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I Feel Your Stare, eloquently written by Cheryl Gillespie, is an intimate view of a truly remarkable life. In this autobiography, Cheryl leads us through an implausible childhood diagnosis of a chronic disease, which sets forth an ominous journey of gradual sight loss leading to total blindness.

Cheryl recounts her vivid memories of each formidable hurdle, and how she and her family tackled every setback with courage, strength, dignity and tenacity. The roller coaster of emotions I experienced while immersed in this book ranged from the most exquisite of highs, to waves of heartache – from wanting to jump up and high-five a superb demonstration of intellectual showmanship, to falling into an abyss of self exploration in asking myself ‘how would I have handled that?’

You will fall in love with so many members of Cheryl’s family and inner circle. You will laugh, you will cry, you will be thinking about this book long after you’ve turned the last page.

~Mary McGinley

––––––––
[image: image]


I Feel Your Stare is a narrative of life experiences which take you into [Cheryl’s] world, fostering an appreciation of those around us who may be viewed as different or less able but are in fact, as capable as anyone else. In her autobiography, we are challenged to think about how our society separates us rather than building a community, one which supports diversity and inclusion.... I would recommend this book to those of all ages who enjoy non- fiction, and the realities that shape the people around us, lending to an understanding that there is more to someone than what we see on the outside.

~Elizabeth Morrison

––––––––
[image: image]


I Feel Your Stare reads as a powerful story of Cheryl Gillespie’s courage. In early childhood the author is forced to live with the pain of Juvenile Rheumatoid Arthritis and associated blindness, and yet, is able to find joy, purpose and humour in her life. Strength is evident in her stubborn independence, in a supportive husband and family, her music and in her Christian faith.

As physicians we often learn from our patients, and to this end, Cheryl Gillespie has been a great teacher. Thank you for the lesson that when we do not have good answers to relieve suffering there is a decisive value in listening.

~Stephen Hart M.D.
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Chapter 1

THE BRAILLE MIRROR
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January: the month of fresh renewal for the future, and yet, tunes of old memories play in my head over and over again. On this winter’s night, my fingers caress the piano keys of a soul-searching melody. Wishing it to last, I prolong the final chord until it fades to silence.

Spoiling the moment, a bluster of flurries pelts against the window screen. The wind; Michael hated that. It spooked him, and like a prowling tiger he’d pace back and forth across the floor of our little bungalow. Curious how a gust of wind reminds me of Michael. Then again, so many things do, especially since his passing.

On a nearby table awaits a piping cup of hot cocoa. As tightly as I dare, I coddle it until my palms feel a warm tingling sensation, then set it down again.

The snow squall subsides, and once more a hush falls over the coziness of my piano room. Ahh! Solitude! This is a welcome friend, as it’s when I’m the most creative. On the other hand, loneliness is an unwanted foe, always lurking around the next corner.

Those dreadful goodbyes — I’ve come to the realization of how much this has imprinted on who I am today. As I trace the experiences from my youth, it defines why I am hesitant to get close to others, or why it is difficult to show my true feelings.

For me, music has always been my sanctuary, an intangible but soft place to land. Michael and I had this in common, an unmistakeable bond shared between us.

Essential as it is to me in the present, music is a constant link to my past. A particular tune is heard on the radio, and in an instant I am doodling with Spirograph at the Montreal Children’s Hospital, or pouring over home- work in my dormitory at the Halifax School for the Blind. It’s not all about those separations from my loved ones, though. Music has given me fond memories of singing in church, concert performances with Michael, and of course, my piano-teaching career, which has been near to my heart for more than three decades.

Whether in a song, a touch, or a smell, I often find myself transported to an episode which occurred long ago. Of course, I know it happens to everyone. Overall, these sensory trips take me somewhere happy, but there are times when it can be downright frightening!
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As the snow accumulates outside, I recognize my own emotional barriers, the ones built between certain childhood incidents and the present day. Recently, these metaphoric walls have been assaulted, the harsh glare of present realities exposing what I had so carefully guarded.

