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  For my mother, Moira




  

     

  




  In memory of Maureen Kelly and Mary Gunn: your legacies live on in the

  hearts of your daughters.




  

     

  




  

    

      If we could get the hang of it entirely




      It would take too long;




      All we know is the splash of words in passing




      And falling twigs of song,




      And when we try to eavesdrop on the great




      Presences it is rarely




      That by a stroke of luck we can appropriate




      Even a phrase entirely.




      from ‘Entirely’, Louis MacNeice


    


  




  

     

  




  
Prologue




  My mother wrote notes. Notes to remind herself to do things: put the rubbish out,

  feed the cat. Notes of things she had to buy, people she had to telephone, TV programmes she wanted to watch, things she must find. Often, at the top of her day’s ‘To Do’ list was

  ‘Must find “Must Find” list’. While talking on the telephone, Mum would take notes to remind herself exactly what had been said, then refer back to them when telling me

  about the call. Every time she went out she would leave me a note saying exactly where she was going and what time she would be back, just in case I might call in and wonder where she was.




  I put the books down on her kitchen table and searched around for my note. On the shelf by the telephone,

  there was a memo pad in the shape of a house. It had ‘Your Jobs Today’ written at the top; down the left margin were numbers one to ten – each one a rung on a teddy bear’s

  ladder. The teddy was on the roof of the house holding a hammer. It was exactly the kind of tasteless tat that my mother felt compelled to buy, then regretted as soon as she got

  home. I knew that this note was just one of Mum’s lists and not written directly for me, but I read it anyway. It would surely contain some interesting titbit she intended to tell me.




  

    

      

        

          

            	

              1. 


            



            	

              Tel bill


            

          




          

            	

              2. 


            



            	

              Ring Shirley – return purple top


            

          




          

            	

              3. 


            



            	

              Bathroom floor tiles! Ring Dennis


            

          




          

            	

              4. 


            



            	

              Tell G scented candles, £2 for 50


            

          




          

            	

              5. 


            



            	

              Cashpoint


            

          




          

            	

              6. 


            



            	

              Tesco: bread, milk, eggs, gravy, apples, spread


            

          




          

            	

              7. 


            



            	

              Bins! Bins! Bins!


            

          




          

            	

              8. 


            



            	

              Tell G have ov cancer. Prob term


            

          




          

            	

              9. 


            



            	

              Bins!


            

          




          

            	

              10. 


            



            	

              Chemist: Moisturizer, deodorant, prescription


            

          


        

      


    


  




  That would be item eight. Despite the abbreviation, I knew what it meant immediately. I

  wasn’t expecting it. I certainly had never thought about ovarian cancer in relation to my mother and there had been no recent conversations I could recall that might have brought it to the

  front of my mind. Yet straight away it read to me as a complete sentence: ‘Tell Grace I have ovarian cancer and it’s probably terminal.’




  

     

  




  one




  Grace




  Amanda Nicolson sat in front of me and bawled her eyes out. She was a thick-set,

  sensible fourteen-year-old and the last child in St Anne’s, the private girls’ school where I taught, whom I would have expected to get pregnant. By the state of her, I imagined it was

  a sentiment that would be shared by her parents, if and when she told them.




  ‘I’m sorry, miss, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, miss . . .’




  The students always apologized for getting upset. It was the most heartbreaking aspect of being the

  school’s counsellor, a voluntary position I held in addition to being the deputy head. Most of the other teachers shuddered at the idea of being a sounding board for the girls’

  problems, but I enjoyed it. Perhaps because I didn’t have children of my own the reponsibility of it didn’t faze me. It might have been naive of me to take on the position of adviser

  and confidante to four hundred hormonal teenagers, but I believed someone had to listen to them. I remembered what it felt like to be a teenager myself – confused, pained, isolated,

  passionate, excitable – and it seemed a shame to me that so many adults generally, and teachers specifically, seemed to have little or no empathy with them.




  I talked Amanda through all of her options but she was so distressed she barely took it in. The father was

  a seventeen-year-old Italian student who had been boarding with her family the previous summer – they had only done ‘it’ once.




