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Widmung

			To my husband

		

	
		
			
Prologue

			***

			“In the beginning was the Word. 

			The Word was with God and the Word was God.” 

			(John Ch 1 vs 1-3)

			Leah was sitting in front of the tent. It was her favourite hour when the day was almost over. The sky was full of stars. She rested with little Eve, her sister Rachael’s child. Her sister had died in childbirth and her little girl had attached herself to her aunt. Now she was nestled against Leah’s knee half asleep.

			Leah was crippled, her foot had been twisted since birth, but she managed to walk albeit with a limp. She was not considered marriageable and this suited her well. She had never been like others. She was content. This time of late evening her spirit was at peace. She loved the silence, the vastness of the heavens, the myriad of stars. The work of the day was over and she could be alone and undisturbed, lost in her own thoughts. Leah thought of it as ‘the time before time’ and a time she considered her own. Tonight there was a full moon and Leah remembered another moonlit night when her neighbours and tribal family members had shattered the quietness of the night with loud clashing cymbals as they danced around a golden idol they had made. They had collected and melted down golden rings and trinkets and with the gold, they had crafted a calf saying they wanted a god they could see. They were angry and full of complaints about Moses who had apparently deserted them, he had been away so long he might even be dead and they were being left to die slowly in the wilderness. They had been better off in Egypt! Leah had watched as many of them cavorted around the golden calf many of them appeared unconscious and danced as if they were in a drunken stupor. Then suddenly above them there had been a fearful sound of crashing stones and Moses’ cry of fury, followed by deadly silence.

			Leah sighed, her peace for the present had been broken. Little Eve stirred and Leah drew back the dark curls from the sleepy child’s pretty face and then led her into the tent and lay down beside her. They slept.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1

			***

			“And every human heart that breaks,

			In prison cell or yard,

			Is as that broken box that gave

			It’s treasure to the Lord,

			And filled the unclean leper’s house

			With the scent of costliest nard.

			Ah! Happy they whose hearts can break 

			And peace of pardon win! 

			How else may man make straight his plan  

			And cleanse his soul from sin? 

			How else but through a broken heart  

			May Lord Christ enter in?”

			(Oscar Wilde: Ballad of Reading Gaol)

			Elspeth awoke suddenly, the window was rattling loudly against the window pane. She got up and closed it and glanced at the clock, it was half past five. Her student’s room was sparse not unlike her school dormitory. She climbed back into bed knowing she would not get back to sleep and hoping the noise of the window had not disturbed her friend in the next room. She and Louise were in their first weeks at university and studying English. As their rooms in the residence were also next to each other’s they had become friends.

			Elspeth had opened the curtains and now looked out at the dawn sky as it brightened into morning. She wondered yet again if shock could stop one from crying, her whole being was an anguish of unshed tears. What might her new friend think if she knew?

			She liked Louise, indeed it would have been difficult not to she was open, friendly and warm. She reminded Elspeth of her oldest friend Belinda. She and Belle had shared their childhood and schooldays and secrets, but not the present one. Belle was not academic and had left school at sixteen and this was where the likeness with Louise ended. Her new friend had a lively face alight with intelligence and would very likely be an understanding confidante, but Elspeth could not confide in anyone. She felt a stab of pain when she thought back at the last four months – was it really such a short time ago that her life had been turned upside down! She sighed, twisted and turned and finally got up, another night without rest.

			Thankfully, Louise chatted away despite the lack of information coming from Elspeth, but Elspeth knew that her friend was insightful and aware of her sadness. She had caught a look of concern on her friend’s face from time to time and had asked her in the first day or two whether she had any siblings and whether she was missing home. When Elspeth had replied rather hastily that she did not and that she would rather not talk about home, Louise recognised there was clearly something very amiss but did not press her and instead spoke about her own home and family.

			‘I’m one of eight, I’m the fourth! You might come and meet the Donoghue clan sometime. They are all around apart from Callum, my eldest brother is in a seminary training to be a priest.’

			Elspeth sensed the pride in Louise’s voice.

			‘You’re Roman Catholic?’

			‘Yes. You’re not I take it.’

			‘I’m not a church goer.’

			‘My eldest sister, Bridget is married with a baby, Antony, born last Easter and my sister Ann – she graduated in the summer – is planning to become a nun. We are going to have a family celebration in three weeks’ time before she goes.’

			‘Your sister’s going to be a nun!’

			‘Don’t sound so alarmed, nuns didn’t die out in the Middle Ages! Ann is going to join the Order of Mercy nuns and they’ll train her to be a teacher. We’ve always been very close so I’ll miss her.’

			Elspeth quickly found out a lot about Louise’s family? She learnt that Louise’s mother was Irish and had come over to England to be a waitress in the café her aunt had opened. She had met Louise’s father at a church social so she stayed and they had married. Her father had been a bus driver in the early days of the marriage but had worked his way up and was now an inspector. There was never very much money, Louise had explained, it was understandable there would not be with so many children, so it had to be scholarships, hand me down clothes and home knits. The house frequently seemed to be bursting at the seams, but they were a close family and were always there for each other.

			Elspeth felt she should make some contribution, ‘My father was an officer in the Air Force, he left sometime after the War and now runs the UK side of the family business. My mother was a concert pianist and my father met her at a recital she was giving’.

			‘There’s something top drawer about you Elspeth, no I have no intention of prying, but I’m curious – those amazing eyes of yours! The fellows at tutorials can’t take their eyes off you and as for us females, well your beautiful clothes are definitely not hand me downs!’

			If Elspeth intrigued her fellow students, Louise was growing in popularity with them. She took a friendly interest in people that inspired confidence; they liked her and were soon inviting them both to join the groups they had formed for coffee. Elspeth knew that they accepted her because of her friend, she also knew that this would not have been the case a few months ago, she sensed that the other students considered her aloof, possibly snobbish and she inwardly suffered.

			Louise also had a ready-made social group in the Catholic Chaplaincy where she attended mass two or three early mornings a week. She told Elspeth that a debate was held there once every other week of term.

			‘I think you would enjoy it, you don’t have to be Catholic, everybody’s welcome, agnostics, atheists and Protestants’.