During the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, I kept a medical appointment, fully anticipating being screened with myriad questions. I did not, however, expect to be thrust into my childhood, simply by an order to wear a face- mask. It shouldn’t have been a big deal, but it was. Scents of hospital disinfectants drifted into my nose, making me lightheaded. And if that weren’t enough, I suppressed the panic as ghouls in scrubs who had once stared down at me began to invade my thoughts.

I imagine it’s easy for those to judge, saying, “Aren’t you being melodramatic?” Honestly, I thought I was over it. I was five years old when that surgeon gave me his word, but he lied! He had promised not to use a mask over my face, the one which pumped out that noxious sleeping gas. Evidently, there were no intentions on his part to administer an injection, as I had pleaded. The struggle that ensued between us on the operating table was unforgivable! How could he do that to a child?
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Back at home, visions of the past chased me straight into my bathroom. Grabbing a facecloth, I used an excessive amount of soap and water to cleanse my face again and again. The odour refused to go away. Now what? I needed mouthwash to eliminate that obscene operating-room taste. “Stop it,” I cried, and from that time onward, if a mask were required during the public health crisis, I vowed to wear a scarf, a garment which would not stimulate disturbing childhood flashbacks.
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In contrast, pleasant aromas will carry me elsewhere, to childhood destinations in which I contentedly linger. Homemade bread? Well, that takes me to my grandmother Gillespie’s farm kitchen, where she was up baking at the crack of dawn. Pickles and herbs? That was my grandmother Goodine’s house. There, one could almost taste the fruits of her labour — the scent of mingled flavours from her garden was the first thing to greet you at the door.
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I reach for my hot cocoa, take another sip. Mmm! That conjures up more memories. Whenever we kids stayed at Grandma Goodine’s, this, along with a topping of cinnamon and sugar on toast, was always a favourite bedtime treat for us.

Indeed, my mother was a Goodine. What on earth would I have done without her throughout the years?

She, after all, was the one who has played the most profound role in my life.

Upon reflection of my story, I’m compelled to connect the dots of my mother’s youth, since it relates to my own journey into the present. It’s uncanny, as though we’ve had somewhat parallel lives. I can only speculate, but I have to wonder if she were perhaps immunocompromised if only for a brief time? Is it not peculiar that she endured arthritic pain in her teens, or those bizarre incidents as a child when her eyesight was at risk? What’s more, is the significance of her name a fluke, or was it all a part of God’s plan?

Toward that end, throughout this narrative I opt to express her thoughts in a journal, suitably called, Cecilia. As I unfold relative backstory, I’ll begin with my mother and the setting of her family homestead, in the scenic countryside of northwest New Brunswick.
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Chapter 2

EARLY LIFE IN MORRELL SIDING:

Mother’s Journal
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[image: Green street sign that reads "Morrell Siding" on the end of a simple wooden post, with trees in the background and red sage grass growing wild and tall around it. ]
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Through her upstairs bedroom window, a dismal view of overcast skies, and the April snow a dirty brown from the spring thaw. An ominous chill hovered in the west where, tragically, a B-52 bomber from Loring Air Force Base in Maine had crashed into a snow-packed hillside, leaving only one survivor. This had been a terrible shock for their rural community, and years later, people were still able to comb the dense forest to find scattered debris from the wreckage. “I wonder what Grandma would have thought of all of this?” she pondered.

Although it didn’t seem that long ago, it was seven years since the sad passing of her beloved grandmother. When at last their family had moved into the Goodine homestead, the elderly woman was known to say, “I’m so happy you are all living here! Besides, there’s plenty of room, and it’s high time someone looked after me.”