  ‘My dad’s gonna kill me, he’s gonna k, k—’ and she collapsed again.




  I knew Dr Nicolson would not kill Amanda. He would be disappointed and concerned. He would make an

  appointment at a private clinic where his serene manicured wife would take their precious daughter for an abortion. She would be kept home from school for a week, pampered by their housekeeper,

  then sent back and told to forget all about it. Amanda’s education would not be interrupted by a baby, and the respectable, middle-class lives of her parents could not incorporate an

  unexpected grandchild. It was out of the question. Amanda was too young to make a choice so her parents would make it for her. Along with choosing her university, her career and, if at all

  possible, her husband. The course of Amanda’s life was too important to be left to chance. It was not the pregnancy itself that was the tragedy, but the unexpectedness of it; the loss of

  control.




  In the end, I just leaned forward and put my arms around her. She curled her chubby legs up gratefully on

  the sofa and put her head on my lap like an infant. I patted and stroked her head and indulged myself by wondering if her perfect mother would do the same when she found out. I knew it wasn’t

  my place to wonder – I was just there to provide temporary relief and solace – but I said a silent prayer that she would be all right. The exchange left me heavy with

  emotion.




  A little of Amanda’s pain followed me into the car as I drove over to my mother’s house to

  deliver her some cookery books she had asked me to order off the internet for her.




  

    Although I inherited my moderately left-wing politics and my liberal attitudes from my

    mother, it seemed that on a day-to-day basis she was the person who most completely challenged my personal belief system – my private ideas about the correct way to do things. If I had to

    describe myself I would have reluctantly used the label ‘new-age liberal’, although of course by our very nature we liberals object to putting people in boxes. (Except for

    ‘fascists’ and ‘racists’ and ‘conservatives’ and ‘religious right-wingers’ and, in fact, everyone who isn’t as ‘open-minded’ and

    ‘inclusive’ as us.) And yet my mother seemed capable of eliciting behaviour from me that was the opposite of liberal. Uptight, irritable and critical just about covers it. Much of it

    came from just the fact of who she was. I knew that I loved her more than I ever loved anyone and yet she was always the brunt of my careless criticism. We were very different and the only thing

    that irritated me more than the differences between us were the similarities. I could be kind and comforting towards another person’s pregnant teenage daughter, and yet I was rarely as kind

    to my own mother. A mother gives her child love: endlessly, unconditionally, on demand, constantly, from birth to grave. That’s what they do. The more they give you, the

    deeper they dig a pit which you expect them to fill. The bad news for both of you is the pit is bottomless. The really bad news is, knowing that

    doesn’t make it any easier.




    I could never be certain if it was my own insecurity or my mother’s failing that she never felt

    like quite enough for me. I knew in my heart that she was a great mother, and yet I always carried around a little resentment towards her.




    One of the things that broke my heart about my mother, and also irritated the hell out of me, was her

    lack of confidence. Mum never grew out of wanting to be slimmer, more fashionable, different from how she was; neither did she mature into one of those refined older women who settle into muted

    shades of cashmere that complement their beige, grey-peppered bobs. Mum was never happy with the subdued haircuts the hairdressers kept giving her.




    ‘They’ve made me look like a sixty-year-old suburban shop manager.’




    ‘You are a sixty-year-old suburban shop manager,’ I would say.




    ‘I don’t care,’ she’d snap, ‘I want to look “way out” and

    interesting. I want to look like Judi Dench!’




    Mum was always experimenting – trying to find her ‘look’. She went through fads and

    phases. Loud African-print kaftans, then pashminas, then candy-coloured velour tracksuits with chunky training shoes that added an extra two inches to her five-foot-nothing frame. I towered over

    her, and I often sensed her irritation that I didn’t use the advantage of my height and slim build to more glamorous effect. As my mother never grew out of wanting to look