			Elspeth declined. She didn’t say what she was thinking that the debates were perhaps a ploy to recruit new converts, then she dismissed the thought Louise was above any kind of deception and would not countenance it, it had simply been, on her part, a wish to take her friend out of herself.

			‘I visit the chapel for half an hour or so during the week. It’s a beautiful chapel, very peaceful and the chaplain, Father Dominic is a star! So much suffering and so many problems in the world, I can’t cure them but I pray in quietness, something I got used to doing in my Parish at home.’

			Elspeth sighed, ‘and the suffering continues after you leave’.

			‘Don’t be cynical, Elspeth’.

			‘It wasn’t intended as cynicism’.

			‘More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of…’

			‘Wherefore let thy voice rise like a fountain for me night and day! For what are men better than sheep or goats’.

			Elspeth finished the lines off for her. Louise was genuinely surprised. ‘Do you believe in what the poem is expressing then?

			‘I’m not sure what I believe, I do like Tennyson though and Browning and I have always been drawn to the Victorian period. I sense it’s not so much in vogue at present, there always seems to be a tendency to stress what is negative about the Victorians, poverty, workhouses, the oppression of women all brought to our attention by Charles Dickens and rightly so the social conditions he describes were deplorable, of course, but there were so many positive things in the nineteenth century too. The Abolition of slavery, the Pre Raphaelites, the Arts and Crafts movement, and then there was Darwin putting everybody in a spin, and Cardinal Newman to counteract him with the Oxford Movement and Cardinal Manning, another one of yours, taking up the cause of the Dockers! 

			My grandmother is not religious but she told me that her family, as late Victorians, held Cardinal Manning in high regard. I always think that if we were able to go back into the past we’d find people there like ourselves and the same diversity of life as we have now. History fascinates me I almost more than half wanted to read history at university. I can’t help thinking that every period of history is like a huge tug-of-war with one end, the positive and good, pulling humankind forward and the negative and bad tugging at the other end with rebels goading things on and the indifferent standing on the side-lines.’

			It was the most Elspeth had expressed of her personal views about anything and her friend was impressed but she made her own addition.

			‘There are also big movements in history, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the ideologies of this century, Fascism and Communism, that rather call for ‘outsiders’ and criticism’.

			‘Yes, of course you’re right! There are a few things I would be happy to be outside of!’

			Louise was going to continue then once again she saw the sad shadow on her friend’s face and changed the subject, but she remained more convinced than ever that her friend was hiding behind some deep sadness or tragedy.

			Elspeth met Louise at breakfast that morning and asked if the rattling window had disturbed her.

			‘I’m dead to the world once I’m asleep’, her friend assured her. I’m off home this weekend for the family’s celebration I told you about. What are you planning to do?’

			‘I have work to catch up on.’

			‘Elspeth are you sure you’re OK. You look as white as a sheet!’

			‘I’m fine, I didn’t sleep very well.’

			Louise shook her head in concern, ‘well I’ll off then but make sure you take care.’

			
II

			Elspeth went to the library but could not concentrate. Towards late afternoon she decided to take a walk. The dark came earlier in the north and it was very cold, Elspeth shuddered against it, thrust her hands into her pockets and drew her coat around her. She wandered without purpose and stood for a while looking over the bridge at the river. Two students were rowing one of them had a shock of red hair that stood out in the half light. Absent minded Elspeth stood watching them as they approached the bridge. The student with the red hair had a thin, sensitive face, a poet’s face Elspeth half speculated, before walking aimlessly on. She turned into the crescent where she knew the Chaplaincy was that Louise had described. She found herself in front of it before she knew it and was curious despite herself so she did not hear the approaching footsteps until they stopped close to her and a male voice spoke, ‘it’s much warmer inside it’s freezing out here’.

			He stood aside for her and she found herself going up the steps in front of him. The young man, presumably a student spoke again, ‘are you a first year?’

			Elspeth murmured ‘yes’.

			‘You’ve not visited the Chaplaincy before?’

			‘No’.

			Elspeth wished he would move on and leave her so that she could make her escape. It was a mistake; she should not be there – she did not belong.

			‘The chapel is beautiful; we were so fortunate to get this building five years ago.’

			He stopped and dipped his fingers into a holy water stoup and crossed himself and then opened the door of the chapel for Elspeth to pass through.

			The chapel was dimly lit with flickering candles, Elspeth moved into the front pew and as she sat down she watched the student light a candle and kneel down. After a minute or two he stood up and left, he probably had other things to do in the building she thought.

			Elspeth asked herself for ever afterwards whether it was by chance she had sat down where she had. As she grew accustomed to the light in the chapel her eyes were drawn to the statue of the mother and child in front of her. She had, of course, seen many statues and paintings of the mother and child they were all different but this one was unlike any she had seen before. The mother’s face was calm and serene as she held the child out in front of her. The sculptor had been skilful and had caught the innocent, trusting expression on the child’s face. It seemed to Elspeth that the child’s mother was holding the child out to her, for her to take.

			Elspeth sat transfixed and her eyes welled up with the tears she had been unable to shed for so long. They now streamed down her cheeks.

			She was half aware of someone sitting down next to her and then she was being spoken to.

			‘You look very lost and forlorn.’

			Elspeth wiped the tears away with her hand and she saw a priest was sitting beside her. He began speaking again.

			‘I rather think a hot cup of tea might be in order, come.’

			It was the last thing Elspeth expected to hear but she found herself following him. Outside the chapel the priest called to another girl, presumably another student, ‘Claire please bring two cups of tea.’

			He opened a door on the other side of the passageway; the room they entered was quite small and contained two chairs and a low table. The priest took a box of matches from his pocket and bent down to light an old looking gas fire, ‘Ah! That’s better, it’ll soon heat up’.

			He straightened up and smiled. Elspeth was above average height but the priest towered above her. He was an impressive figure she thought in his black soutane, he brought to her mind one of El Greco’s elongated figures of a saint. He had a fine face with well-defined features and a scholar’s forehead and reminded Elspeth of a photograph she had seen of Cardinal Newman. She thought Oxbridge educated, probably Cambridge and she felt a sudden twinge of regret.

