak-show troupe. In front of me, my mum was being wheeled in a bed down a corridor with my shrunken dad walking beside her; behind her, I was being wheeled in a chair, my four-day-old baby on my lap, crying to be fed.


I looked at my mum, and I looked at my baby.


I had just been enveloped into a perfect storm of need.


There was no George Clooney. Just decisions and choices and care that would nearly break my bones. I had entered what I would call my Sandwich Years.
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The Aftermath


‘The first twenty-four hours are critical.’ This is what we were told. But, critical for whom? The term didn’t just apply to my mum. They were critical for everyone who loved and depended on her. That night, as soon as she was settled in the ward, I sat with her until the new dawn broke, Ruby still in the car seat at my feet. I didn’t dare look at the other patients lying in the surrounding beds, in case they got up and started walking towards us, arms outstretched like zombies. That’s what they looked like, half-dead creatures from a bad horror movie.


I drew the curtain around Mum in case she woke up and saw them too, and thought she had already died.


In the quiet of the ward I was able to look at her calmly for the first time. If my dad was a carcass on an African plain, then my mum was a long, half-formed shadow cast from a high, burning sun. She had been a life force and now she was barely alive. I probably looked like a half-eaten deer caught in the headlights of a lion’s stare. Only there was no fight or flight, just fright.


My brother arrived red-eyed after his red-eye flight from Edinburgh, grey with shock. I placed Mum’s hand from mine into his and went home to see my girls. I was momentarily stunned to see the ‘Welcome Home’ bunting hanging pink and poignant across the front door. I had forgotten that just hours earlier our lives had been all about happiness. I was meant to be bringing home my new baby with Mum and Dad welcoming me in the doorway. Now life was filled with horror. The joy of what was meant to be compounded the grief of what now was, as the bunting swayed in the breeze.


The girls, still unaware, screamed with excitement when my husband and I walked in with Ruby, and I had to remember to smile when I saw them. They fussed and fumbled over their new sister, their squeals like a sprinkling of sparkle in a deep, dense mist. But I just stood dazed, crazed with shock and exhaustion. My mum’s cardigan was hanging over the banister. Her shoes were by the door. I didn’t know it yet, but she would never wear either again.


I sobbed as I put Mum’s hospital bag together. Being in ‘Nanna’s room’, which our spare room was affectionately called because my mum stayed there so much, was like standing in a hail of sharp knives. The book she had been reading was on the bedside table, a bookmark made by Daisy sticking out and showing it was only half-read. The Irish Times crossword was on the bed, unfinished and, beside it, her small navy leather handbag. Her clothes hung in the wardrobe, her smell hung in the air. I had no idea what to pack for someone whose life had been so brutally interrupted. I threw in her deep rose nail varnish. There must always be nail varnish. I went to get her handbag, but then stopped. I couldn’t face looking inside. There would be notes and endless lists covered in her neat handwriting. Her lipstick. Her wallet and her photos. I knew every item in her handbag as intimately as I knew my own. I left it unopened. She wouldn’t be needing it any time soon.


Life decided to give me a little break on that day it broke me. If I had opened that handbag, and lifted out her notebook, and read one particular piece of paper, I think I would have collapsed into the arms of grief until they squeezed me to death. It would be days before I could summon the strength to open her bag. I thought the pain would be in just seeing her things. Things she would never use again. But something made me wait. Something made me not see what she had written yet because, although my mum couldn’t talk anymore, she would speak to me again, just when I needed it.


[image: image]


After lunch, when I had showered and spent a little time with the girls, I returned to the hospital. The walk from the entrance to Mum’s ward was still too difficult for me, so I had to be pushed in a wheelchair.


At one point, I wondered if there was a spare bed for me.


The nurses must have washed Mum’s face and mouth, and put a new nightie on her, but it seemed they had also washed her of colour. She lay grey and motionless, locked in a silent hell. The previous night, the doctors had told us that, at that moment, she was paralysed. Mute. Probably brain damaged. Suddenly, her eyes opened and saw mine. They screamed for me to help her. I held her hand but I think it was more to anchor myself because my instinct was to run from those eyes. Eyes that had always held me, now barely seemed to recognise me. Thankfully, they closed again.
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