    ‘trendy’, I never grew out of being irritated by her lack of self-confidence. ‘Be who you are, Mum,’ I used to say when she asked me what I thought of a new handbag or

    haircut. Once she said, ‘I don’t know who I am, Grace.’ I assumed she was being flippant; it sounded like a line from a magazine. Despite

    how much I loved her – or rather because of it – I was compelled to constantly point out to Mum where she was going wrong. I wanted her to be the exception to every rule I knew about

    human behaviour. Publicly I said she was a great mother but secretly the child in me always believed that there was a better, more enlightened mother living inside her. Some part of me thought

    that all it would take was a nod from me and this all-knowing person would emerge from the flawed, vulnerable, unhappy mess that in my darkest moments I believed she was. It never occurred to me

    that perhaps that was her truth: she did not know who she was. She was unsure, floundering. She said she was content, that she had achieved all she had ever

    wanted in her life, but I didn’t believe her and that made me insecure. She was my mirror. I wanted her to be as good as she could be, so it would

    reflect well on me. My mother did not compete with me, but sometimes I thought it was only a lack of confidence that was stopping her.




    I knew that my mother loved me, but always, even as a small child, I felt there was something missing. A

    mother’s love for her only child is supposed to be absolute. Somehow, my mum’s love never felt complete.


  




  

    



    She had called and asked me to order the books weeks beforehand. She had telephoned at

    midnight, after sharing a couple of bottles of wine with Shirley, a divorcee who had become her new best friend, since her husband had run off with his secretary six months before. I was

    astonished that men in our modern age still had secretaries who would run off with them, but then Shirley was a walking cliché. She was, to put it politely, ‘dysfunctional’.

    Neither her son nor her daughter spoke to her any more; she was a chain smoker who rarely made it past lunchtime before cracking open the Chablis. Doubtless as distraction from the sadness of her

    own life, she had cast herself in the role of my mother’s keeper and was instructing Mum in subjects as diverse as diets, hairstyles, animal print and mother–daughter relations. It

    seemed she had added cookery to the list. The phone call could not wait until morning: ‘Shirley says the recipe for Thai chicken is superb, and that I

    simply must try it as soon as possible. So please order the book immediately, and sooner if possible. Thank you!’




    My mother’s assertive tone was for Shirley’s benefit. It annoyed me that Mum, at the age of

    sixty-two, was being so easily led by this grotesque woman; also annoying was the fact that I knew she would forget she ever wanted the books and would blame me for adding to the already

    substantial pile of unused ‘stuff’ in her kitchen.




    Mum seemed to be in a constant state of low-level self-flagellation; enough to keep her permanently

    irritated with herself, but not enough to motivate change. She regretted eating that big dinner, but then she’d have dessert and regret that too. She regretted buying that

    wool coat that didn’t fit her, but it was expensive so she would wear it anyway, then she would buy another one and regret the waste of money. Those orange curtains she had bought in a sale

    were absolutely vile, she didn’t know what had come over her, but they were up now and she would look at them every day thinking, Why, why, why did I

    buy them? ‘I’ll take them down, Mum, I’ll exchange the coat, I’ll take this fifty-pence tasteless notepad and throw it right in the bin.’ Then she would say,

    ‘No!’ It was as if she needed all these minor regrets. The wrong purchases, the half-written letters, the lapsed gym membership. Between them they formed a security blanket for her, a

    weight to stop her moving too fast. Without it, she might have had to get a computer and order her own books on the internet, or fulfil that ambition to be a stone lighter. The novelty notepad

    was a symptom of all that. As I picked it up I wished, not for the first time, that I wasn’t one of those co-dependent people who look inside other people and see their pain.




    After I had been whacked with the initial bombshell, I turned the page over. It was an automatic action,

    like swearing at a paving stone after you’ve tripped over your own feet. I wasn’t expecting to find anything. Or perhaps part of me was hoping the next page would read ‘Only

    joking! April fool!’




    It didn’t. It was written in the hurried shorthand scrawl my mother used when recording a phone

    call.





    

      

        19th Feb




        Dr Feltz – Royal Free Hosp.




        Biopsy – Stage IV, MMMT rare sarcona (sarcoma?)




        MMR – tumour 10cm, probably spread – maybe liver?