			‘I’m Father Dominic by the way.’

			‘Yes, I know, my friend Louise Donoghue said,’ her voice trailed off.

			‘Ah! And you, what’s your name?’

			‘Elspeth, Elspeth Penrose, but there’s a mistake, I shouldn’t be here, I’m not Catholic’.

			‘Well never mind, many of my friends are not Catholics – you’re very welcome’. Father Dominic smiled again, it was the most tender smile Elspeth thought she had ever seen, it reached his eyes and his face appeared to be lit with some inner light.

			She was confused, this was not what she expected. She was not sure what she had expected but not this.

			The tea was brought in and put on the table she picked a cup up and tried to take a sip but her hand shook and she put it down.

			The priest was speaking again, ‘If you are a friend of Louise then I can take it that you are a first year student. Are you homesick is that why you are so distressed?’

			‘No.’

			If only that was all it was!

			‘But you are very unhappy, perhaps I can help’.

			‘It’s too late, nobody can. I can’t talk about it.’

			‘Try’.

			The concern in his voice and his gentleness made her eyes fill with tears again. He was someone with a gentle authority that made people do as he asked and so very slowly and brokenly and then with increasing confidence she began to open her heart to him and to tell him what had happened.

			‘I’m not usually an unhappy person; I mean I wasn’t unhappy until four months ago that’s when it all went wrong. Last year at this time I was very happy indeed! Everything was going well, I was used to things going well. I was in the Upper Sixth of my Girls’ Public School, Oaklands and I had a conditional place at Oxford University. In October, at a friend’s party I met Rob my first boyfriend – no, it’s not what you might think, a tale of unrequited love, I had considered Rob a friend. I have a very good singing voice and was frequently given solos to sing in my school’s choir and I was asked last year to sing a solo in the Christmas concert that is held every year in the city’s Cathedral. My parents were sitting near the front, my Gran was sitting next to them looking very proud – she almost brought me up – and Rob was there looking very happy, but Jamie wasn’t there! Jamie was my brother, he was mentally handicapped, brain damaged or something, nobody really knew what was wrong. He was a beautiful baby and looked perfectly normal, he was always beautiful to me’. Elspeth’s voice broke and she struggled to gain control, ‘I loved him more than I loved anyone else, when he was very little – he was three years younger than me, he followed me everywhere and I told him stories and looked through picture books with him. My parents realised by the time he was two years old that there was something seriously wrong.

			‘My mother was always sweet to him but my father couldn’t accept him. Last year I begged my father to let Jamie come to the concert but he refused, he never allowed Jamie to attend social functions with us. It was wrong Jamie would not have caused any disturbance but my father was ashamed of him, and he was forever trying to discipline him. Mealtimes were worst it would be, “can’t you eat quietly, don’t slurp your food, what do you think the napkin’s there for?” and my mother would sit next to Jamie saying, “try to eat nicely darling and please daddy”. 

			The one person that Jamie never failed to respond to was Grandpa. He would play football with him even when he was old and Jamie would laugh and laugh, he would also let him help him in the garden planting things and Grandpa would say, “there’s more in the boy’s head than you think!” but Grandpa died suddenly two years ago and Jamie lost a very good friend. After his death Jamie began to close in on himself. I don’t know where he got the maths book from, perhaps from his school. I was a weekly boarder at my school, I went home for weekends because the school is in the same city not far from home. Jamie attended a private school, outside the city, it has residential provision, but Jamie came home each night, my mother used to go and collect him. 

			Jamie treasured that maths book and he used to fill notebooks full of numbers and strange drawings. Nobody knew what they meant but they were clearly important to him. I used to sit in his room near him, reading. He didn’t speak much but he was happy for me to be there. His room was full of his ‘treasures’, old toys, cuddly animals from his early childhood, dead flowers that he still picked from my grandparent’s garden, even old pieces of broken pottery – he refused to throw anything away and refused to let anybody else tidy them away either. That room was so important to him, he was such an innocent – that’s what made me cry in the chapel, the face of the Christ Child, the innocent expression of trust it was so like Jamie, I couldn’t bear it’. 

			This time Elspeth was sobbing and Father Dominic waited quietly for her to continue.

			Finally, she went on, ‘I’m sorry; I haven’t been able to cry since it happened. I finished my ‘A’ Levels at the beginning of June and later on that month Rob suggested that I should spend a weekend at the home of his aunt and uncle and his three cousins. Rob’s parents are divorced, he told me his mother had left when he was seven years old – he is now twenty-one – he said she more or less abandoned him, she’s married again with other children. He lives with his father and his father and uncle have a joint family construction business in the next town and Rob works there. 

			I had already met his uncle’s family, they are warm and friendly, they have three sons, Pete is eighteen, Greg is fifteen – the same age as Jamie – and Jack is thirteen and Rob suggested that I should bring Jamie along with me. He said his uncle and aunt would be more than happy and his cousins would love to have him visit and so that is what was arranged. It was unbelievable! Jamie was transformed! Back like he was with Grandpa. The whole family were so kind to him and Rob’s cousins played football with him and he laughed and laughed! When we were ready to return home they said, especially to Jamie, that it had been a pleasure to have him and they would love to have him visit again very soon. The look of joy in my brother’s face! It just lit up! That’s why what happened next is so dreadful and unforgivable. 

			Immediately we arrived home it was back to the old routine, we were hardly through the door when my father started, “look at those shoes – what have this family allowed you to do, roll in the dirt? Take them off at once and wash those hands thoroughly, supper is ready we expected you home an hour ago”. Then over supper the bombshell fell. Poor Jamie! My poor darling brother! My father said that while we were away my mother and Elsie, one of our cleaners, had cleared and cleaned his room which my father added was a frightful mess. Jamie just sprang to his feet and dashed upstairs and he just went berserk! All his treasures were gone. He picked up a chair and threw it at the window and began throwing the furniture around shouting and screaming!

