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TO MUM





















Your life ebbs away,




The links of memory falter,




A shared lifetime ephemeral,




We say our long farewells,




As you drift into the night.




—PAT LIVERMORE (JUNE 12, 1928–JULY 13, 2008), “LOVE NEVER ENDS.”
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Sister Tobit in Calcutta, 1980. (Photographer: unknown French volunteer)
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AUTHOR’S NOTE











The title of the BBC documentary written and presented by Richard Dawkins, The Root of All Evil?, asks whether religious belief, which has inspired much that is great in human culture, is the primary source of evil in the world. Such a title is hardly scientific or dispassionate. If we could eliminate all religious belief, would the world be enhanced or diminished?




The fault lines dividing the believer and the nonbeliever, the wealthy and the destitute, crisscross our world. I belong to a generation of transition. Though I was born into belief, I will die a nonbeliever. Many others are losing their faith and confronting nonexistence. Those with faith in God continue to be comforted by the consolations of religion—life after death and ultimate justice—while others retreat behind the bastions of fundamentalism and rigidly adhere to unquestionable dogmas.




My quest for meaning has led me from faith to agnosticism. It has also brought me face to face with the anguish of those born into extreme poverty.




This is an account of my time in Mother Teresa’s order, the Society of the Missionaries of Charity (MC), and my subsequent struggle to work through the paradoxes I encountered there. The writing of this book was slow; over many years I put it aside and then returned to it. I have based my account on diary entries and the letters I sent to my mother while I was an MC. Some of the events occurred more than thirty years ago, but I have recounted them as faithfully as I can within the constraints of memory and personal perspective. The passages of dialogue are necessarily reconstructed and are not verbatim accounts. On some occasions I have deliberately not made clear who the sister was who wrote, said, or did a particular thing. I have changed or omitted the names of most of the sisters, and of some of the people I worked with to protect their privacy. My recollections and reconstructions of Mother Teresa’s talks and her conversations with me are based on contemporaneous notes. Within the manuscript I have referred to letters I received from Mother Teresa and also to correspondence sent by other sisters. I have paraphrased the content of those letters and quoted only key expressions and phrases. I have also quoted only briefly from Mother’s letters to her spiritual guides which were first referred to in articles in The Review for Religious, September–October 2001 and then published in full in Come Be My Light (Kolodiejchuk, B. Doubleday, 2007).




I am grateful to the many people who have encouraged me to persevere with my writing, especially Kathryn Anderson and the Entrance Writer’s Group which she led, for their comments and suggestions. Catherine Hammond from the New South Wales Writers’ Center also gave me valuable advice. Many friends have encouraged me to continue despite setbacks.




I feel that my story is relevant to all people of faith today as they will encounter the same questions and dilemmas that I did. It is my hope that this account will help others struggling with the demands of blind faith and obedience. May they not surrender their inner self, but discover a new way to live a truthful life.




COLETTE LIVERMORE, 2008


























PROLOGUE











When I was seventeen I watched a TV documentary about Mother Teresa of Calcutta, who was shown to respond to the needs of the poor and dying with a strong, practical love. The documentary was called Something Beautiful for God and it changed my life. I became determined to work with Mother Teresa.




Thirty years later, tears of confusion welled up from within me as I stood at the back of St. Peter’s Square in Rome amid the throng of flag-waving, hymn-singing pilgrims, who had traveled there to witness the beatification of Mother Teresa. Some distance away, at the front of the crowd, a sea of blue-and-white habits swirled as the sisters of the Missionaries of Charity (MCs) gathered together to celebrate the holiness of their founder. I had been one of them for eleven years and wondered what had gone wrong.




The assembly cheered as a giant, gold-bordered tapestry depicting the “Saint of the Gutters” smiling, wrinkled, and clothed in her iconic sari was unfurled from above the entrance to the Basilica. Swept along by the crowd and the music, I was happy for Mother Teresa. All her life she strove to become a saint, and now, in 2003, six years after her death, she was on the verge of becoming one.




I had given all I had to live Mother Teresa’s ideal of “serving Christ in the distressing disguise of the poor,” but had left her order in 1984 disillusioned and far short of wholeness. My youthful beliefs and ideals had not withstood the realities of that life.




The square in front of the papal altar was a sea of festive color. A multitude of flags fluttered above the three hundred thousand people gathered to celebrate Mother Teresa’s life: the Indian tricolor of saffron, green, and white; the black double-headed eagle of Albania flying in crimson skies; and the austere red and white flag of Poland were the most common. India and Kolkata (known as Calcutta until the Bengali pronunciation was reintroduced in 2001) had been Mother’s home for sixty years, Albania the land of her birth, and Poland the country of her pope, who, now frail and inarticulate, struggled to beatify his friend before death also claimed him.




Chants, songs, and prayers rose in many languages—Latin, Bengali, Arabic, Albanian, English, French…




“I thirst not for water, I thirst for love.”




“It is Jesus who feels in himself the hunger of the poor, their thirst and their tears.”




Mother Teresa’s teachings have been seared into my spirit, and they cast both light and shadow over my life. In that square I decided to write my story. To have remained silent would have been dishonest.
























CHAPTER ONE




Path to Mother Teresa
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(Left to right) Rodney, Tony, Colette, and Judy, Mittagong, 1962.


(Photographer: Pat Livermore)











Mum’s first child, Gabrielle, died at birth on Christmas day, 1950. Four years later I was born. Baptized as an infant, I was named Colette as the priest splashed water over my head. From then on, I was imbued with the stories and values of the Catholic tribe. As a child, I believed them all to be trustworthy.




I grew up with my two younger brothers, Tony and Rodney, in Leeton, a rural town in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area of New South Wales. The flat arid country around our town had been made fertile by a series of dams, weirs, and irrigation channels built by the government at the beginning of the twentieth century. Our district produced grapes, citrus, and stone fruit as well as rice. The rice mill and Letona cannery, where Mum worked for a while grading fruit, were local landmarks. My father, a tall, lean man, spent most of his time at the Leeton Bowling Club, where he was the manager.




Just before I started school we moved from our rented house at the back of the Hydro Majestic Hotel in the center of Leeton to an orchard on the edge of town. Dad had arranged for Mum to cook and clean for Bill, a bachelor carpenter, and in return we stayed rent-free in a partitioned section of his large brick house.