        Operation – scheduled next 2 wks




        Sponge bag – M&S new range + FIND PURPLE SLIPPERS! Grace?


      


    




    I jumped at the sight of my name. I understood the other information. I had a basic

    knowledge of cancer – I knew it was sarcoma, for instance, and that Stage IV was almost certainly terminal. The information registered but it was so

    dreadful that my mind did not want to let it in. It opened the door and looked at it, but then closed it quickly again. So the terrifying truth of my mother’s cancer remained in the form of

    a handwritten list on a novelty notepad she had left lying around. I figured if my mother was going to distract herself with purple slippers then I was entitled to sidestep pain with a bit of

    well-deserved anger.




    I believed that there were no such things as accidents. So I found myself in my mother’s kitchen

    freaking out not because she had Stage IV ovarian cancer, not because this meant that she was almost certainly going

    to die sooner rather than later, but because she hadn’t told me in the ‘correct’ way. In the three seconds (or ten minutes) that passed with me standing there holding the

    revelatory note in my hand, I was aware that I separated in two. Part one buckled against the fireplace, then leaned stock still against the cold bricks in a state of shock.

    The other, fluid, emotional part of me seemed to float out of my body, then bounce up and down in a state of hysterical fury.




    She had intended me to find out in this way, I just knew it. She

    lacked the courage to tell me properly, so she had done it in this throwaway manner to try to make it more manageable, the stupid misguided woman. I mean, number

    eight? Number eight on a ‘To Do’ list is to tell her daughter she is dying? Squashed in between two reminders to put the bins out? Was

    this a metaphor of some kind – her subconscious saying, ‘I am a rubbish mother’? She put telling me below her grocery shopping, below telling me about scented candles on special

    offer at the pound shop! This was completely wrong, me finding out like this. Part of me was puzzled; why didn’t my mother tell me sooner, bring me along with her to the hospital, the

    doctor – whatever? Why didn’t she involve me, lean on me? The hysteric in me was raising her hands up, going, ‘This is so, so typical of

    my mother.’ I had no siblings to discuss it with; there was nobody else to break this gently to me; no father to share the pain of losing her with. Just me – on my own. The silly

    woman should have acquired enough wisdom by now to find a better way of telling me, rather than leaving a note on her kitchen table with all the gory facts detailed on the back.




    So loudly and insistently was my inner hysteric shouting that I didn’t hear my mother come in.




    ‘Oh, I’ll take that,’ she said, snatching the notebook out of my hand and walking

    straight past me to the sink, where she proceeded to fill the kettle. ‘I have nice ham from the butcher’s and a fresh loaf, so if you can wait five minutes for

    lunch, it’s ham sandwiches. And before you start, no, I do not have any pesto!’




    Was it me, or did all mothers do this: cram so many mixed messages into one short statement that their

    children need twenty years of therapy just to understand what they’re saying?




    I was momentarily surprised by the amount of effort it took my body to move away from the fireplace

    where I was still leaning and face my mother’s busy, kettle-filling, sandwich-making back.




    ‘I read the list,’ is all I said. I left out the phone-call notes. It would have been too

    harsh to overload us both with practical details.




    There was a moment’s silence, which I hoped she was going to fill with the solemn details of her

    news by sharing it with me properly.




    ‘I hate that pad. I don’t know what possessed me to buy it when I have drawers full of

    lovely notelets that I never use.’




    With that, she pointedly flicked open the kitchen bin and hurled the teddy bear and his ten-runged

    ladder into it.




    My mother had a habit of being apologetic over little things, but stubborn and defensive over big

    things. For example; she deeply regretted making me give up ballet lessons but ‘had her reasons’ for not telling me why my father left. So, what possessed me to buy that hideous

    notebook? I was going to tell you about the cancer in my own good time.




    Sometime in the next six months, presumably.





    Still, the notepad was in the bin now. Problem solved, eh? I let rip. My opening gambit

    would have been so different if I had held on to myself. It could have been ‘There is no need to carry this alone, Mum. I’m here for you.’ Or I could have created a comfortable

    distance by using her name: ‘Eileen, I know about the cancer.’