			My father bounded up the stairs saying “the boy’s hysterical” and he slapped Jamie hard across his face, my father was harsh but I had never known him to be violent before. My mother and I had followed my father up the stairs and I saw Jamie sitting on the bed whimpering. I can’t get it out of my head, that sad sound. My father told us to leave him alone and said the boy needed to learn his lesson. When my father came downstairs he said that Jamie must become a resident at his school as my mother would not be able to cope with him as he grew older. 

			My mother didn’t protest, I think she thought when he calmed down she would be able to dissuade him, she usually managed to make him think things over he adores her, she’s the only person he listens to, but this time he meant what he said and made the necessary arrangements with Jamie’s school. I went up to see him before they were ready to leave, I hugged him and kissed the top of his head the look he gave me is branded into my mind, it was a look of hope, but very brief, then he looked down and I knew he was just lost. 

			A fortnight later the school rang to say there had been an accident. Jamie had climbed out of the window of his first floor room and had sustained serious head injuries, by the time my parents arrived at the hospital he was dead. It seemed untrue, a nightmare that I couldn’t wake up from. My father, I’m sure out of guilt was angry with the school and threatened to sue them for negligence, but my mother stood up to him for a change and prevented him from doing so. I just think he was responsible for my brother’s death and nobody else!’

			By this time Elspeth was sobbing uncontrollably and Father Dominic handed her a crumpled white handkerchief, but Elspeth had more to tell and she knew she must get what had followed out into the open.

			‘I have something else to tell you but I’m so ashamed,’ and she covered her face with her hand.

			‘I hear many confessions, Elspeth and I won’t be shocked, I can assure you of that – go on when you’re ready’.

			‘My father’s parents live in Switzerland, with my aunt and uncle and three cousins, they moved there after the war and they came over for Jamie’s funeral. It was given out that Jamie had had an accident, he’d deliberately climbed out of that window! Gran, of course attended along with several friends and Rob also came. The following weekend I met up with him. My aunt and uncle and cousins were taking a train to the airport but my parents were driving my grandparents there, they asked me to join them, if only I had! 

			Rob had arranged a visit, and everything seemed fine, we went for a walk and then I invited him in for a drink. It was then things changed he put his arms around me and told me he loved me and wanted to marry me. I tried to laugh it off, I said, hold on a minute I am going up to university and that he was a friend and we would probably both meet up with other friends. He became angry saying that I didn’t think he was good enough for me and that my wealthy, stuck-up parents would never allow me to marry him and that he could tell that my father didn’t like him. He pointed to the room around him saying, ‘who do your family think they are?’ and then he took hold of me, I was terrified he was out of all control. He forced himself onto me I tried to push him away and begged him to stop. He wouldn’t. He raped me.’

			A groan came from somewhere deep inside her, she felt an unbearable agony; she was reliving the horror of it as the scene she was describing past in slow motion before her mind. She felt as if she had survived her own murder – that she’d never be clean again and that something too precious had been forcefully stolen from her. She was silently weeping now. The priest waited for her to go on and eventually she continued.

			‘Then he tried telling me he was sorry, that he didn’t know what had possessed him but that I had had no right to reject him and if I told my parents he would deny it or say that I had consented to it. I just begged him to leave and he just got up and slammed the door as he left. I crawled to the bathroom, I was bleeding and hurt I tried to wash myself clean. I was numb inside as if something had died inside of me I kept telling myself that I was somehow to blame. I knew I never wanted to see him again as long as I live.

			‘During the summer and at Christmas we go to Switzerland and Gran goes to visit her sister in Cornwall for six weeks from July ‘till the end of August, but my mother didn’t want to go abroad she was mourning my brother and so we went to the Lake District. It was very miserable, I just took myself off by myself for long walks and buried my head in books. 

			We returned home to receive my ‘A’ Level results. They seemed to belong to another life! I had had excellent results and had achieved my place at Oxford. My parents congratulated me and my father said I had made him proud and that they would be buying me my own car – I had had lessons and had passed my test around Easter time. Then I had to take my mother aside and tell her that I wouldn’t be able to take up my university place because I was sure I was pregnant. She said I had to tell my father and she would stand by me whatever happened. I knew my father would be horrified but I honestly believed that he would say that I would have to go to Switzerland and stay there and put off going to university for a year. 

			It had earlier been suggested that I should take a year off and spend it abroad. I was wrong! He seemed to have become another person. It was the very worst encounter I had ever had with my father! He went white with anger and said that he was disgusted with me. He said I was still in his care and still his responsibility and that he would not allow me to bring shame on his family, that he and my mother had had more than enough to put up with but that he would not allow me either to ruin my life. 

			He said, ‘as for your glorified bricklayer or was it carpenter, if he ever sets foot in this house again he’ll be thrown out into the gutter where he belongs and don’t even think of contacting him, I’ll make arrangements, there are ways around the situation and sympathetic doctors, abortion is in the pipeline of becoming legal and will be very soon. You can stay in your room. You’ll have your meals brought up to you there’. He disconnected the hall telephone and made me a virtual prisoner. I hate the whole idea of abortion I can’t say I wanted to have a child and certainly not with someone I hated, who had raped me – but I would never have agreed to an abortion. In the end it wasn’t needed anyway, I had been mistaken but it didn’t excuse the way my father had reacted.’

			Elspeth was exhausted, she’d talked nonstop and cried herself dry.

			The priest was silent for a while digesting what she had told him, she thought he looked sad, then he spoke quietly.

			‘I can’t condone your father’s harsh treatment of your brother or the actions he took with you, abortion is wrong in my eyes and in yours too, I think, but I believe you may be wrong about your brother wanting to kill himself. I think it more likely that he was wanting to, perhaps find a way of getting out of the school – escaping if you like – maybe even trying to get home and he misjudged the height of the window. Did you ever consider that?’

			‘No, no I didn’t’, in a moment another perspective on her brother’s death had opened up and Elspeth wondered why she hadn’t thought of it as a possibility before. She was so angry with her father.

			‘I think your father was right about your brother’s school being negligent. Any residence dealing with very vulnerable young people should have made sure that its windows were secure. As for what has happened to you, Elspeth, it is a very serious matter indeed. Rob I think is a deeply troubled young man, you have said that his mother had more or less abandoned him as a child and it has left him unable perhaps to take rejection or what he thinks is rejection, but he should not be allowed to get away with what he has done, he could behave in the same way again. I take it you have kept all this to yourself?’