Our new home was surrounded by a garden of perfumed roses in the front and an orchard of apricots and citrus that filled several acres at the back. Behind the house grapevines with sweet white and purple fruit trailed over a rectangular frame to make a large outside room and fernery. It made a cool, shady place in summer and a tapestry of colorful leaves in autumn. Bill tended his fruit trees and garden on the weekends.




“Do you want to steer the tractor for me?” he called as he pulled on his gumboots near the shed. Once the irrigation pump spluttered to life, water frothed like liquid chocolate along the channels that we had furrowed. I loved to ride in the back of his pickup truck when we went for a swim or to fish for perch or catfish in the eucalyptus-lined Murrumbidgee River. I liked the feeling of the wind in my hair. Sometimes I caught a fish, but mostly I snagged my line on submerged branches.




Across the road from our house was the Common, where the Jackson boys kicked their football high into the air. There we had bonfires each year on Cracker Night, June 12, which coincided with Mum’s birthday. The flames roared upward, throwing showers of sparks into the night sky. Roman candles, bungers, tom-thumbs, rockets, and sparklers banged, swirled, crackled, and swooshed heavenward.




In the bush to the side of the cleared area, beautiful birds with iridescent pink plumage shimmered in the sun. Boys from up the road hunted them with rocks and sling-shots or shanghais as we called them. I wondered why they wanted to harm such beautiful creatures. I loved to watch the wedgetail eagles soar overhead and was devastated to see them strung out on fences, killed by the ignorant for sport or by farmers who feared them.






I walked a long way to school in my broad-brimmed, straw school hat, carrying my schoolbag along a narrow path that led through the vineyards, across the irrigation canal, past the rice mill and Bill’s workshop into town. St. Joseph’s Primary School was on the other side of the railway line, a few streets down from the overpass. Dad had the car, and there were no bus routes going out to our area.




My father was largely absent, and I was a bit apprehensive when he did come home. He returned from the Bowling Club late at night and dumped the club’s takings at the end of my sleeping mother’s bed. She always woke up to count it and did the bookkeeping so that it was ready for the morning. Dad slept in until about 10, then screeched off to work in a cloud of dust, leaving skid marks on the dirt road. Even on weekends we rarely saw him.




At times I would huddle outside with my brothers when Mum and Dad argued inside the house. Mum wanted him to spend less of his wages at the club. I tried to keep the boys quiet and out of trouble. Mum was a kind, chatty sort of person who took ages to do the shopping because she’d talk to everyone she met down the street. She was fiercely protective of her children, but otherwise, was the one to give in to keep the peace. Dad had fought in Burma and New Guinea during the war and this probably changed him. I never liked ANZAC Day, when the veterans march and remember the wars Australia has fought, because on that day Dad drank more than usual.




 




When Mum was in labor with her fifth child Dad just dropped her off on the steps outside Leeton Hospital with her bags. He seemed happy enough, jumping up on the table to celebrate, when we heard the news of Judy’s birth, but one night a few weeks later I heard him and another man shouting in the front room. The angry visitor accused Dad of having an affair with his wife. Soon after that, Dad left us.




I cried when Mum said that we had to leave Leeton and stay with her parents in Nowra, a town on the banks of Shoalhaven River on the New South Wales South Coast. I didn’t understand why we had to go, but Mum said it wasn’t right for us to stay at Bill’s after Dad had gone. I lay on the top bunk of the sleeper carriage staring at the shadows on the frosted window as the train hurtled through the darkness. I wondered what living with my grandparents was going to be like, but finally I fell asleep, unable to resist the lulling rhythm of the train.




The next morning we pulled into Moss Vale Railway Station, where Mum’s brother, John, waited for us. We squeezed into the car with our luggage—two adults and four children for the hour-long trip to Nowra—and drove through the cleared pastureland around Moss Vale. Close to Fitzroy Falls, a beautiful waterfall over 250 feet high, the landscape changed as we entered Morton National Park, where the Yarrunga Creek crashes down the escarpment to the eucalypt valley below. We descended slowly in low gear, down Barrengarry Pass around densely wooded hairpin bends, into the cloud-shrouded Kangaroo Valley, where Friesian cows chewed lazily in the shade of willow-lined creeks. This lush beautiful countryside was very different from the flat, hot plains around Leeton. We passed through the arches of the stately Hampden Bridge, hewn from local sandstone, and then ascended Camberwarra Pass, where Uncle John’s car radiator boiled over. We admired the view for a while to let the car cool down, but Mum was on edge.




“I want you to be very good at your grandparents’ house. No fighting! No shouting! No tearing around everywhere! Do you understand?”




We all nodded glumly.




John tooted the horn to signal our arrival at 6 Worrigee Street and Gran rushed out onto the veranda and down the stairs. Grandfather Bertie followed at a more sedate pace. There were hugs and kisses all around.




Gran’s eyes fixed on Judy, the new addition. “She’s beautiful!” she said as she looked at Mum. “Definitely worth all the struggle.” She hugged Mum and, after smothering Judy with kisses, carried her off through the front door with Mum at her side. Bertie smiled at the rest of us and ruffled our hair as we followed him into the house, which smelled of a baked dinner and furniture polish.




After my sudden uprooting from Leeton, I found it hard to settle into my new school at St. Michael’s in Nowra in the middle of term. Mum hadn’t had the time or the money to buy me a new uniform, and I felt awkward wearing the one from St. Joseph’s Leeton. It was September when I joined the class, and they were celebrating the feast of the birthday of Our Lady. Sister had told all the students to bring a bouquet of flowers to place in front of Mary’s statue, but since we had only just arrived I hadn’t received the message. Sister paraded me in front of the class. “You’re the only girl who didn’t bring flowers for Our Lady’s birthday,” she said accusingly, poking me in the chest. “Don’t you love your mother? Or do you have such a barren house that there are no flowers in the garden?”




I had no idea that she was talking about Mary as our mother and stood there determined not to cry, wondering what she could mean, and what it had to do with Mum, whom I loved very much. If I were only still in Leeton, I could’ve brought in bunches of roses from Bill’s garden. I wanted to run out of that schoolroom, back home to Bill, the orchard, and the tree-lined Murrumbidgee River.




In contrast to my difficulties at school, I got on well with Bertie and sometimes watched him work in his accountancy office as he ran his finger down columns of four-digit figures, adding them up faster than any machine. Short, with thin gray hair that he combed back with Brylcreem, he wore his glasses halfway down his nose and always seemed to peer over them. He loved gardening, so I often escaped from the confines of the house to help him in the yard, just as I had helped Bill in the orchard in Leeton.




