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INTRODUCTION

Hers was a silent kitchen. A cheap ticking clock hung from a nail; always ten minutes behind—something to count on. The cold chrome table on shaky legs was still wedged against the wall, as though to make room. Torn red vinyl-covered stools offered seating, but never enough for every O'Callaghan at once. This was no gathering place. It was a hollow, expressionless room then and now. 

See through rayon curtains, a price tag still on one, hung over the sink, and no smells lingered in the air of meals lovingly prepared. The roasting pans stayed buried under the stove. The only oven mitt was hardly worn but scorched. I had been grateful for the attempt, that once, for the Christmas cookies shaped like bells. I had wanted to sprinkle the red sugar on them but they were left in too long. She had forgotten about them. Lonely walls stood cracked, without sentiment. The dull beige paint cried for hooks from which an apron or a sweater could be grabbed on the fly or for a homey cross-stitch to remind us that the cook was in charge. But there was only the kitchen Madonna, chipped and faded and long stowed in a corner behind the empty rusted canister. Neglect was the only dish on the menu and there was plenty of that to go around.

I stood in my mother’s kitchen years after the emptiness of my childhood on this June morning. She’d died the month before, right after Mother’s Day. I needed to gather what was left and close things up. I opened the window hoping for a breeze, keeping it from slamming down with an old wooden ruler.

I had taken to wearing flip flops everyday and that morning the dented aluminum door scraped the back of my ankle, spilling fresh blood all over the hem of my jeans. I swiped at the stinging gash with my finger. I stepped into my life of thirty years ago with a fresh wound. I told myself it was better to feel, even if all I felt was pain.

I ran my hands along the countertop still sticky with resin from a life of red hard boxed Marlboros. I tugged at the junk drawer and it stuck on the left as it had done forever. I yanked it open to find reminders and successes that I hoped would adorn the refrigerator door. Not like most peoples’ drawers full of pens, bits of string, notepads…all the just-in-case stuff. This drawer was nothing more than a half-hearted attempt to hold all things considered unnecessary and unwanted. I nudged around a few old papers. That permission slip for a field trip I couldn't go on sat glaring at me. I was the only kid in class who couldn't go and I watched everyone get on the bus while I sat alone in the classroom. Ancient spelling tests of mine surfaced with 100% in the corners and comments like, "Keep up the great work, Kate!" Coffee stains covered the 'i' before 'e' except after 'c' words on one. I studied so hard. I got A’s in all my classes, except for math. Huge shiny red stars wrinkled and stained had me swallowing hard but seeing the brush and the elastic took my breath away. I put it there for a morning when my mother might help comb out my long curly wild hair. Maybe she could make it smooth and shiny so I could wear a long, swinging ponytail. This drawer I now emptied of forgotten expectations that were stashed out of sight, out of mind, pushed aside without a thought. I pulled my long hair back in that elastic and started to fill, hardly fill, a giant green trash bag, with a few little girl hopes.

I moved to the table, careful not to trip over the green mottled linoleum floor, worn and uneven. My father had put it down himself to save money and tacked the cap of a beer bottle under a square. It stayed there. He tried, I know, it took a whole weekend and he had to work come Monday but when things were broken in our house, they just didn't get fixed.

My childhood kitchen had not been a place of birthday cupcakes or tollhouse anything. The floor had never known the mess of flour or spilled batter. The peeling yellowing cabinets held more deviled ham than anyone should ever eat. I had eaten it every day—it was that or go hungry—even when the kids at school called it pigs’ tongues. And I’d been hungry all the time…hungry for so much.