			Elspeth shook her head.

			‘When my grandmother returned home she said I looked ill, she couldn’t understand why I had turned down a place at Oxford and told her that I had my reasons and that I wanted to get a long way from home and that this university had been my second choice. She told my parents that she thought I needed a time away, a holiday before I left for university and she arranged a holiday for us both in Spain. 

			She said that she had always planned to visit Spain and this was an opportunity, she said we wouldn’t go to any beaches where she felt I would mope but that we would visit the cities and keep busy. She thought that I was just grieving for my brother. So we went but I just felt that I was sleepwalking through days, I can’t explain it, everything seemed, and still feels, unreal as if I’m numb inside. One day, Gran asked me to tell her what was wrong, and what had happened to Rob. I said I would tell her if she promised not to tell my father. 

			She was outraged when I told her what had happened. She said that he had raped me and that my parents should be told. I told her that I didn’t want him charged because it would mean I had to see him again and that I had not been able to believe that he could have behaved the way he had, he had been so kind to Jamie and that was the last time I had seen my brother happy with his family. 

			If what had happened had happened with a stranger it might have been very different but I felt as if I was implicated and to blame. She said she would say nothing, because she had promised but she wanted me to think about it very seriously because like you she thought the same thing could happen to some other young girl and she thought that he needed help’.

			‘I want you to tell your parents,’ said the priest. ‘It’s right that they should know and you owe it to yourself. Rob can be cautioned it would mean the police speaking to him. A caution would mean that his name would be kept on file and it could be put to him that he needed to seek help. But tell me about your other grandparents? Do they have any influence on your father?’

			‘I have lovely grandparents! Nan – my grandmother is actually called Nancy and everybody calls her Nan not just her grandchildren – she told me once that the war had changed my father. He had been in the Air Force, he had only ever wanted to fly and he joined the Air Force when he left school and he did fly all during the war, at some stage he became an Officer. His only brother, James, qualified as a doctor just after the war started and he was called up and became a medic in the army and he was sent out to the Far East and was captured. He died in a Japanese Prisoner of War camp and when my father learnt of his death after the war he never got over it.

			Nan said that he and his brother had been inseparable.

			‘When Jamie was born, she said that my father had been overjoyed and had named him after his brother and then he couldn’t face up to Jamie being mentally disabled. She said that Jamie was physically very like James so much so that it was heart-breaking. Nan said my father helps anyone in need but can’t deal with himself, she said he was her son that mothers see their children in ways that others who don’t know them do. She said that my father had attended church until he had learnt of his brother’s death but had then said that he could no longer believe in God. Nan had Jamie and I baptized she said that my father just shrugged his shoulders but had not objected. His mother might excuse him but I can’t. I’ll never forgive him!’ and as for Rob I’ll never forget, it’s impossible for me to forgive him!’

			‘Never is a very long time, Elspeth. We are not being asked to forgive the sin, but the sinner, and this doesn’t happen overnight, it may take a very long time, God is patient He understands your pain and anger. Rob has committed a dreadful crime against you but when we don’t forgive the past we can so easily allow it to poison the present and the future and in the end our suffering is twofold and becomes coupled with bitterness and I don’t want this to happen to you. 

			There comes a time for all of us when we need to re-evaluate our past lives, to forgive and discard what was bad and profit from what was good. I would like you to try and pray for those who have so seriously wronged you. You are very young still, but as you go through life you’ll find that everybody has a Cross to carry, some heavier than others, and yours at present is very heavy, but at the end of the day it is not the weight of the Cross that matters but the way we carry it and an important part of that is that we learn to understand and empathize with the pain of others as they try to carry theirs. I have never met any worthwhile person that has not suffered and neither have I known any wise person who has not learnt to forgive. For now I hope that you will find that talking and tears will help to release some of the tension of the past months and enable you to grieve and feel the sorrow that needs to be expressed in order for you to find healing.’

			The priest spoke quietly and slowly. His expression was serious but filled with kindness and the understanding of experience. What he said was heartfelt, he was not just reciting a formula. Things she had been unable to speak about she had spoken about to him and she felt calm but also utterly tired as if she had been on a long journey.

			‘And now Elspeth, if I might suggest, there is a Girls’ cloakroom at the end of the passage, go and splash some cold water on your face and then go back into the chapel where I found you and stay there a while. Our Lady has been listening to our sorrows and joys for two thousand years and she will help you if you ask her. If you ever need to talk, at any time, you know where I am.

			So Elspeth found herself once more in the Chapel. She closed her eyes and begged for help and felt a sense of peace that had evaded her for so long. She was not sure how long she stayed there, time seemed to stop, or ceased to exist at all. When she finally got up to go her step was lighter. She felt that she had learnt something of infinite importance and that the shackles that held her prisoner were, if not broken, loosened.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2

			***

			‘The seasons bring the flowers again,

			And bring the firstlings to the flock; 

			and in my breast 

			Spring wakens too; and my regret 

			Becomes an April violet, 

			And buds and blossoms like the rest.’ 

			(In Memoriam, Alfred Lord Tennyson)

			It was a late sunny August morning and Elspeth stood in front of her brother’s grave. It was the first time that she had visited the graveyard since the funeral and she had brought a bunch of roses. She noticed that the grave was tidy and well kept, flowers that were just beginning to fade were in a stone vase and she thought that her mother must visit regularly. She bent down and placed her own flowers on top of the grave and then stood for a while quietly.

			Elspeth had been a very pretty girl and she had grown into a beautiful young woman. Her blue grey eyes wore a grave expression this summer morning with just a shadow of the old sadness standing where she was and reflecting on the last three years that had so changed the direction of her life. She was aware that she was still frequently considered aloof by those who knew little of her, it was a wrong assessment, an air of detachment was natural to her. Her thick brown hair was cut short and her dress, as always, was simple and understated, this morning she wore a white, long sleeved lawn blouse, a cotton skirt and sandals. She wore no ornamentation.