Mum told us that Bertie had been furious when, some years before, his youngest son, Toby, had left a career in economics to become a Franciscan priest. “He’s throwing his life away,” my grandfather said. “It’s not natural, all those men living together.”




“He thinks it’s what God wants him to do,” Gran defended.




“If he wants to cut himself off from us, I’ll have nothing more to do with him,” Bertie fumed.




The Catholic Church had given my grandfather, a Methodist, grudging permission to marry Gran in the Church provided all their children were raised as Catholics. Mum said her parents were not married at the altar during Mass, as was usual, but had to make do with a short ceremony in the side room, or sacristy, usually used as the priest’s dressing room, as if their mixed marriage of Catholic and Protestant were shameful and dangerous.




Bertie had kept his part of the bargain and sent all his children to Catholic schools, but when Toby left to become a priest, it was too much for him. Christianity, the belief that both men professed in different forms, couldn’t overcome this rift. Bertie died without ever speaking to Toby again.




While we were growing up, Mum sometimes drove Gran to visit Toby at the fog-shrouded friary, St. Anthony’s in Robertson, where he was training to become a Franciscan. A giant of a friar, over six feet tall, opened the door to us and ushered us into the chapel where we waited a long time for Toby to finish his prayers. The clock ticked, the Rosary beads rattled, and Mum glared at us if we dared breathe. Later, as Toby ate the ice cream Gran had brought him, he imitated some of the brothers in charge and made us laugh. He told us ridiculous stories about how he had to ask repeatedly for simple things like a toothbrush and couldn’t get a new one till nearly all the bristles were gone.




At the beginning of 1963 Gran and Bertie helped Mum buy a house on a large block about three miles out of Mittagong, the gateway to the frosty Southern Highlands, about an hour and a half from Nowra. A wood-burning stove heated the house, but the green linoleum floors were always cold. At the back was an untidy collection of sheds, a chook yard (chicken coop), and vegetable garden. We had a milking goat that we tethered on a long rope tied to a metal stake so that it wouldn’t break through the fences. Once Mum was nearly hit by lightning trying to move the goat to shelter during a thunderstorm.




Mum tried to spruce up the dilapidated house. Tony and I splattered paint on the lower part of the outside walls, while Mum went up onto the corrugated iron roof to paint it red. She had never liked heights and became stuck trying to get back down onto the ladder. As a skinny nine-year-old, I reassured her, “Don’t worry, Mum, I’ll catch you.”




“Just steady the ladder!” she yelled.




My brothers and I played together in the gullies around our house, which had wombat burrows large enough for a small person to crawl into. Mostly the wombats hid from us in their burrows during the day, but we’d sometimes catch a glimpse of the sturdy marsupial’s rear end amid a hail of dirt and rocks as it tunneled out a new home. During spring the crimson waratahs’ rounded flower-heads swayed above us as we made our way to our favorite swimming hole, which was rimmed by sandstone boulders. Judy was still too young to join us on our bush explorations, so we pushed her in a swing in the backyard or ran behind her tricycle up and down a cement path at the side of the house.




Mum received no money from Dad and found it hard to support us, especially when Judy was still a toddler. She tried running a secretarial and typing service from home, but it wasn’t much of a success. Occasionally Bill drove up from Leeton in his red Chrysler pickup truck and I gave him my room. He’d take us to the beach just south of Nowra, and photographed us, just as he had done in Leeton. Since we didn’t have a camera or a car, it was like being on holidays when Bill came. During Christmas vacation, Bill invited Tony and me back to his orchard, where he taught us to drive the tractor and furrow the irrigation channels and we helped him pick apricots, even though the canvas bags were nearly as big as we were.




Sometimes I wondered if Bill would become our new father, but the Church said Mum was still married to Dad even though he’d left us. She never remarried, because the Church didn’t allow it. Bertie convinced Mum to get a civil divorce in an attempt to force Dad to pay child support, but it didn’t work. Dad had disappeared and made no contribution to our upbringing.




On Sundays we walked into town for Mass, Mum struggling up the hills of the Hume Highway, pushing Judy in the pram, while the rest of us slipped in the gravel at the edge of the road.




We were Catholics without the trimmings. The certainties of faith had been passed down through the generations: Live a good life and you will be raised up on the last day and live forever. Our beliefs gave us rituals, the “fish on Friday” identity, and a framework of meaning on which to hang our lives. “What you do is more important than what you say you believe,” Mum told us. For some reason our family felt a bit embarrassed to talk about religion, even though Mum said she’d named me after a saint.






When my sister Gabrielle died at birth, Mum was devastated. Grieving and ill with mastitis, she hadn’t been allowed to see the tiny body. “Was she malformed?” Mum asked the nurse. “Where have they put my baby?” No one answered her. Mum failed for some years to fall pregnant again and so asked the Poor Clare sisters to pray for her, as she desperately wanted another child, and when I was born four years later Mum named me Colette after the sisters’ reformer saint, whom they said had been born in difficult circumstances.




In 1965 Mum became the head teacher at the Donkin Memorial Nursery School in Moss Vale, about five miles from Mittagong. Her doctor had given her a reference; at that time, a person didn’t need special qualifications to care for preschoolers. She bought a secondhand, blue Morris Minor so she could get to work, where she cared for about thirty children with the help of an assistant. Judy, who was nearly three years old, was able to go to nursery school with Mum, while Rod, Tony, and I took the bus to and from our school in Mittagong.




Since Mum couldn’t leave nursery school until all the children were collected, she was very late one day and I had started to make our tea. “I wasn’t really worried, Mum,” I told her when she returned. “But I didn’t know how I would start the mower if you didn’t come back for a while.”




“Don’t be silly,” Mum replied. “Of course I was coming back. I waited for an hour for Mrs. Johnson to pick up Brian and in the end drove him home. Her car had broken down.”




About a year later we all moved to a house in Moss Vale, just walking distance from Mum’s work and our new primary school, St. Paul’s. It was winter, and we spent our first night in the new house with no heat or electricity, wrapped up in gray blankets. We all screamed when a bat swooped out of the darkness as we entered the front bedroom holding candles. The following night we gathered in front of the blazing fireplace in the living room, the power was on, we were warm and secure.




We had a half-acre block with turpentine pines behind the house that were home to a family of magpies. In the morning they sang their warbling song back and forth to each other. In nesting season they swooped on people walking down our street so that everyone had to wave sticks or put buckets on their heads, but they never swooped on us. After a while the adults brought the young magpies down onto the lawn under the clothesline to visit us.