Stepping away from the window, she turned to the inviting allure of her room. There, spread over her bed, was Mama’s homemade quilt, a soft lavender embroidered with tiny white flowers. At the foot of the bed, a hope chest where she’d sit to face a wooden table, upon which lay her schoolbooks, paper and pencils. With her Grade 12 English assignment finished, she opened her personal journal, and began to peruse its various entries.
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Dear Cecilia:



If it’s all the same to you, perhaps, I might consider you as a distant twin. After all, my name, Shelia, is derived from the Latin for Cecilia. I only wish Cecilia didn’t mean ‘blind.’ How strange! And yet, I suppose I have had a few incidents of my own when my vision was jeopardized.







On a positive note, St. Cecilia, born in second or third century Rome, was the patron saint of music. Oh, I much prefer this side of your identity! Not that I’m a musician myself, but I love listening to the waltzes or lively jigs and reels Father plays on fiddle, sometimes accompanied by Mama on a dance-hall piano. So, my dear Cecilia, it’s as though your name were a mysterious, puzzle piece of my life.

On the other hand, I’m comforted to know that my surname, Goodine, originates from the name Godin, meaning ‘God’ or ‘good.’ The Goodine lineage traces back to France, from where they migrated to Quebec, and eventually settled in New Brunswick. The house where we now live was built by my great grandfather, the last French-speaking generation of the Goodine family.

I could write a ton of memories of this old house: like the times when downstairs, Grandma used to sit on the glassed-in porch where year-round geraniums of red, white and purple bloomed in each window. There, Grandma would listen to my endless chatter of school classmates, the upcoming church picnic, or a bit of juicy neighbourhood gossip.

I have earlier memories, too. Before we moved to Grandma’s, I recall living in a modest cedar house — the one where I was born. From its backyard I could glance upward and see, on the horizon, the rolling hills of the Appalachian Mountain range. Eastward lay a small farm built on a hillside, just across the long, flowing river. By day, a farmer could be seen cutting hay and at evening the family dog rounded up the cows to bring them in for milking. To the west, another hillside, this one cleared for pasture with an untouched forest crowning its lofty peak.

As a child, I remember skipping down the gravel road to my grandparent’s homestead where Grandma ran a small country store. “Grandma!” I’d squeal. “Mama would like to buy a dozen eggs, please.” While she gathered the small purchase, I’d gaze around the foyer lined with shelves stocked with an odd assortment of items, like tea, peanut butter, thread, safety pins and chicken feed.

“Here you are, darling,” Grandma would say, while passing me a basket of freshly-laid eggs from the chickens she raised. “Oh, and here is a little treat for you.” I knew if I stared at the small candies in the store long enough, Grandma would give me a toffee “BB Bat” to eat on the way home.

Careful not to drop the basket, I’d walk along the roadside breathing in the country air, fragrant with newly mown hay, fresh rain and clover. By dusk, though, we were sure to get a strong whiff of smoke from the smudges intended to keep the blackflies away.

At our brown cedar house, a simmering pot of beef stew was on the wood stove along with fresh vegetables from Mama’s garden, and on the countertop, a basin of water carried from the backyard brook for washing. During hot summer days, we bathed in that little spring-fed brook cascading down the sloped hillside. At night, I’d listen to its familiar trickle through my open window and soon be lulled into a sound sleep.

In the morning, after a filling bowl of porridge, I’d run outside to freshen up, and there — the hillside where I once climbed to pick a bouquet of wild flowers for Mama. I’ll never forget the moment I accidentally stepped in a hornets’ nest, lost my balance and rolled down the hill. Hearing my loud cries, Mama hurried to my rescue as the hornets had stung me countless times. Within a few days of applying baking soda and water, my stings had remarkably healed.

After breakfast, we were off berry picking. Mama would carry a one-gallon lard pail, empty after a winter of baking. When she announced, “Here’s a good spot,” we’d each take a metal cup used to dip in the brook for drinking, fill it with berries, and dump them into Mama’s huge pail.

Around noontime, we would stretch a blanket over a grassy mound, rest, and have something to eat. For lunch, Mama brought sliced homemade bread, already buttered, and milk in small pickle jars to drink. With a fork she’d mash the berries, nicely warmed by the sun, lightly sprinkle them with sugar, and spread them over the bread — so delicious!