			She told herself that she had come home only semi-permanently. Her grandmother had suffered a severe attack of influenza during the winter, followed by a bad fall and had been persuaded to move in with Elsbeth’s parents. She had her own independent living space with a pleasant living room at the back of the house which looked out on the garden and she was able to maintain her independence. Elspeth had been very shocked at Easter, her grandmother looked so frail but when she had caught sight of her granddaughter’s expression she had said, ‘it’s just old age, don’t look so anxious child!’ But Elspeth was worried, Gran had been the mainstay of her childhood, more her mother than her grandparent, and she knew that she would stay close by all the time she was needed.

			Following her graduation Elspeth had called in to see her old headmistress. Miss Cresswell had seemed a distance figure to her in her days in the Lower School but she had taught English to the Sixth Form and loving her subject she had inspired her young students. She had encouraged them to consider the intentions of the writer and how successful he or she had been in conveying those intentions. She had led them to recognize the complexities of life and how characters reacted to them. A brilliant teacher she had made her subject not just an Arts subject but a Humanities subject too. It was Miss Cresswell that had inspired Elspeth to read English at university and who had been so disappointed that Elspeth had turned down her place at Oxford. However, they had kept in touch and she greeted her star pupil warmly.

			‘Congratulations my dear on your Degree, being awarded a First was no more than I expected! What are your plans?’

			Miss Cresswell had, Elspeth thought, never been pretty, but her grey hair now added to a certain air of distinction and her soft brown eyes wore a permanently kindly expression. She was wearing the same tweed jacket and skirt that Elspeth remembered from her Sixth Form days, so familiar that they seemed an integral part of her. She was neat and dressed with care.

			Elspeth quickly explained that at present she was staying at home to be close to her grandmother but she was planning to teach in the future – it was always what she had wanted to do.

			‘I wrote telling you that I had become a Roman Catholic and I am thinking that I will apply to teach in a Catholic school, I suppose that I have some wish to teach less fortunate, disadvantaged children but I haven’t applied anywhere yet’.

			‘Yes, I was interested in your becoming a Catholic and mentioning it to Mrs Manasses, we both agreed that we weren’t really surprised, you always had something otherworldly about you. Your wish to teach less fortunate youngsters I think must be the influence of your grandmother – she was always one for championing the underdog as I remember! but y’know we also have very needy children here, not financially needy, of course, but poor little rich children and a few arrogant individuals who consider themselves superior to us lesser mortals! Remember Mr Brocklehurst, the clergyman in Jane Eyre and his two frightful, frivolous daughters – they in their way were more in need than Jane who had a strong moral sense and a capacity to empathize with others suffering, possibly because she had suffered so much herself’.’ The assessment was so typical of her old headmistress that Elspeth inwardly smiled. She wondered who else, reading Jane Eyre, would think that the two frightful sisters were needy, or give them a second thought, let alone think that they might benefit morally from a sound and corrective education.

			‘I am Church of England myself – high church – and I do love a beautiful ritual. My father was a clergyman in the Suffolk country town where I was brought up. I like to think that a Christian teacher brings a sense of empathy towards children with her, it’s not always the case, of course, but when it is it creates a special atmosphere in the school. My father was a gentle soul who like your grandmother, had a special love for the poor and oppressed. He was a classics scholar, and bookish with a study crammed with books always disordered, and my mother’s despair, but he never turned anyone in need from the door. He was childlike and some might have said naive, but he had earned the love of his parishioners and when he died the townsfolk all turned out for his funeral and the church was full on that occasion at least. 

			I had such a happy, tranquil and secure childhood despite it including a World War and it’s that sense of security that many of our pupils don’t experience in their lives away from here, in their own families. I’m aware that things change with the times, of course, but I think it’s important that some traditions are kept and passed on. I believe they make for a sense of security in a frequently insecure world. It’s what I’ve tried to do here, make something of a haven at Oaklands.’

			‘And you have succeeded!’ Elspeth had loved her school and knew that enjoying school days was not the case always.

			‘I would like to think I have a happy school that prepares girls to go out in the world and take their place confidently there. Oh! I wonder – you say that you are staying at home for the present – I hope you won’t think I’m being presumptuous but would you consider helping out here? Mrs Fraser’s retirement is long overdue and she’s eager to leave and I haven’t managed to find a suitable replacement for her as yet.’

			Elspeth had taken in the room as they were talking. The polished desk, the freshly cut flowers. Miss Cresswell had dedicated her life to Oaklands and her influence was clear to see around the school; the careful placement of artwork and flowers. The peaceful atmosphere had much to do with her.

			‘I think I would be delighted, and consider myself very fortunate to come and teach here. I have a lot to learn, I haven’t taught before and have no experience, but if you are willing to take me on then yes!’

			‘Then I’ll speak to Mrs Fraser and arrange for you to meet and sort things out between you.’

			So the necessary arrangements were made and Elspeth’s immediate future was decided.

			***

			When Elspeth left the Chaplaincy that cold late autumn evening she was aware that something pivotal had taken place in her life. She felt drained of energy and had no desire to join a communal meal. She stopped at a corner shop that remained open and bought something to eat and back in college she made a hot drink and took herself early to bed. She woke late on the Saturday morning with a weak, winter sun shining through the curtains.

			The first thing Elspeth became aware of was that the dreamlike state where she had felt her soul to be in a place of inert slumber that had enveloped her for months had gone, she found herself once again in the present reality. She spent the day mainly alone dwelling on the encounter with Father Dominic, knowing that she must consider what she should do regarding Rob. 

			By evening she had decided to ring her grandmother and tell her that she had received some good counsel and that she wanted her to tell her parents. However, she also decided that she would write to her parents herself. She knew that she was unprepared to let her father get away with his treatment of his blameless, mentally disabled son or of his treatment of her. She reasoned that Jamie had been rejected and that that rejection had lead to his death, and that rejection by his mother had been, perhaps, the unconscious cause of Rob’s behaviour to her. She wanted her father to read between the lines and so she described more fully than she had explained to Father Dominic how she had trusted Rob because it had been with his family that she had seen Jamie happier than she had seen him since before Grandpa’s death; Rob had been very kind to her brother. 