After school my brothers and I caught yabbies (crayfish) with string and bits of meat in a creek at the back of the house and built tree houses in the turpentine pines. Sometimes we rode our bikes as far as Fitzroy Falls, about five miles away. We tended a milking cow, did the mowing and gardening, and went searching for mushrooms and blackberries for Mum in the paddocks across the road.




We children raised several poddy (orphaned) calves, putting our fingers in buckets of milk and allowing them to suck on them. Our parish priest, Father Higgins, gave us a Jersey cow that we learned to milk. Mum used an old red separator she had bought at a garage sale to spin off the milk from the cream. She also made butter.




Bertie died. “Went to heaven,” Gran said, though she still cried a lot. I was very sad, but at age eleven I wasn’t allowed to go with Mum to his funeral down in Nowra. Then Gran came to live with us in a flat built onto the side of our house. She brought some of her furniture from Nowra, including a big wooden sideboard, which was the hiding place for her store of butterscotch. On her wall hung a painting by Albert Namatjira of ghostly desert gums and distant blue mountains. She taught us to play canasta and baked lemon meringue pies. Later, as she became frailer, Mum looked after her, taking in all her meals, usually with one or more of us kids with her. Mum was hurt when she overheard Gran telling her friends, “I’m alone in here all day. No one ever visits me!” She must have forgotten our frequent visits.




After Gran came to stay with us, my uncle Toby, who was teaching at Padua College in Kedron, came to visit us every Christmas. One year, just before his holidays, he had completed a one-week course in positive parenting and decided to give Mum some tips. “You can take over if you like!” she yelled at him. “You are such an expert!” They were having some disagreement over my mowing the lawn. Mum usually didn’t get angry with Toby because he was a priest.




Once I reached high school, I attended the Dominican Convent school on Moss Vale’s main street. The tree-lined driveway led to a two-story stone building in front of which was a turning circle around a statue of St. Dominic. My friend Liz was the only other girl in my class who lived in town. The other students were boarders or came by bus from different parts of the district. Because Mum couldn’t afford the full fees, she helped catalogue books in the library, typed out some of the sisters’ university assignments, and did other secretarial work to decrease the tuition, as she had done during our primary school years. She also continued working at the nursery school and doing the books at Beer’s garage.




In 1969, when I was fifteen and in third form—equivalent to a junior in high school in America—astronauts landed on the moon. The sisters opened the concertina partitions dividing the classrooms of the junior secondary school and the whole school assembled to watch the fuzzy black-and-white television images of Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin as they bounced around the moon like kangaroos.




Later that day, in religion class, a black-veiled sister dressed in white robes taught us about the Assumption of Our Lady. It seemed far-fetched to me, Mary just rising up into the sky, with no means of propulsion. I raised my hand. “Sister, if Our Lady was assumed into heaven, where physically did she go?”




Sister St. Matthew eyed me suspiciously. “What do you mean?”




“Well, if Mary rose up into the sky, where did she land? Where did her body go? Did she orbit like the astronauts?” The class gave a suppressed laugh.




Sister was irritated. “Sit down and stop asking such ridiculous questions.”




Usually well behaved, I studied hard at school but did get into a bit of strife for arguing with my teachers. I was sent out of French for objecting when Sister taught us that Mauritius was a colony of France just as Australia was a colony of Great Britain. I reminded her that Australia was no longer an English colony and was sent out to stand in the corridor for the rest of the lesson. Fiercely republican, I was also in trouble for stubbornly remaining seated for “God Save the Queen,” which was then the Australian National Anthem.




The Church called ours a broken family, and I had the usual insecurities of a fatherless child from a low-income family. I didn’t have the clothes or the confidence to compete with some of the boarders, and so felt self-conscious at dances and on outings. Nevertheless, it was a small school and I did well. Along with Liz, my fellow “day-bug,” I had lots of great friends among the boarders. They were always looking for ways to evade the strictures and regimentation of convent life. Every day the priest from Chevalier College in Bowral said early Mass for the nuns. While the nuns were occupied, the boarders concealed letters behind the hubcaps of the priest’s car for secret delivery to the boys at his school. He drove home unaware he was Cupid’s mailman. The boarders also asked me to smuggle in special food for their midnight feasts, because their visits into town were restricted. When they had day leave, they came to our house for meals, or sometimes we went to Bernie’s café to eat his famous sundaes with ice cream, almonds, malted milk and caramel sauce. I went horse riding with Bren on her farm in Tumut and visited Denise, a diplomat’s daughter, who lived in Canberra. Her mother cooked wonderful spicy food and Chinese roast pork, a change from my mundane “meat and two veg” diet. Our family never ate out except for fish and chips on Fridays. I didn’t have much contact with boys, as I went to an all-girls school dominated by boarders and students from out of town, which isolated me from the other teenagers in town.




I loved music and worked at a cocker spaniel kennel to earn pocket money to buy a record player and pay my swimming club fees. I fed the dogs and cleaned their kennels, which were made of old tramcars. In the cold Southern Highland winters I cracked the ice that covered their water bowls so that they could have a morning drink. The owner, Miss Harper, gave me Peggy, a blue cocker spaniel who followed me everywhere and was a great friend, even though she sometimes rolled in cow manure or hid our shoes, causing panic in the morning.




My brothers began high school at Chevalier in Bowral, at the time an all-boys Catholic school, and Judy continued primary school at St. Paul’s, Moss Vale. Tony was good at fixing things and could always beat me at chess; Rod scavenged old TVs and speakers from the dump and got them to work. He would be up on the roof moving the aerial in different directions while little Judy yelled up at him from the window to let him know if the TV was receiving a picture or not.






Our young religion teacher, Sister Frederick, encouraged us to discuss the war in Vietnam, the plight of the poor, and other social issues. “Imagine if you were born in another country, where your family struggled just to survive,” she said.




“But we can’t help where we are born, Sister,” I said, feeling guilty to have grown up in the lucky country.




“No, but you can use the opportunity, make the most of the talents you have received, and give something back,” she replied. Her compassion touched me and motivated me to think of how I could contribute.




My school friends, Evelyn from Laos and Peggy and Agnes from New Guinea, told us stories of their homelands, where people suffered through poverty and war. Groups of us sat around listening to songs by Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan and had animated discussions of what we would do after high school. My wall was full of peace posters. I read about a doctor, Tom Dooley, who had worked with injured and orphaned children in Vietnam and died from cancer as a young man. I admired him and wanted to do similar work.