    Instead I opened my mouth and out came ‘How – how

    – could you put telling me you had cancer below returning a blouse to Shirley? HOW!?’




    It could only get worse after that.




    ‘Shirley lent me that blouse over a month ago – it was important.’




    ‘And telling me you had cancer wasn’t important?’




    ‘Of course it was – that’s why it was on my list.’




    ‘Not as important as Shirley’s blouse, though – or going to the cashpoint, or ringing

    Dennis about the tiles in the bathroom?’




    ‘That’s not how it works. It’s just a list – the order doesn’t mean

    anything.’




    ‘Of course it means something. Everything fucking means

    something.’




    I believed that. That everything meant something. But I shouldn’t have said the word

    ‘fucking’. She went tight-lipped and determined.




    ‘How dare you talk about Shirley like that? Shirley is my friend!’




    So wrong on so many different levels. Shirley was more of a bad influence than a friend.




    ‘I do not want to talk about Shirley. Don’t try to

    sidetrack me by talking about Shirley.’





    ‘Well – you brought up her name.’




    ‘Only in the context of something else.’




    ‘You’ve never liked Shirley. I don’t know why – she’s always saying how

    nice you are.’




    ‘You’re doing it again! Trying to distract me into talking about Shirley!’




    ‘You’re the one whose got a problem with her – you’re the one who keeps saying

    Shirley, Shirley, Shirley . . .’




    ‘YOU’VE GOT CANCER!’




    ‘STOP SHOUTING AT ME!’




    And I was shouting at her. I was towering a full foot over my

    tiny, frail mother who had cancer and I was yelling at her. I was ashamed of behaving like a bully, but I still did not want to stop, wanted only to pick her up and shake some sense into her, or

    the cancer out of her.




    Mum’s lip quivered and from behind my rage I noticed that her hand was shaking, with the butter

    knife still in it. She looked down on the worktop, fumbled a slice of bread out of its packet and resumed making our sandwiches. Her actions had slowed down; the clipped determination was gone,

    but I didn’t want to see that. She was offering me space now, inviting me to sit and have lunch quietly. She was defusing the anger by busying herself and the air in her cluttered kitchen

    felt light in anticipation of our talking.




    But because it was Eileen offering the space and not vice versa, I couldn’t accept it. My pride

    wouldn’t let me, or perhaps I just wasn’t ready to hear her say it yet. I knew, even as I turned my back on my mother and walked out of the door, that I was wrong. That I

    was





    hurting her, and myself. But then that was one of the disappointing things I had

    learned during my stint in therapy. Knowing what to do is one thing; doing it is something else.


  




  

     

  




  two




  Eileen




  It’s funny how, when you look back, it is often the small things that are

  really important. As a child I believed in magic. Then, when I was eleven, a pair of red trousers changed everything and made me start to see the world as it really was.




  I was born in 1943 in a terraced cottage in Ballamore, a small town on the west coast of Ireland. Fifteen

  miles to the east was a flat-topped mountain, and to the west we were five miles inland from the sea – next stop America. At one end of our road was Ballamore Cathedral, tall, grey and grand,

  and at the other, in its own lush gardens, was the Bishop’s Palace. My mother said we lived in the safest place in the world because no matter which way we looked – up or down our

  street, behind or in front of our house – we were hemmed in by God’s greatest achievements. Mountain and sea, church and clergy – they were the outer and inner perimeters of my

  early life.




  My family name was Gardner and my father was Senior Clerk in the town hall, which was considered a very good job, but not so good that we looked down our noses at people. Civil servants were respected without being considered snobbishly middle-class, privileged through education

  rather than money; it was an enviable position. We were neither looked down upon by the doctors and solicitors nor envied by the poor. I went to school alongside children who had to share shoes and

  came to school hungry. The poor people lived at the top end of town and sometimes, when my sister and I walked past their houses on our way home from the cinema, they would throw small stones at us

  and shout, ‘Big shots!’ When we told our mother she would tell us to thank God we weren’t one of them – and we did. I grew up knowing I was lucky to have been born into the

  family I was.