			She never wished to see him again but she wanted him cautioned, not charged. She argued that he needed help and she wanted them to see he got it. She felt hatred towards Rob and dread, but she did not think he was a totally bad person.

			Once the letter was written she posted it quickly, giving herself no time to change her mind.

			The grief over her brother’s death remained undiminished. Sometimes during the course of that weekend and for long afterwards her brother’s face would come to mind, sometimes he would appear to plead with her, at other times and worse, he would be laughing and happy and then she would bury her head in her hands in an anguish of grief. The trauma of the rape was still overwhelming; it was fused in her mind with the tragic death of her brother the two things would always be welded together, how would she ever learn to trust again?

			The letter to her parents had an almost immediate effect. They wrote that they were horrified and wanted Rob charged but they would follow her wishes and make sure that he faced a caution. Her father did not exactly apologise but neither did he make any lame excuses for himself. Elspeth felt that it was not all she hoped for but it was for the moment enough.

			
II

			When Louise returned after her weekend at home she found a change in her friend and thought perhaps she had had some pleasing news from home or that she had resolved some matter she had been wrestling with and which she did not wish to share. As for Elspeth she was not ready to confide in her friend and she did not want to talk about her visit to the Chaplaincy. She did what she had done in the past and diverted the attention from herself by getting Louise to tell her about the family celebration.

			‘It was great! My grandparents came over from Ireland. My parents had hired the church hall and had laid on some refreshments and in the end many of the guests came with contributions of food and so we had a regular feast. My youngest brother, Patrick, plays the fiddle and he and my uncle Seamus played some Irish reels. My two youngest sisters do Irish dancing – I used to be in a group myself when I was younger but I wasn’t as enthusiastic as my sisters, especially Maeve – they arrived with their dancing troupe and entertained us and my aunty Peggy sang, ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Take Me Home Again Kathleen’, In the end everybody was singing and joking. No one parties like the Irish!’

			
III

			So the term went on and Elspeth became more involved and willing to add her own comments in tutorials. She loosened up but made few friends. The last Saturday of term, out of the blue, she asked Louise if she could accompany her to Mass the following morning. Louise was surprised but said that yes, of course, she was more than happy for her to. She added once again that the Chapel was beautiful and if Elspeth enjoyed singing she was sure that she would enjoy the Gregorian Chant sung by the choir. Elspeth said simply that she thought the Chapel beautiful as she had visited it one afternoon.

			‘You never said!’

			‘No’.

			The greatest surprise came after Mass when Father Dominic was shaking hands and wishing them ‘A Happy Christmas’ as they left.

			‘You’ll be going home, Louise.’

			‘I will indeed’,

			Louise was just about to introduce her friend when Father Dominic greeted Elspeth: ‘You too will be off home this week Elspeth?’

			‘We’ll be going to Switzerland – we always go to visit my grandparents over Christmas.’

			‘Ah! Yes I remember you saying. So you’ll be skiing?’

			‘Two of my cousins are very proficient, my youngest cousin, Esme and I stick to the lower slopes but we enjoy the winter wonderland.’

			Louise was astounded and outside turned to her friend, ‘I must say you’re a dark horse, Elspeth’.

			‘I’m sorry, I was in a very dark place when I came to university, my brother – he was fifteen and mentally handicapped – was killed back in June and I didn’t want to talk about it. I was pretty desperate and I called in at the Chaplaincy, I wasn’t even intending to really and Father Dominic saw how miserable I was and helped me. There were other issues too which I don’t want to talk about’.

			‘No! Elspeth, I’m so sorry, I knew there was something wrong, and there was me going on and on about my family!’

			‘I was happy you did, I wanted you to, it was like an antidote’. Elspeth’s eyes had misted over and her voice shook.

			Louise didn’t speak, she squeezed her friend’s arm gently and sympathetically and they walked back to college in silence.

			
IV

			After the Christmas holiday, Elspeth joined her friend each Sunday for Mass and became increasingly involved in the life of the Chaplaincy.

			In February Louise invited her for a long weekend at her home. The afternoon they set off was cold and overcast. The two travelled by bus and looking out of the bus window the scenery was bleak, Elspeth saw rows upon rows of poor, mean looking streets and wondered how families managed to survive in such cramped conditions. The damp weather heightened the sense of desolation, there was a greyness that enveloped everything. The clouds were low and seemed to shroud the rooftops and the heavy industry added to the general gloom. Later a closer knowledge of the people was to change Elspeth’s ideas about the North of England. The people were open and hospitable. Louise spoke up for her fellow townsfolk and North Country people generally, ‘England is divided down the middle, this side we talk. Here in the North you’ll learn how the other half live’.

			She was right the people were hardy and open and the ones she met were uncomplaining. They did not seem to be constricted by the reserve so common in the South and talked about themselves and asked questions of acquaintances with genuine interest.

			Louise had told her that her home sometimes seemed to be ready to burst at the seams and Elspeth did wonder how her parents and eight children had managed to fit themselves in. However, Louise’s mother welcomed her and seemed unfazed by having another body to accommodate.

			Louise’s sister Ann, unfortunately, had had to give up her vocation as a nun. She had apparently never been strong and had suffered pneumonia soon after Christmas. She was at home recuperating and looked pale but Elspeth found her thoughtful and intelligent as indeed all Louise’s siblings appeared to be. 

			However, Elspeth also sensed an undercurrent of tension particularly when Louise’s father was present. The children were more highly educated than their parents and perhaps more outward looking. Mr Donoghue had greeted her respectfully enough but his welcome had lacked warmth and knowing she was not Catholic he was wary of her; she felt he did not approve of her and probably thought her not a suitable friend for his daughter. 

			When Louise’s sister Bridget and her husband Tom arrived with their toddler, things relaxed. Tom was a pleasant looking man with bright blue eyes and he smiled, and laughed easily particularly when he looked at the antics of his baby son. Louise’s father relaxed and talked cordially with his son-in-law, perhaps Tom had the right Catholic credentials. Elspeth thought Tom wore his faith with a lighter and perhaps greater grace.

