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Chapter 1

Philomena \ph(i)-lome-na, phil(o)-mena\ as a girl’s name is of  
Greek origin, meaning “powerful love.”

WHEN MY MOTHER left, I had just turned two and was still in the 
process of  discovering my voice. It was small and didn’t have very many 
words, but I made an effort to use it to speak to her each night. By the 
time I was four, I was able to hold meaningful conversations. 

Each evening, after I had said my prayers, I would brush the dust 
from my knees, get in bed, and whisper to her as if  she were there.

“How you doing today?” I’d ask. “I hope that you’re keeping nice 
and warm. I hear that the place where you live now is cold, even colder 
than Mrs. Gumb’s icebox.” 

My mother’s replies were often rushed or hurried. I blamed it on the 
weather.  On the island, people always rushed and were in foul moods 
when it rained. I assumed that people would be even more irritated in 
the cold. 

I went to sleep every day with the memory of  my mother’s warmth. 
It comforted me when I was lonely and cloaked me in goodness when 
I needed some assurance that life was not all bad. 

When I was five, I decided to write to her. I asked my teacher for 
help with the spelling since she was more patient than my grandmother. 
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After the words were learned, I carefully ripped out the last piece 
of  paper in my notebook, sat on the floor in the corner of  the front 
room, and printed in my best handwriting. My work was neat since my 
grandmother had made me practice my letters since I was three. 

“I don’t want you writing any chicken scratch,” she would say. 
The first letter wasn’t long. I didn’t know what to say. 

Dear Mother, 
I love you. I hope to see you again soon.
Love, 
Philomena

I folded the paper, searched the trunk where my grandmother kept 
all of  the important things, found a brand-new blue-and-white airmail 
envelope, and slipped my letter inside. 

“Can you please send this for me?” I asked my grandmother, hoping 
that I wouldn’t be punished for going into places I had no business going into. 

“What’s this?” She yanked the envelope out of  my hand. “Who told 
you to touch up my things? What is it? A letter? Who you writing to in 
my good envelope?”

“My mother.” 
“Your mother?” She looked at me sideways, the same way she looked 

at people when she suspected that they were lying or cheating. 
“Yes,” I said firmly, trying to quell whatever misgivings she might 

have had. 
“Who put that idea in your head?” 
“Me.” 
“Who showed you how to write so good?” 
“You.” 
A flash of  a smile lit up her normally sour face. 
“So, what did you write to your mother?” She removed the letter 

from the envelope.
“Hmm,” she said. “You spelled everything good. Who showed you?” 
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“My teacher.” 
“Hmm. So, you want me to post it?” 
“Yes, please.” 
“You shouldn’t get your hopes up, though. You know how many 

letters I sent her and didn’t get an answer? Too many to count.” 
“It doesn’t matter, I just want to send it.” 
“Okay, I’ll put it with my next letter.”
I was so happy, I almost hugged her. 

•

As my writing skills improved, I wrote longer, more detailed letters. I 
told my mother about my lessons at school, the weather, the neighbor’s 
quarrels, or whatever else I could think of. There were certain things, 
however, I knew never to mention. 

It took almost two years before I received a blue-and-white airmail 
envelope that was addressed to me. Before that, my mother had just sent 
her greetings via the odd letter she wrote to my grandmother. I liked to 
think it was my letters that got her writing again. 

I laughed out loud when the envelope with my name spelled out in 
capital letters, followed by our address, St. Peter’s, Montserrat, W. I., was 
placed in my hand. It looked as if  great care had been taken to write it. 

“For me?” I said in the loudest and happiest voice I had ever heard 
myself  use.

My grandmother gave me such a look that I thought she would swat 
me, but she just left me alone.

I sat down on my bed and ripped the envelope open. I was careful 
not to tear the part with my name. 

Dear Philomena,
How are you keeping, my child? Thank you so much for your letters. Your 
handwriting is getting better all the time. I hope that you are being a good girl 
for your grandmother. 
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The weather here is very hot now, even hotter than back home if  you could 
believe it. Sorry I have not been able to send for you yet. Things are very difficult 
here. I hope this letter finds you well. 
Love,
Your mother

The words Your mother stood out like a shiny beacon on the page. I 
touched and kissed the words as if  they were my mother herself. Their 
existence in front of  me proved that she was real, that she did exist, and 
that she was not just a figment of  my imagination. She was as real as 
the paper, the ink, the envelope, and the hand that was holding it. As I 
peered down at the writing, which was not at all chicken scratch, I imag-
ined what she looked like. I had forgotten her face since there wasn’t a 
single picture to remind me. I caressed the word mother, and there she 
was standing right in front of  me. She wore a beautiful yellow summer 
dress with narrow straps that hugged her thin shoulders. On her head 
was a large-brimmed straw hat that made her look more glamorous 
and beautiful than anyone I had ever seen. Her bare feet shuffled over 
the hot sand. When I waved at her, she wiggled her fingers at me, then 
took off her hat and began fanning her face and neck.

“This blasted heat is too much for me,” she complained.
“Why don’t you drink some water,” I suggested.
“I would prefer some limeade,” she replied, putting the hat back 

on her head. 
“Would you like me to make some for you?” I offered.
“Sure,” she said. “Just wait one minute.” She turned around and 

vanished.
“Wait, you forgot the limeade. I haven’t made it yet. Please come 

back, please.” 
I pleaded with her for a short while and then gave up. I don’t think 

my grandmother heard me, either that or she pretended not to. Our 
beds were in the same room not far from each other. I suspected that 
there may have been something wrong with her hearing. She never 
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heard anyone when people called out to her in the road. It was either 
her failing ears or her intolerance for bad manners. I never knew. 

Each time my mother wrote, I would imagine her in whatever 
condition she described. She once told me about having to go to the 
hospital. I imagined her with bandages from head to toe lying stiff in 
a sterile room. 

“Can I get anything for you, a glass of  water, something to read?” 
I asked her.

I tried not to show her how scared I was.
“I’m fine, but could you fix my pillow?” 
I did as she asked. “Would you like to relax now?” I felt guilty about 

disturbing her sleep. I knew that sick people needed their rest.

•

The letters continued until I was ten. Then they stopped. Those to my 
grandmother also stopped. This didn’t surprise her at all. 

“It’s a miracle she kept sending them for so long. I know just how 
selfish and inconsiderate that girl can be.” 

I didn’t agree. I believed in my mother. I had faith that the letters 
would return. I knew she thought of  me often since I was her only child. 
I believed that she could never truly abandon me. However, when the 
letters didn’t resume after six months, then a year, and for some time 
after that, I marked my grandmother’s words. Outwardly, however, I 
expressed otherwise. 

“Maybe she’s sick again and that’s why she can’t write anymore.” 
“Sick people can get others to write for them,” my grandmother 

insisted.
“Maybe she lost her hands or her eyes in an accident,” I said in my 

mother’s defense. 
“Even blind people with no hands can still get other people to write 

letters for them.” I knew my grandmother was right. There was no 
excuse.