  The house we lived in was on a street called The New Line, on account of the houses being newly built by

  the town council when my parents had moved there some ten years before. Because of his job, my father was given one of these houses for a peppercorn rent. We had a bathroom upstairs with running

  water, two bedrooms and a box-room, and downstairs we had a dining room, which was our main living area, a drawing room for entertaining important guests like visiting clergy, and a small scullery,

  where my mother prepared food and washed the pots and clothes. In the dining room was a range where my mother did all of the baking and cooking. Our house was considered luxurious by my

  mother’s family, who lived out in the country. Once, a coarse man who was married to a cousin of my mother’s said, ‘You’ll get calluses on your arse from sitting down all

  day.’ Her family thought my mother’s life was too easy, with water ‘inside in the house’ and her having a ‘contraption’ to cook with rather

  than an open hearth.




  But my mother did not sit down all day. I had a younger brother and sister, and between cooking and

  cleaning for us all, Mum was constantly complaining that we had her ‘robbed of every ounce of energy’ she ever had. I did what I could to help her. My jobs included cleaning the ashes

  out of the range every morning and carrying the kettle of hot water up to the bathroom for my father’s morning shave, but by far my favourite job was being sent up town to get my

  mother’s ‘messages’.




  Every Saturday morning, Mam gave me two shillings and sent me up to Mrs Durcan’s shop. The money was

  to pay for my father’s newspaper bill plus our comic books and my mother’s weekly Woman. Durcan’s had a bakery out back, so while half of

  the shop was given over to tobacco and papers, the other comprised a counter weighed down with delicious cakes. The smell was something else, and I soon got into the habit of sneakily spending some

  of my mother’s change on a delicious sugary doughnut. The first time I bought one, Maidy Durcan, who had a stern face and a starchy manner, said, ‘Does your mother know you’re

  buying doughnuts, Eileen Gardner?’ Like most children, I was shy talking to adults and only blushed in reply, but Maidy took my money anyway. There was no love lost between my mother and Mrs

  Durcan (‘Tell that woman nothing if she asks you!’ Mam shouted after me as I left each week), but at the age of eleven I knew that Maidy Durcan wouldn’t tell my mother for fear

  she’d miss the tuppence worth of business. I felt guilty sometimes, because I knew that my mother only went to Durcan’s because they were the only shop that supplied

  English magazines and papers. Mam baked a soda cake every day, but when she had visitors and needed yeast bread to impress them, she made a point of buying it ready-sliced in Carey’s grocery

  shop – even though she knew the bread in Durcan’s was superior. My weekly doughnut was the only purchase given to the Durcan bakery each week and I knew my mother would be furious with

  me if she found out I was giving Maidy money.




  There was also the element of sin to consider. I avoided sinning as much as possible, but for a Catholic

  child in those days, sinning was a very complicated business. Technically, spending my mother’s money without consent was classified as stealing, but unless it was something big like a purse

  or a cow or a donkey, stealing was only a venial sin, punishable by extra time in purgatory. Purgatory was heaven’s waiting room but it wasn’t nice, full of flames and horned devils

  – like hell, we were told. The only real advantage purgatory had over hell was that you knew you weren’t going to be there for all eternity so you could console yourself that you

  would get to heaven eventually, once all your earthly sins had been atoned for. The smart Catholic would start this process while they were still alive by

  saying prayers called indulgences. I had received a book of indulgences for my eleventh birthday and was working my way through it determinedly. I knew that one indulgence prayer said three times

  in immediate succession would buy me a fortnight off purgatory. It wasn’t much when you considered how long eternity was, but I had estimated that one doughnut amounted to

  about two months in purgatory and reasoned that not even an all-powerful, all-punishing God could justify more than that. So by saying four sets of indulgences (which could be one prayer said

  twelve times), I was off the hook. It seemed a small price to pay for my delicious, illicit doughnut.




