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my grandmother
asked me
to tell you

My Grandmother Asked Me to Tell
You She’s Sorry shows how escaping
reality can lead to firmer roots in

the real world.

“Come with me, and
you’ll be, in a world of pure
imagination.”

These lyrics from the original
film adaptation of Charlie and
the Chocolate Factory invite us
into a realm where we expect
everything to be perfect.

Instead, we find that the
world of imagination can be
challenging and instructive. It
has its own heroes and villains,
its own successes and failures.

Just like real life, the world
of imagination has many
characters, each with his or her
own story arc, complete with
backstory, conflict and destiny.

Fredrik Backman’s novel, My
Grandmother Asked Me to Tell
You She’s Sorry, uses the world
of imagination and fairy tales
to create an alternate reality
superimposed on daily life,
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telling a story of healing and
empowerment.

The novel’s heroine, 7-year-
old Elsa, is smart as a whip:
insightful, sarcastic, funny
and endearing. She and her
grandmother team up for
outrageous adventures like
breaking into the zoo after
it closes and, subsequently,
running from police.

They communicate in their
own secret language, have their
own rituals and have created
their own fairytale world
complete with superheroes,
monsters, landscape and
mythology. In short, with her
grandmother, Elsa lives in a
world any child would adore.

Overcoming
isolation

As in many of Fredrik
Backman’s novels, however, the
“true story” develops between
the lines in small details and
ofthand references.

In My Grandmother Asked
Me to Tell You She’s Sorry, we
soon realize that Elsa grows so
close to her grandmother partly
because she feels displaced
from other foundational
relationships: her parents are
divorced, her mother has a
new partner with whom she is
expecting a child and Elsa has
no friends at school.

In fact, Elsa is regularly
bullied, both physically and
verbally. The world that
Elsa and Granny create, the
Land-of-Almost-Awake, exists
because Elsa has night terrors
and needs a way to transition
to peaceful sleep. It’s a place
of comfort where Granny can
soothe Elsa by shifting Elsa’s
focus and giving her a measure
of control over events.

Moreover, beneath the
riotous story of Granny and
Elsa’s breaking into the zoo, lie
hints about where they break
out from: the hospital, where
Granny is receiving treatment
for terminal cancer.

Granny, far from being the
zany crackpot she seems on
the surface, has a serious two-
fold dilemma: first, she must
prepare Elsa to face challenges
on her own, and second, she
must put her own affairs in
order before her death.

By using the world of
imagination as a vehicle for
“real world” accomplishments,
Granny sets Elsa on a “quest”
that will help her conquer her
fears, build new relationships
and see herself as a hero rather
than a powerless victim.

Therefore, Granny creates
a new narrative where reality
and fairy tale correspond rather
than conflict, and where Elsa
becomes a confident, capable
protagonist.

Upon her death, Granny
leaves Elsa a stack of letters to
deliver to the eclectic tenants in
Granny’s apartment building.
Because these characters are
known to Elsa only by their
quirks and eccentricities, they
serve as the trolls, monsters
and other anxiety-inducing
figures in fairy tales.

The wizards or knights who
fight them must be fearless,
clever and ingenious. As Elsa
successfully delivers each
letter, she accomplishes an
amazing set of tasks.

First, she learns that she
is braver and more capable
than she thought, and her
autonomy and confidence
grow accordingly. Second, she
realizes that real people are
often demonized because they
are different, just as she herself
is bullied at school.

Once she gets to know
them, she understands that
there’s nothing to fear; in fact,
befriending these characters
helps everyone by giving them
a chance to belong.

As Elsa engages with these
characters, she builds an
“army” of protectors who look
after her and help her feel
loved as she grieves Granny.



Thus, the letters are not
Granny'’s only bequest; she
has left Elsa all these people,
who collectively figure as a
community to which Elsa can
safely relate.

Finding heroes

Granny’s letters contain the
untold stories of her history
with these tenants, stories of
genuine conflict and pain.
They provide explanations and
apologies; they both seek and
offer forgiveness.

They also give Elsa (and
the reader) a way to meld the
worlds of reality and fairy
tale. The novel opens with
a declaration that Granny
is Elsa’s superhero because
Elsa associates her with
fantasy superpowers.

Through the letters, however,
Elsa learns that Granny was
areal, flawed, challenging
woman who also achieved
extraordinary things. As a
physician, she rescued people
from unimaginable situations,
and she provided for them
beyond all expectations.

No superpowers necessary;
being a “real” person was
more than enough. Finally,
in completing her “quest” in
“real life,” Elsa learns to see
the superhero in herself. She
doesn’t need to escape her

FOR NEXT TIME

The Perks of Being a Wallflower

By Stephen Chbosky

This young-adult novel, structured
as a series of letters from a high
school freshman named Charlie,
offers us an inside view of the
challenges young people face as

reality; she can navigate it and
face any challenge it brings.

The world of the human
imagination is a marvelous
place, not because it takes us
away from reality, but because
it offers us a safe space in which
we can contemplate and solve
real challenges in a creative way.

Imagination is a gift
out of which magnificent
ideas are born, a power
we can use to foster better
versions of ourselves and our
environments. The faculty
of human thought, rightly
disciplined and directed, can
apprehend almost anything —
even the divine.

In this way, I think, the
imagination is linked to faith,
not because faith is the product
of fiction, but because it requires
abelief in something larger
than human experience. My
Grandmother Asked Me to Tell
You She’s Sorry is not a religious
novel, but it does offer insight
into profound human realities
like love and forgiveness.

For readers of faith, the
bridge to God’s love and
forgiveness is an easy one to
build — and to cross when God
calls us to do so.

The eternal life that God
promises is no fairy tale; it is
genuine perfection and our
true home. ®

PETKS creinss
wallflower

they navigate their teen years.
Charlie offers insights about social anxiety, mental
health and identity development that adults rarely see.

| invite you to read this novel with the young people
in your families; perhaps it will spark some great

conversations!
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Saint Joseph Cathedral
145 Lowell Street
Manchester NH 03104
603-622-6404
stjosephcathedralnh.org/giftshop

Sacramental Gifts, Bibles, Jewelry,
Crucifixes, Icons, Children’s Items,
Veils, Catholic Gifts & Church Goods

Gift Shop Hours:

Mon: 9:00AM - 2:00PM
Tues: 9:00AM - 2:00PM
Wed: 9:00AM - 5:30PM
Thur: 9:00AM - 2:00PM
Fri: 9:00AM - 2:00PM
Sat: 9:00AM - 3:30PM

The Gift Shop is located in
the rectory building. Look
for the door with the black
gate on the corner of Lowell
& Union streets.

Call today
for more
information

603-622-3215

mtcalvarycem.org