When we studied Hitler and the Holocaust with Sister Frederick we learned about the gas chambers and saw graphic pictures of mass graves. I was most appalled by a story about Nazis making lampshades out of human skin. “Sister, how does God allow people to do such cruel things?” I asked.




“God gave us free will, and some people decide to do evil.”




“But how is it we’re taught to turn the other cheek? Surely we have to fight evil like that. And what about the kids burnt with napalm in Vietnam, and the famine in Africa. Is God on strike?”




“Evil entered the world with the first sin and with it came violence and disorder. We do what we can. Our faith gives us hope that all will be well in the end; good will prevail. In God’s kingdom, everything will be made right; suffering will pass, but love will endure forever.”




Although I thought a lot about the suffering that was in the world, I was not very religious. My report card chided, “Colette seems to consider secular subjects more important than Christian Doctrine.” This was a fair comment. I enjoyed school and played a lot of sports. I was the center in the school netball team, and we competed with other schools on weekends. Our school had three sports teams, or houses, and I was vice captain of the Sienese team.




When I was seventeen, Mum went into Bowral Hospital for a simple gynecological operation and had an unexpected, severe hemorrhage. Gran and the four of us children were waiting for her to come out of the operating room when the doctors called me alone into a white, sanitized room to tell me that her heart had stopped beating during the operation, and she was still in some danger. Since Mum had named me her next of kin, they told me they didn’t know how she’d be when she woke up, because her brain had been without oxygen for some time. I emerged from the room crying.




“Don’t worry, she’ll be all right,” Gran said. But I felt angry and walked away because I thought her reassurance was false.




When we were finally allowed into her room, Mum’s face was ashen and her lips dry. Even though she was attached to many machines and lines, she was able to whisper, “Water.”




She could speak! We were very relieved.




The next day our little black-and-white, hand-raised calf died from diarrhea. Tony and I dug its grave, all the while hoping that Mum wouldn’t die as well. It was holiday time, but I wandered around the school, hoping to see one of the sisters I was close to. I wanted to talk to them about Mum and my fears that there was no God and no afterlife. I thought that Mum might die and be gone forever, leaving us alone. But even though the nuns still lived in the convent during the students’ vacations, no one answered the doorbell. My friend Liz was out of town, and all the boarders had gone home. I didn’t want to worry the rest of the family with my fears that Mum might die. I felt I had no one to talk to and was very alone. I was not at all sure there was a God.




Gran couldn’t drive, but one of our neighbors took us to visit Mum every day. Slowly she became better and began to eat and drink. She told us that during the surgery she had been up in the corner of the operating room looking down on herself and had heard the doctor say, “Turn her up! Turn her up!” The doctor dismissed her experience, saying she must have overheard the nurses talking, but Mum could describe the scene and relate what everyone said. It made me wonder what happens when we die.




Sometimes my family watched TV at night while we ate our dinner. Pictures of starving children in Biafra, Nigeria, confronted me. I didn’t need a church to tell me it was wrong for me to be full while they were so empty. I kept wondering why some people were born to a life of poverty and others to plenty. I tried to understand suffering, and wandered around at night looking up at the stars, wondering if there was a God. There needed to be one, I thought, to make sense of the world.




In my bedroom at home glass crystals hanging near my window fractured light into colorful rainbows that danced on the wall. Perhaps Mum’s out-of-body experience in the hospital indicated that life had a hidden dimension. I thought that just as the colors in light are made visible by crystals and the sounds all around us are made audible by a transistor radio, so there may be a way to perceive God.




Camping out with friends at a music festival in a cold wooded valley in the Galston Gorge, where a cleared area at the base of the slope acted as a natural amphitheater, my body resonated with the music, which told of a life-song ready to be sung.




At that time I was not in the least interested in becoming a nun, although a friend of mine, Jenny, intended to join the Dominicans. I admired many of the nuns at school, but to me they were part of the establishment.




“Don’t you think the Church has lost the fire of the Gospels?” I asked Jenny. “What happened to ‘Sell what you have and give the money to the poor and follow me’ (Luke 18:22). All the orders have a lot of land and money. They’re richer than the people who support them.”




“You have to be practical, Colette. The sisters couldn’t teach you from the side of the road!”




Then, toward the end of my last year of high school, as I prepared to take my final exams, I saw the film that told the story of Mother Teresa, Something Beautiful for God, produced by Malcolm Muggeridge, an agnostic British journalist. Muggeridge had first met Mother Teresa when he interviewed her for British television, which had been difficult to do because of her brief replies and her refusal to answer personal questions. Yet the interview precipitated an unexpected public response, and in 1969 Muggeridge took up Mother Teresa’s invitation to see and film her work in Calcutta. This resulted in his conversion to Christianity and the production of the film, which prompted me to embark on a religious vocation.




As the film relates, in 1948, when the states of Pakistan and Bangladesh were partitioned off from India, West Bengal was in turmoil. Mother Teresa walked out the gates of the leafy establishment school of St. Mary’s in Calcutta, where she taught geography, onto the teeming streets to respond to the destitute who were dying unattended on the sidewalks. She felt she had received a “call within a call” to attend to Christ in his “distressing disguise of the poor.”




The idea of compassionate, practical service to the poor captivated me. From the time I saw that film, the whole direction of my life changed. I had been striving since junior high school to be accepted into medicine at a Sydney university. But on the eve of my looming exams, I decided that I didn’t need to waste time becoming a doctor. It seemed very simple: people needed food more than complex medical care. Mother Teresa lived with the poor and served them, so I decided to join her. Having made that decision, I took my exams anyway. I was more relaxed about them as it didn’t matter what marks I achieved, and I did quite well.




Although I had attended a convent school, I knew little about the inner workings and constraints of religious life. I wanted to join Mother Teresa’s group because I thought they were trying to redress injustice. I was on the verge of becoming an accidental nun.




After watching the documentary I saw an article in the Catholic Weekly about a branch of Mother Teresa’s order, the Missionaries of Charity, which was working in Bourke, a remote town in outback New South Wales. Surprised that they had a convent in a rich country like Australia, I wrote to Sister Felicity, a Bengali who was featured in the newspaper article. She replied full of encouragement and put me in contact with Sister Regina, the novice mistress in Melbourne. We wrote letters back and forth and Sister Regina asked me to meet her in Mona Vale, where she was staying overnight with relatives on her way from Bourke to Melbourne.