  It was during one of my covert doughnut-eating sessions that I first saw the picture of the lady in the

  red slacks. It was a fine day and I had settled myself down among the ruins of the monastery behind the cathedral. It was a quiet, some said haunted, spot, and one of the few places in the small

  town where I could be guaranteed privacy. I liked it there because it was close to God’s house, the cathedral, and yet it wasn’t in His house. All

  through my childhood, I had felt a deep love and devotion to the Blessed Virgin, and God and I enjoyed an easy understanding. I didn’t commit any big sins – like murder or sex –

  and He didn’t go too hard on my minor misdemeanours like doughnuts. My favourite expression was ‘God moves in mysterious ways’, and my best friend Breege and I loved to glamorize

  everyday coincidences by turning them into ‘signs from God’. If we saw three swans on the river together, we knew that it was going to be sunny on Saturday. If there was a crow sitting

  on the railings by the Blessed Virgin’s statue, the number of Hail Marys we could say before it flew away was the number of children we were going to have. Breege would point out the signs,

  but I was the one who would get the ‘spiritual feeling’ that determined what the sign meant. We often discussed how I knew all these extraordinary things. I said I didn’t know, I

  just felt it. As if God was inside my head, telling me facts like ‘If you step on three pavement cracks you will burn in hell for all

  eternity,’ or ‘If the petals fall off that rose in the next week, someone in the town is going to die.’ When my mother read the death notices in the paper and pointed to somebody

  that she knew who had died (which was every week, as she knew everybody in the town), it only strengthened my belief in my own abilities as a prophet. While there was no way of knowing if the

  pavement-cracks theory was really true, neither of us took any chances. Breege said that if God was talking to me like that it meant that I was really special and would probably become a nun.




  As I was settling down to my doughnut, the Woman magazine that was

  on the top of my pile of papers flicked open. It settled on a page that featured Father Peyton, the famous ‘Rosary Crusader’, standing next to the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

  They were in a big park and there seemed to be hundreds of people in the background, but all I could see was the woman. She had blonde hair drawn back into a bun and an enigmatic smile, as if she

  knew something that nobody else did. It occurred to me that if the Blessed Virgin were alive at the time she would probably have looked like that woman. I felt certain that God was sending me a

  message. The caption said the woman’s name was Grace Kelly, and in the picture she was wearing a cream sweater and a pair of red slacks. Slacks were like men’s trousers, except they

  were worn by ladies in magazines. My mother didn’t wear slacks, nor did any of the women in our town. But suddenly I felt an overwhelming desire to own a pair; a pair of

  red ones just like in the picture. I decided I would go home at once and ask my mother to make them for me.




  Five weeks, three days and seven hours later – that was how long it had taken me to persuade my

  mother to order the pattern from England, buy the red cotton from Foyles’s and then actually sew them – I was curling my fingers around the handle on my mother’s wardrobe door,

  tapping it in anticipation, holding off for a few more seconds the glorious moment of seeing myself in her full-length mirror.




  I closed my eyes tight, opened the door, took a few steps back and then gradually opened them. In the

  mirror was a vision. It still looked like me; there were the two thick chestnut curls at the end of my plaits, a face sprinkled with freckles. There was my favourite blouse with the forget-me-not

  pattern that my aunt had sent home from America. But then – oh then! My lace communion and confirmation dresses had made me feel special in a holy way, like a child bride of Christ, but this

  was something different altogether. I placed one hand on my waist and pushed my hips one way, then the other. I lifted my left leg and kicked, then my right. I had been worried that I was going to

  look like a boy, but I didn’t at all. I remember trying to think hard about how I felt, and deciding that the best word was ‘free’. I knew that this good feeling must mean

  something, and so I thought it was probably another sign from God.




  

     

  




  three




  Grace




  As I drove around the block after my dramatic exit, I tried to placate my rage with

  an image of Mum sitting with her head in her hands, regretting, regretting, regretting the thoughtless way in which her only child had discovered her cancer. But before the picture was half formed,

  I realized I was on to a loser. Terminal cancer definitely gave my mother the edge on me guiltwise. I had to go back and straighten things out. I took a deep breath and told myself it wasn’t

  important that we had fought. I should apologize, because after all what was important was not how I was told, but rather that my mother was terminally ill and we had to shoulder it together.
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