My ankle had stopped bleeding, but was sore. The gash was swelling already and the kitchen still didn't recognize me. It held nothing of the girl I was and yet it held everything for me. The clock hands were at 4:00. I reached up to lift it off the nail and plaster came with it. My eyes were gritty with dust as I added the timeless treasure to the trash bag along with the jar of yellow mustard from the moldy fridge. A few Flintstone glasses and some plastic forks and that would be it. The yard sale had taken care of the rest. A big "free" sign was all it took. The house would belong to another family in just a week. I held the Madonna and prayed that this new family would know the way Swiss dot curtains could dance at the window. I prayed for a hearty beef stew and crusty bread to be passed around a steady table. Maybe the baby of the family would run to the arms of the oldest and sit on a lap, lost in good, filling food. A rushing sound filled my ears and I leaned back into the cool wall. I struggled to focus, my eyes blurry with tears. I took it all in one last time. Silently I thanked the wall for its' steadying comfort while the kitchen stared back at me, bold with indifference. If kitchens talked, this one would say there's no one home. I shut the window on the breeze that never came. Madonna tucked under my arm, I closed the door for the very last time.



CHAPTER 1

The story of my mother and me clings to my shoulders like a too-tight turtleneck. I keep yanking at the collar, trying to stretch the fabric, but wearing it anyway without the give. The hardest thing is in the telling. After all, it is only one daughter's experience. It's personal, maybe just ordinary. It could have been worse; it has been for some. Irish whispers, the lace-curtain kind of Boston, ask me to bury it. They repeat, in characteristic, quiet tones that I need to put it away, like a hand me down silky kerchief pushed to the back of a cedar chest, near the white gloves. The hope chest that held my mother's wedding gown also held things for rain, wind and funerals. It was also full of things to wear on St. Patrick's Day. A day that was also whispered about, "those damn drinking Irish." Heartache is a deep bureau of its' own. You can close the drawers but you know what's inside. There's only so much you can make room for. Lock the door and hide the key but the banging continues. This story won't let me go. Trying to wrench free from its' hold, I am a freckled faced toddler fighting the grip of a steadying mother. The pages are written on my soul, clutching me with a force both loving and unyielding. Words wake me from a safe womb of silence, living out loud with a life of their own. There are limits to what we can hide from. There are limits, I insist, to what we can hold on to. I will free my tale, my solid companion and pray that it all sets me free, too.

There is a love we don't talk about. A love between a mother and her daughter, a love that keeps you standing close to her, feeling the hairs on her arms, and willing her to reach for you. I'd do handstands and cartwheels, wanting to draw her near, and my wet hope-filled eyes begged, "Please, Mama, look at me, in all my glory!" Spreading her 'Pucker Up' lipstick on my mouth and pressing her Coty powder into my cheeks might bring an indulgent smile. On a good day, we might color together or cuddle up with a Beatrix Potter book. Moments of connection promised more of the same. The craving for more is as palpable and constant as breathing in and out, for me, anyway. The longing is a dress I wear and never take off. In the remembering of a little girl's heart, it seems like a dream, all the brief moments lined up in a row. And the wish for more lasts a lifetime.  

Other children luxuriously watched cartoons; I watched my mother. In the trance of girlhood, our lives unraveled, every day a little bit more. I was the curly-haired girl with the blushing cheeks, mouth wrapped around a huge sour pickle from the corner store. My feet dangling from the kitchen stool, Pixie Sticks in hand, I waited for my mother to wake up. My sugar coated lips grinned with anticipation. So very patient, the loyal puppy, I greeted her every day as though she were the most important person in the world, because she was.

She brushed by me in her nightgown. “Good Morning, Morning Glory!” I said. Instead of answering, she reached for her coffee mug. I pretended I heard, “Good Morning, Morning Sunshine!” instead of the quiet that met me. I closed my eyes and imagined that she ruffled my hair and kissed the tip of my nose, a nose just like hers.