“Like all kids, I’d always sport a healthy bronze tan and sprout up about an inch taller under the summer sunshine. I do recall, however, when our doctor decided that I was too thin, and recommended that Mama feed me eggnog to fatten me up, as well as a daily spoonful of cod liver oil to improve my immune system. I liked Mama’s eggnog, made of raw egg and unpasteurized milk, sweetened with maple flavouring. The awful tasting cod liver oil was another matter. Yuck! I hated seeing that dreaded brown bottle, depicting a man who proudly held up a cod fish.

As for my winter memories — with no streetlights on our country road, it was the moon and stars which lit the night sky. Looking up, I easily spotted the big and little dipper, and looking down, I’d see my shadow cast on the frosty snow.

With unsettled weather, Mama would check the thermometer outside the kitchen window then peer down the road at the neighbour’s chimney. If the smoke was going straight up, she knew there was no wind. After all, the little school, two miles away from our house, made for a very cold walk during winter months. On occasion, our teacher’s husband might give us a ride but not often, as it was a lot of work to harness the horses and hitch up the sleigh.

Following those heavy snowstorms, we were often kept from walking to school as the roads would not be plowed for three or four days. This was a fun time for all of us — my siblings, my cousins and I — to go sliding on a long toboggan with room enough for five or six kids. “You can sit in the front seat,” my sister Joyce and cousin Fred persuaded me, since I was the youngest in the group. Little did I know, the person at the front was the one to get their face washed with a spray of fresh snow.
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All at once, her reading was interrupted by a faraway whistle of the 10-a.m. train, signalling its departure from the station. It reminded her of when she and Grandma would rush to the front stoop and wave to her father, who was the conductor. Feeling its rumble past the home of her aunt, uncle and nine cousins, they’d watch until the train would disappear — well beyond the shade of the apple trees.

She released her fingers from the diary and positioned her hands behind her back, adding pressure to massage her spine. Occasionally it bothered her, arthritis having set in after an incident three years earlier when she had fallen on the ice and injured her tailbone.

“That’s better,” she sighed, resting her arms on the wooden table.

Just then, there came a knock at the downstairs front door leading to the large foyer where Grandma once kept her little store. “Who could that be?”

“Thank you, and have a nice day,” she overheard Mama’s words as money was handed to the local fish peddler.

“Oh, that’s who it was,” she muttered. Tugging a pillow from her bed, she propped it behind her and leaned into it for support. She then thumbed to the next page of her journal and continued to browse through the excerpts.
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Dear Cecilia:



A lot has changed since our family moved to Grandma’s house. For instance, electricity has come to the community, so no longer are the old wood stove, kerosene lamps, or the scrub board and tub used for doing laundry.

What’s more is the absence of my older sisters, Joyce and Alberta. They have long since left home, received their nursing diplomas, and are now married.

I too, have met someone. Martin is handsome, tall and slender. His family’s farm is in Gillespie Settlement, about fifteen miles away. I expect he’ll be job hunting soon, as Martin has already completed his trade school course, receiving a certificate in Mechanical Drafting.

By now, everyone must know about Martin and I going steady, given that our crank telephone is on a party-line with other families in the valley. You see... it’s no secret that old Mrs. Dexter is notorious for eavesdropping on private conversations, as revealed by the chipper singing of her pet canary in the background. Oh, silly woman! If only she could snoop in my diary, she would discover that Martin and I have been recently engaged.
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Before she knew it, the countryside was alive again as summer brought the sweet smell of timothy hay, vibrant colours to fields and gardens, birds nesting, and a new colt born at her uncle’s farm across the gravel road. With high school graduation behind her, she and Mama busied themselves making all the arrangements for her upcoming marriage to Martin Gillespie.