Short, bespectacled, and energetic, Sister Regina greeted Mum and me warmly and told stories of her own journey from Malta to Calcutta to join the order in the early days of the Society, when there were only about a hundred sisters. “There are nearly a thousand sisters in the order, now,” she said. “We have many houses in India, but also some overseas in countries such as Venezuela, Jordan, England, and Italy.” Her enthusiasm was contagious.




When she first joined, Regina had worked in the Home for the Dying in Calcutta, nursing people who were brought in off the streets. She explained how the MCs were trained. “Training is in three stages. Postulancy lasts for six months. It serves as a sort of introduction to the order. During that time, you’ll wear ordinary clothes and work with one of the sisters. In Melbourne we visit the elderly in their homes and boardinghouses, work with immigrant families from the high-rise flats, and care for the alcoholics and street people. In India and in other centers where English is not the first language, we have a more basic six months of training called aspirancy. It’s a time for girls to come and see what living in the Society is like and to learn English, our common language. We don’t have that stage of training in Australia.




“Then, following postulancy, there’s the first-year novitiate, a time of intense training. At that time, your hair will be cut off.” At this I started to laugh and looked nervously at Mum. I didn’t fancy myself bald, but Sister Regina didn’t seem to notice. “You’ll be dressed in a white habit and sari,” she continued. “In the first year, the novices don’t do much outside work. It’s a time of religious study and reflection. In the second year, half the day is dedicated to work and the other half to study. After that, you’ll make your first vows for a year and renew them yearly for five years, according to Church law. But in our own minds, the commitment is for life. Five years after first vows there is a further training year called tertianship, and then you’ll make your final vows, probably in Calcutta.”




“If she lasts that long!” Mum chimed in.




“I think she’s got what it takes to be faithful to God’s call. You know what it says in the Gospel: ‘Once the hand is laid on the plough, no one who looks back is fit for the kingdom of God’ (Luke 9:62). It doesn’t matter what stage you’re at. If He calls you, you’re His for life.”




Sister Regina set the date for me to go to Melbourne to join the order: January 6, 1973.






My mother was bewildered by my decision and, as we drove home from the meeting, she tried to reason with me: “You’ll be more useful if you’re trained as a doctor or nurse first, and then if you leave you’ll have something to fall back on.” I refused to listen. I had to join as soon as possible. This was what I wanted to do.




My friends were dumbfounded that I planned to throw away the chance to study medicine. We had all planned to go together to university in Sydney if we were lucky enough to get scholarships.




My teachers and the rest of my family thought my decision was foolish. They felt that Mother Teresa’s sisters were poorly educated and did menial work. “You’re throwing your life away,” my uncle John remonstrated.




“You don’t say that about Toby,” I replied.




“That’s different. He’s a priest in a proper order. You’ll end up everyone’s dog’s body.”




All the opposition made me even more determined.




As usual at Christmastime Uncle Toby came to stay with us and brought some of his students with him for the holidays, one of whom, Paul, who was my age, had become a friend of the family. We went walking in the bush together and I told him I wanted to join Mother Teresa. He didn’t say much, nor did he tell me that he intended to join the Franciscans, which he did a few months later. Maybe he hadn’t decided then.




Sister Regina had given me a list of things I needed to join the order: three collared shirts, white or blue, with short sleeves; two blue cardigans; one pair of sandals; one pair of winter shoes; three skirts; three sets of underwear and socks. In addition, I needed two books: the Bible and The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis, a fourteenth-century monk. This latter volume had catchy chapter titles such as “Having a Humble Opinion of Oneself” and “Obedience and Subjection.” Toby said it represented an old-fashioned form of spirituality. “Why don’t you wait a while, Colette? Go to university. Experience life a bit, and then decide.” I was disappointed. “I thought at least you’d understand, Toby. I’m sure this is what God is calling me to do. My heart’s not in medicine anymore.”




























CHAPTER TWO




The Novitiate


[image: image]


Missionaries of Charity Convent, George Street, Fitzroy, Victoria, 1983. (Photographer: Pat Livermore)








Never turn your face from the poor and God will never turn his from you (Tobit 4:7).














I hugged Mum, Judy, Tony, and Rod on the platform at Moss Vale Station. The whistle sounded and the guard lowered his flag as I scrambled onto the Spirit of Progress with my small bag. I could see Mum crying as I waved through the window. She kept pace with the train for a short distance and then was out of sight. Young and naïve, I had had little experience of life, cocooned as I was by the constraints of Catholicism and the values of a conservative country town.




The train was late into the Spencer Street Station in Melbourne. I hadn’t slept much because an air force officer sitting next to me kept falling onto me as he slept. Two sisters were there to meet me, unmistakable in their white saris with blue borders. Sister Regina recognized me at once. “Welcome, Colette. This is Sister Augustine, our superior in Melbourne.”




We drove to the single-story white house that served as the training center, or novitiate, for the Missionaries of Charity in Australia. Nestled among the terraces of George Street, Fitzroy, a working-class suburb of inner Melbourne, it was next door to the Federal Trolley and Truck Company. Across the road another factory made cardboard and paper products. I followed Sister Regina through the gate into the front yard which had a small garden bordered by a hedge. Unlike the convents of other orders, which often had impressive stonework, landscaped gardens, and high walls, this house was distinguished only by a statue of Our Lady set on a stand in the corner of the veranda.




The convent had a hall down its center, with rooms on either side. As we entered the front door, a chapel was on the left, with mats on the floor and no chairs. A crucifix, with the words I THIRST written above it, hung on the wall behind the altar. The sisters genuflected in the doorway as they passed the chapel, so I did the same. Nervously, I glanced around at my new surroundings to try to take it all in. On the other side of the hallway was the parlor, a room for receiving guests. A curtain marked off the quarters for eleven sisters: three dormitory-like bedrooms with metal beds and small cupboards squeezed into them. Taut blue bedspreads covered thin mattresses. There were no other furnishings or decorations of any kind.




Multistory housing commission tenements rose above the house at the back, throwing a long shadow over the convent. The backyard had been cemented over, but enough sunshine still came through to allow a fruiting grapevine to flourish. It grew over a wire frame, shading half the yard, and reminded me of the cool vine room we had enjoyed at Bill’s place in Leeton.