Then I watched her slip away, admiring her walk. I could smell the sheets that hadn't been changed in a while and a tiny bit of violet powder as she passed. My dad said that Mom had a wiggle, whatever that was. I knew it was a good thing, though, so I practiced her sashaying step after she had gone back upstairs. Sweet and very sour love filled me. I licked the sugar from my lips, washed my fingers and ran as fast as I could to the bus. I'd run home too, to be sure she was still there. Sitting on the bus, in the only seat left, my heart was so full that my eyes burned. Love hurts sometimes and that’s a bittersweet truth. She had wanted me. She told me this herself when she dragged me to St. Helen's church, one block over. She roughly tied a kerchief about my head and she bobby pinned a black lacy mantilla on her head before we went in. My wrist hurt, she was holding it so hard and we knelt at the altar in front of Jesus. She made the sign of the cross and she was whispering words that I couldn't understand so I said the Glory Be, the shortest prayer that I knew. "Kate,” she said, "When your father and I got married, we went to New York City on our honeymoon. Do you know what a honeymoon is?" I shook my head, kind of not wanting to know because she was frightening me somehow. She went on, "people used to say that you must have been born exactly nine months after our honeymoon, exactly on our honeymoon night. They make it sound impossible, that maybe your father and I did something wrong. Do you know what I mean?" "No, Momma, I really don't, but it's ok." "No! It's not ok", she said, "I went to Saint Patrick's Cathedral and I prayed at every single altar, there are over fifty altars there, Kate. I prayed on my knees with my eyes closed at the feet of every saint, Jesus and the Blessed Mother, that you would be conceived that night, that very night." She tightly tugged at my wrist, "Do you understand, Kate, do you now"? "My prayers were answered that day, God heard me. He gave me you. If you pray hard enough, God will always hear you. Don't ever forget to pray, ever. Ever." My mother's eyes demanded this from me and I would not let her down, especially now that I knew she had really wanted me.



CHAPTER 2

Kneeling on the worn hardwood floors in my room, I prayed. “Dear Jesus and Mary and any saints that are listening, please make me a good girl. Please keep my mother happy enough to stay. Amen."

 I got up and dressed for school, grabbled a fistful of Fruit Loops and went back upstairs to say goodbye to my mother before I left. That morning I was to be in a play, Sara Crew, and I had the lead. The quietest girl in the world was Sara Crew on a stage at the Gridley Bryant elementary school. I wanted to remind Mom that the show started at 11:30 a.m. and if she sat on the left she'd see me better. I had to sit six inches from the maroon velvet curtain and eat a whole package of Parker Dinner rolls. Sara Crew was a poor girl on her own and she had to eat the food as though she'd never eat again.

I leaned against the bedroom door and watched my mother put on her favorite dress. It was sleeveless and covered in roses; red and dark pink blooms that melted and bled into each other. She smelled like the air after a sultry, humid downpour. Away from her I closed my eyes and became the fragrant emptiness. It was my perfume of familiarity; it held me and calmed me as nothing else did. "Mom, you look soooo pretty today. I asked Mrs. Thompson to give you a ride, so don't worry about a thing. She'll show you which door to go in. She's always at the school. Wish me luck!"

 My mother never made it to my big performance. I got a standing ovation and the popular kids started talking to me. Glad I had the dinner rolls because I had forgotten to make my lunch that day and I wasn't going to get into that free lunch line.

On the days I had to be in school I was impatient to get home. I knew anything could happen when you were gone that long. As if I had special powers, I sent my mother messages with my thoughts as I sat through math and science and English. I’ll be home soon, Mom. Don’t go anywhere. I ran from the bus to the back door, whispering please, please, please, please, over and over. If I said it enough times everything would be okay. I raced into the kitchen, the tightly wound spring on the door catching at the back of my sneaker. I instinctively knew when she was gone, felt the stillness in the air and a new wound. One rainy spring day, I found her rose dress in her closet under a month’s worth of soiled clothes. It seemed that it was always at the end of winter that she would leave even though I told her over and over just how soon spring would come. I sat on the floor and clutched it to my chest, burrowing my nose into the musky fabric. Her dress was the only thing I had to hold onto, her spirit captured in my small hands.

When Mom wore her rose dress, things were all right. When she went away I crossed out each passing day on the calendar, counting and praying, until she came home. I hung her dress in my closet, pushed my things aside to make room. I sprayed her perfume on my fingertips and ran them along the neckline and then on my wrists.