When the day arrived, she gazed into her bedroom mirror, carefully adding a few curls to her straight, honey-brown hair. She was pleased with the wedding dress which her mother had made: a royal blue, practical to wear for future occasions. Just then, the eighteen-year-old spotted the journal on her dresser, the one penned with youthful sentiments. She realized how much she would miss this house and the simple life she had growing up in Morrell Siding. Gently, she lifted the journal and tucked it between the layers of clothing within her hope chest. She was certain there would be something to write in it tomorrow, and all her tomorrows after that. At last, flipping back the wispy curls from her shoulders, she smoothed out her beautiful dress and opened the bedroom door, calling out, “Mama! I’m ready!”
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Chapter 3

THE DIAGNOSIS
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[image: This is the waterfall in the town of Grand Falls as taken by Suzanne Légère.]
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As newlyweds, my parents, Shelia and Martin began their life together at the homestead in Gillespie Settlement. Although I have few details of this period, I am certain that the heart of the home was the kitchen. I’m told that there were ten people living under one roof, and to make for a larger crowd, farmhands often joined the family for early breakfasts, a big spread at noontime, and for leftovers in the evening.

While living in the settlement, Dad worked for his older brother, Marshall, who ran the family farm. He looked up to Marshall, a hardworking man, and one who brought laughter to all who knew him.

I have no doubt that my parents look back on these times from a different perspective, but I tend to imagine it with a quaint nostalgia based solely on the childhood memories I had when visiting my grandparents. There’s just something about that big old house, the sustenance of the land, the decency of the people which captures that enduring connection to the past.

Not long ago, I had the opportunity to visit the Gillespie estate, presently in the care of my cousin, Anne. In one of the five upstairs bedrooms was a trunk filled with family treasures. My attention was drawn to a letter of reference written by the local mayor, a charmingly styled script conveying my father to be a worthy candidate in his search for employment.



To Whom It May Concern,


Mr. Martin G. Gillespie, of Grand Falls, NB, is a young man of good character and reputation, being a descendant of old pioneer families of this community. I am pleased to recommend him for his dependability and trustworthiness, commending him to your most favourable consideration.


Yours respectfully,

M.F. McCluskey, Mayor
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After six months on the farm, Mom and Dad moved to the nearby town of Grand Falls, my father having secured a position with the New Brunswick Power Commission. Perfect timing, as my mother was expecting me, their first baby.

I like to think I arrived into the world wearing a pink bow on my head! Oh well...what I can say for sure, is that I was born during our Canadian Thanksgiving, a season where the October foliage paints the landscape in a vivid canvas of red and gold.

Meanwhile, with vacation from NB Power coming to my father he felt it best to use this time to earn some extra money for his growing family, and work the harvest back at the farm. In his absence, my aunt Joyce stepped up and offered to stay by Mom’s side at the hospital. Even so, Joyce did not expect colleagues to toss a gown in her direction, requesting her presence at the birth. Afterward, my mother recounts her sister’s words, “When I promised I’d be with you, I didn’t mean I’d be in the delivery room!”
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By age twenty-two, Mom’s days were centred around her husband, her children and the house they had rented in Grand Falls. I was two years old, my brother Thomas was one, and her third baby was on the way. With all of this, she began to consider everything her own mother had done for them — the huge garden of vegetables and herbs that Mama planted, and the nights when she sat up late, knitting and sewing clothes or blankets. Along with raising a family of six, her mother fostered two more children, and it wasn’t uncommon to see her taking a home-cooked meal to the sick or shut-in. “How was Mama able to do it all?” she pondered, especially where her father’s work on the railroad often took him away from the family.

History has a peculiar way of repeating itself. Similar to my grandfather Goodine, Dad was also out of town for days or weeks at a time working as a linesman throughout the province. I too marvel at my mother’s resilience and her resourcefulness. Mind you, she made it look easy. I remember instances like when buying groceries, she’d pick up the telephone, place an order and voila, the items were delivered to our home in several brown paper bags. Still, I’m in awe: not that everything associated with keeping a two-storey house and caring for kids wasn’t a task in itself, but when a child is seriously ill, day to day life becomes far more intense.

And so it began. Standing in the
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