 






The laundry contained a large copper tub set in bricks with a fireplace under it. Sister Regina explained that the fire was lit every morning to provide hot water for our showers. We had a copper tub at home but mainly used it for washing clothes. About once a month the sisters also used it to boil their habits and saris and then rinse them in bluing to stop them from going gray. They didn’t have a washing machine, not even an old wringer like the one we had at home. One of the rooms, which Sister Regina called a bathing room, was a cubicle with a cement floor and a drainage hole in the center. There was no showerhead or other plumbing in the strange room. Sister Regina explained that, to bathe, we put some hot water from the copper tub into our own metal bucket, mixed it with cold water from the tap, and threw the water over ourselves with a powdered milk tin. There was a conventional shower in one of the bathrooms, but we were not to use it. I supposed we did this to conserve water or because that’s how it was done in India, but I already knew not to ask why.




Along the back wall of the house was a line of buckets, each with a number topped with a cross painted in black. Sister said that we used them for everything: washing, bathing, and housework. My bucket was sitting there waiting for me, the number 4 painted on it, complete with a matching soap tin also marked with a 4.




At the back of the house was the novices’ refectory and study room, a long, oblong room with large tables. There was no fridge, TV, radio, or electrical appliances in the spartan house. Everything was neat and regimented, unlike my untidy room at home. Pious pictures of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Sacred Heart, an effeminate Jesus with his externalized heart encircled by thorns, decorated the otherwise bare walls.




As I waited for my three companions I had a breakfast of funny-looking round, flat pancakes called chapattis. Betty, a fun-filled, smart-looking girl about my age, was the first to arrive, with her parents. I suddenly felt a bit self-conscious because I was sporting a black eye and a graze on my face, having fallen off a hand-throttled trail bike while trying it out with my cousins the weekend before I joined.




“Hi,” I said to Betty.




She smiled back. “Where are you from?”






“Moss Vale in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales. What about you?”




“I’ve lived in Melbourne all my life.”




Betty’s clothes were well fitted and fashionable and only vaguely complied with Sister Regina’s specifications for our wardrobe. I wore a daggy (unfashionable) gray, below-the-knee skirt and a blue shirt. I wished then that I had allowed myself a bit more latitude in the interpretation of the dress code.




“Put your bags up here on the table,” Sister Regina instructed. I felt embarrassed as she inspected our belongings.




“Betty, only three sets of clothing are necessary. You can return these to your mother when she visits again.” Betty rolled her eyes.




“Colette, you don’t need this,” Sister Regina said as she discarded my toiletry bag. “Soap, a comb, toothbrush, and paste are all that is necessary.”




Eileen and Sophia, our other two companions, arrived then and gave us temporary respite from Sister’s inspection. They were older and had been working for some time. Eileen was from Brisbane; Sophia, like Betty, was from Melbourne.




Sister Regina addressed us all. “It will be hard at first, but starting from today I want you to keep the silence.”




Betty and I exchanged glances. We were not sure what that meant until later, when I was putting my things away neatly on my assigned shelf. Betty was lying on the bed munching an apple as she chatted to me. Sister Regina came in unexpectedly. “Sisters, this is not our way!”




Betty jumped up. We were the sisters she was addressing.




“Silence means not talking at all between meals. We don’t come into the dormitory except at rest time and only eat at meal times. Is that clear?”




“Yes, Sister,” we replied, chastened.




We also had to get used to the bell. One bell sounded for meals and for the evening recreation time, and five for prayer and Mass. Then there were the more complicated ring patterns for the prayers of Angelus at midday and 6 p.m. and the De Profundus, the prayer for the dead, at 7 p.m. The bell had to be obeyed immediately; even if we were in the middle of something, we must stop straight away. Sister told us it was like the call of God.




Later that first morning, Sister Regina introduced us to Sister Christine, who was to supervise and care for us during our postulancy. She had just returned from working at the MCs’ shelter for homeless men at 101 Gore Street. A quiet woman from Bihar in northern India, Sister Christine seemed apprehensive about being responsible for such unruly charges.




 




Our community in George Street was made up of five novices, Sister Regina, the four of us postulants, and Sister Christine. Although we lived in the same house, we postulants had a different dining room and dormitory from the novices. The fully fledged members of the order, referred to as the professed, lived in another house farther down George Street. They had made their first or final vows and dressed in a sari with a blue par (border), unlike the novices, who wore plain white. The professed staffed the men’s shelter at 101 Gore Street, visited the disadvantaged, and taught catechism to the Catholic students in the state schools during the period set aside for religious instruction. Besides this, the sisters fitted in about three hours of prayer a day and managed their own cleaning and cooking. They had Thursday off to allow for extra periods of prayer, rest, and domestic duties.




During a brief ceremony on the first evening, Sister Regina gave us each a small cross, which she herself pinned to our shirts. We sang hymns expressing our surrender to God, and Sister Annette, one of the novices, read a story from Luke’s Gospel of the rich young man who refused to give up all he owned to follow Christ. Sister Regina gave us an instruction about this story, saying that, unlike the rich aristocrat, we had been prepared to give up all we were and all we had to follow Jesus. She reinforced Christ’s promise that “there is no one who has left house, wife, brothers, parents or children for the sake of the kingdom of God who will not receive many times as much in this present age and in the world to come, eternal life” (Luke 18:29–30).




After the prayers, we had a meal together with the whole community. After Sister Regina said, “Praise be Jesus Christ,” the phrase that allowed us to speak, the five novices in their white saris clapped and called out, “Welcome.” Later, during recreation, Sister Jasmin performed a traditional dance from the Kerala region of southern India that symbolized the offering of oneself to God. She moved gracefully and was accompanied by the singing of the other novices and the tinkling of bells strapped to her feet.




The community members of the Missionaries of Charity came from many countries and backgrounds. Even among the Indian sisters there were different languages, different writing scripts, and different cooking and dancing traditions. Sisters Patience and Karina were from Bihar, a state in northern India; Sisters Jocelyn and Jasmin were from Kerala, in the south. Only Sister Annette was Australian, from the Croatian community in Blacktown. All the other novices were from India and had been sent to Australia to form a nucleus for the training house. The novices were at different stages of training. Sister Patience and Sister Jasmin were senior second-years, due to make their first vows in May 1973; Sisters Karina, Annette, and Jocelyn had just started their second year and were to be professed in May 1974.




Our postulant community room was near the kitchen, but we usually ate and had recreation separately, except on Thursdays and Sundays, when we had meals and recreation together with the novices and Sister Regina. We learned to keep silence before lunch, dinner and recreation until after permission to speak was given.