On a rare and perfect day just before Easter, Dad dropped my mother and me off in Quincy Square. She helped me choose a lime green dress in the latest style and fishnet stockings the color of a Creamsicle. Then she took me to see Clarisse at the beauty parlor to have my hair cut and styled. Clarisse teased it and sprayed it. It looked like the huge cotton candy that I'd get at the Marshfield Fair and if I touched it, I'd stick to it. I felt too young for such a coiffure and thought I looked stupid, but my mother said I looked like a model. I snuck glances at myself in the store windows the rest of the afternoon, secretly hoping that she was right. She was exhausted when we got home that day and slept on the couch until it was time for me to go to bed. I whispered, "Thanks, Mom, it was so much fun." "Mom, mom?" I thought she didn't hear me. She finally mumbled something about wearing a hairnet to bed. I found one and I pulled it on.

On my bed, I laid propped on elbows going over every detail of the day, smiling, with my legs moving to an Easter parade song on my transistor radio. While Mom slept, I had magical thoughts about the next time we'd enjoy such a day. My hair, full of Aqua Net, was all ready for Easter, a week ahead of time. I loved her so much. I stared at her closed bedroom door and I daydreamed that Mom would become the Girl Scout leader, always prepared, or the very popular president of the PTO, elected for 4 terms in a row. Our phone rang off the hook with questions for that clever Joan O’Callaghan. Throwing on movie-star sunglasses, we hopped into our pink convertible and shouted, “Off to the beach!” Mom was a gardener, a deft seamstress, and a fanatic about laundry, using fabric softener and hanging the sheets outside to dry because they smelled better that way. A whiz with the iron, she put creases in everything. She chose airy white curtains with sunny yellow trim for the kitchen window and pink Swiss dotted ones for my room. She even found some pink chenille throw pillows for my bed. My fantasies had her baking batches of Christmas cookies to give to our teachers and to all of the neighbors. She'd throw great parties and her marinated chicken wings were legendary. She read hundreds of books and took courses at the local college. She loved to play Barbies with me. She sat alongside me while I took a bubble bath, talking with me, smiling, delighted with me. I never had a Barbie but in this fantasy, I had evening gown Barbie, a Ken and a Skipper doll, too. Wrapping me up in a warm towel, my mother combed out my hair, kissed the back of my neck. She helped me with long division. “Don’t worry honey,” she said, “we’ll get through this.” She never sent me to school with a fever, with a cold, with a tummy ache. I loved my daydreams, but my lime green dress day was reality, and it would have to do. 

When my mother wore her rose dress, she put lilacs in every room. Old coffee cans burst with purple and white blossoms. In her rose dress, she got out of her chair and noticed the small, delicate things. She noticed me. 

Delicate and fragile me, able to leap tall buildings, I'd do anything.

When Dad took Mom out to dinner, my brothers and I were enchanted with her. Once a year on their anniversary off they went to The Hollow or Morey Pearls where they had the best-fried clams. Ava Gardner came swishing down the stairs with her Tigress perfume, her pearly blue eye shadow, and her ruby red lips. Out of her housecoat, I saw how beautiful my mother really was.

As soon as I saw the car pull out of the driveway, I made my nosy way into her bureau drawers. I pinned up my hair, sprayed myself with her perfume and spread way too much of her lipstick, Red Rendezvous, on my mouth. Old prayer cards, underwear, and mismatched rhinestone jewelry filled the drawers that smelled of cedar. Mom had the habit of blotting her lipstick on the prayer cards; she never used a tissue. Pillows went unfluffed, beds went unmade, and clothes were everywhere in a heap. There was no time to pay attention because she was always in a hurry. Rushing off to go nowhere, to do nothing. I rummaged through the bureau, frantically, my breathing coming fast. I swallowed hard when I realized once again that there were no surprises, nothing new to be found. There was no special gift tucked way in the back that she was saving to give me, something that
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