Initially, Sister Christine was guarded and shy with us postulants, as we were rowdier and more opinionated than the Indian sisters and our accents were hard for her to understand. We adopted a singsong intonation and Indian expressions to make ourselves more clearly understood. “When I first joined it was very hard,” Sister Christine explained. “I had to speak English in the community and Bengali when I went out to work around Calcutta. I didn’t know either language.”




“What language did you speak, Sister?” Betty asked.




“Hindi is my language. I found it hard to understand anyone in Calcutta. It was like being in kindergarten again. Even our writing is different.”






“But weren’t there other sisters from your state you could talk with?”




“Yes, but Mother Teresa didn’t allow it. She wanted us all to speak English, not to split up into language groups.”




“It must have been a struggle,” Betty sympathized. We postulants were finding it difficult enough and we didn’t have all the language problems.




“Yes, the life was hard and I felt very homesick, but I kept going. Once I had left home, there was no turning back.”




As the order expanded, Indian sisters had had to adjust to serving in houses all over the world. Sister Christine had been very ill on several occasions while serving as an MC, and had nearly died of cholera. Her life had been very different from ours in Australia.




 




We slowly became accustomed to the rhythms of MC life. Back home the kookaburras in the turpentine pines waited courteously until the predawn to laugh me awake, but here the bell clanged at 4:40 a.m.




“Let us bless the Lord!” the caller intoned. We jumped out of bed and got immediately onto our knees.




“Thanks be to God” was the reply, even for those of us who were not morning people. We dressed in silence, under the cover of a sheet next to our beds, in the darkness of the dormitory.




Six months later, when we became novices, we wore wire chains with inward-pointing spikes on the skin around our waist and arm during the hour of Morning Prayer. Even these failed to keep me awake during meditation. I couldn’t pray the way Sister Regina had taught us: “Read the passage, imagine you are there in the Gospel scene, and then listen to what Jesus is saying to you in your daily life.” I don’t consider myself imaginative, and this way of praying seemed artificial. I was unable to keep my mind on it, nor could I get into a comfortable position on the floor, and my stomach grumbled in the silence, impatient for breakfast. If only I could have a cup of tea first, I thought. That would wake me up.




The whole community walked to Mass saying the Rosary, which consists of five sets of ten Hail Marys, said as we contemplated the Joyful, Sorrowful, and Glorious mysteries of Christ’s birth, death, and resurrection. The bluestone parish church of All Saints Fitzroy was two decades of the Rosary away. When Mass was finished, we recited aloud prayers asking that we become worthy to serve the poor who lived and died in poverty and hunger. We also said the Peace Prayer of St. Francis: “May I not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood, as to understand, to be loved as to love; for it is in giving that we receive, it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.”




For breakfast we ate four chapattis in silence, while one of us read aloud from a spiritual book or Mother Teresa’s letters. The rules did not allow us to decide for ourselves how much to eat.




I soon learned to wash my clothes in my metal bucket and take a shower using the same bucket and the milk tin. We did the housework on our knees and in a hurry, using our buckets and instead of a mop we used a rag.




The different household duties were rotated each month. Each sister cleaned her area in addition to doing the duties associated with that part of the house. For example, the kitchen mistress did all the cooking; the person in charge of the chapel prepared the vestments and altar for Mass and for the hour-long evening prayer before the Blessed Sacrament called Adoration. Other community duties also rotated each week. A roster made it clear who should ring the bell, read at meals, answer the door and phone, serve at table, and lead the prayer. The novices performed most of these tasks, but we postulants had our own reader and server.




Sister Christine was constantly putting her finger to her lips to remind us of “the silence”; however, once we knew the routine we had little need to speak. Life was predictable. The timetable governed our lives. The bell for lunch was at 1 p.m., and I had to be there; it was the will of God.




Four days each week I went out to work at 8:30 a.m. with Sister John, a professed sister from southern India. We visited the elderly living in rented rooms around the city. The other postulants visited other areas or worked in the shelter at 101. No MC ever went anywhere alone, and we were expected to recite the Rosary aloud, with our companion, as we walked together. Because I preferred to be quiet and didn’t like being stared at, I felt awkward as we prayed aloud on crowded buses or at the traffic lights. Sister John sometimes relented and said we could walk in silence, but only if we had said all fifteen decades of the Rosary.




We visited privately owned boardinghouses with tiny, fetid rooms whose occupants slept on urine-soaked mattresses that were rotten and collapsing in the middle. Sister John and I visited Vince, a gaunt man with a beard of gray stubble, who lived in such a room overlooking the tramline. We knew him because he had sometimes eaten at the shelter in Gore Street before he found his own room. Vince seldom shaved and his clothes were stiffened from dirt. The air in his room was heavy with the smell of stale urine and roll-your-own cigarettes. Sister showed me where to empty his night bucket into the common downstairs toilet, and then we began cleaning his room. We had to scrub down through the encrusted dirt to reveal the flower pattern and green color of the underlying linoleum. Work like this—cleaning and rendering personal service—was called “the humble work of the Society” and was part of Mother Teresa’s ideal, but also why my family worried I would become a menial laborer. As the weeks went by Vince became gruffly fond of us and waited for our visits. Later on he’d sometimes change his clothes so we could take them to the Laundromat, though he seldom seemed to bathe.




“Hello, Vince! How ya going?” I’d ask.




“Not bad, Sister. Not bad. Have you got a light?”




I lit his cigarette, taking the first draw to get it going. He had a lighter, but his hands shook and he couldn’t raise a spark. “Here you go.”




“Ta.”




“Any luck on the horses this week?” Sister John asked.




“Nah. Maybe next week.”




We got to know many of the residents in those rooms and helped them out in various ways. Some were too shaky to shave, some needed shopping done or their room cleaned. We also visited and got to know the many immigrant families from the high-rise tenements behind us who attended Mass at our parish of All Saints. The bonds of family life unraveled for some people who were trapped in these apartments in a new country, unable to speak the language. There were several suicides. The day before one of our visits, a woman had jumped from the sixteenth floor. People were agitated and had gathered outside in groups.




“I saw the lady pull herself up onto the other side of the railing. Then she just fell backwards,” a teenage girl blurted out to us.




“There was a terrible thud,” an older man said. “Then the sirens started: Police, ambulance. It was a while before the blood was finally washed away.”




I didn’t understand then how it was that someone could lose hope and want to die, but later realized that a person may love and not receive love, may give and not receive anything in return, may do good and be repaid with evil.
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