			On Sunday morning Elspeth accompanied the family to church and afterwards they all sat down to lunch together. During the meal a discussion arose. Louise’s youngest sister, Catherine, began asking Elspeth about the Protestant Bible and why it stated that Christ had brothers. Catholics apparently thought that if a person was not a Catholic then they must be Protestant. Ann chipped in to say that in Hebrew, as she understood, the word for brothers was the same as for cousins. Catherine not unreasonably asked why then did the Protestant bible not use the word cousins. Elspeth said that it may have been a ploy of the Reformation to downgrade the mother of Jesus. Then she went on to describe the explanation her Scripture teacher had given. 

			She told them that her teacher, Mrs Manasses, was Greek Orthodox having married a Greek and converting to that faith. Her teacher had said that it was a very early Orthodox tradition that St Joseph was a widower and already had children when he married Mary. She said in all the early icons of St Joseph he is portrayed as an older man and that in the Greek church calendar they have an important feast day for St James, the Brother of the Lord, but they certainly do not believe that St James was a son of Mary to whom they give the same honour as does the Roman Catholic Church.

			Elspeth wondered if she had spoken out of turn but Ann immediately came to her rescue saying that she had not heard this explanation before but she thought that it was very interesting and she added that no doubt many important traditions had been lost since the Schism.

			Mrs Donoghue asked Elspeth if she was a protestant and Elspeth said somewhat to her own surprise, ‘No, I’m not, I’m not altogether sure what I am at present, but I’m not a protestant.’

			‘But you believe in God?’

			‘Yes, yes I do!’

			‘Well then, my dear, the Good Lord will lead you to His truth in His own good time.’

			Elspeth had Louise’s father down as sanctimonious or bigoted, but was surprised when she and Louise were ready to leave, he smiled and shook her hand and said that it had been a pleasure to have her and they all hoped she would come again soon.

			Louise had sensed something of her friend’s discomfort and explained her parent’s position. Things were in a state of change, her younger siblings were saying things that even five or six years ago she and her older brother and sisters would not have said. The Convent school she and Ann and Bridget had attended and which Maeve and Catherine now attended had seemed unchanging and her parents had felt secure but this sense of security was now being threatened. 

			When a nun retired she would now be replaced by a lay teacher and Church teaching which they had never particularly questioned was now being questioned and her parents found it unsettling. Her father was vulnerable and although his own faith would never be shaken he felt the changes of the Second Vatican Council might threaten the faith of his children. Louise added that she too felt that greater liberalisation may not necessarily make people happier.

			Elspeth was amazed at this new way of approaching life. In her experience parents educated their children for life, but left them to make up their own minds about what they later did with that education and education was always considered more important than religion.

			Elspeth asked Louise what the Second Vatican Council was, she had never heard of it, and Louise explained briefly and said there was even talk of a new rite of Mass and she wasn’t happy about it. She also went on to explain that her father, particularly, may have felt some discomfort because Elspeth was from the South of England and decidedly Middle Class and his home and position were humble by comparison from what he would assume were hers. 

			Also she added, her father had been somewhat alarmed by her own choice of English as the subject she had chosen to study and might, therefore be questioning her choice of friend. He’d been horrified by some of the literature he had found her reading as a Sixth former and which she hastened to add, had not led her to question her faith, all the opposite. Her father had wanted her to study Latin or Medieval History as Ann had; The Middle Ages had, after all, taken place before the Reformation! The parish priest had finally spoken up on her behalf and her father had reluctantly given in.

			It was all amazing to Elspeth not least because she was being allowed to see herself through the eyes of others. Louise’s life had been, indeed, very different from her own and yet she had suffered during the past year, with her financially secure and apparently sheltered background, what she hoped Louise would never have to suffer; wealth did not safeguard one from death and harm. It was too soon to ask herself if suffering had deepened her appreciation of life, but with all her expensive education and material goods, she was the one who had felt humbled by Louise’s home.

			
V

			At Easter, Elspeth invited Louise to visit her home in the South West and Louise had readily agreed. Now it became Elspeth’s turn to feel a degree of trepidation. Rob’s accusation rang in her mind, ‘Who do your family think they are?’ She had told her grandmother what he had said and her grandmother had assured her that while she did not see eye to eye with her father about some things, he was not guilty of looking down on people.

			Elspeth’s visit to Louise’s home and her meeting with her friend’s parents had opened up a whole new world for her and led her to consider her own parents objectively, particularly her father. On coming home that Easter she had looked around for the family photograph album which her mother had put together at some point. She was eager to look for early photographs of her parents, she felt in a sense that she knew little of them.

			The big players in her early life had been her grandparents. Her mother was frequently away accompanying her father on family business and social events. 

			She turned the pages and found a photo of her father as a young airman standing in front of his plane in his pilot’s gear, a cigarette dangled from his fingers. He looked young and rather handsome and for the first time she considered the date: 1943 and the words below the photo, Flying Officer. She knew her father had piloted fighter bombers throughout the War but it had never really been talked about – few things were discussed in her home! But now she wanted to consider what the photo was telling her. Her father, she knew, from Nan had been awarded for courage and he must have witnessed friends and comrades being burnt alive when their planes were hit in enemy combat. She had only a vague idea as to when her father had retired from the Air Force, sometime soon after the War and after his marriage in 1945. 

			He had learnt of the cruel circumstances of his brother’s death. Had he been war weary? Disillusioned? She realised that she had no idea. Had his training in discipline suppressed his emotions? He was, after all, of the generation that subscribed to the ‘stiff upper lip’. She knew it happened and she had read that many World War survivors lived on, traumatised, unable to follow a normal life. Many found that the intensity of life lived during the war never reached that pitch of intensity again and this brought its own problems. 

			Where did her father fit into all this? Why had she never asked herself these questions in relation to him? She knew her parents were happily married – her father had once said he had fallen in love with her mother on first sight – but when she considered the families of friends her parents’ marriage seemed somehow exclusive, for the most part of their children. They had never discussed anything meaningful with her and her mother appeared to agree – certainly she never openly disagreed – with her father. 

			She realized that he was a stranger to her. She had learnt much more about her mother from her grandmother who was very openly proud of her daughter; her mother was a beauty and accomplished. She was kind and could be generous to a fault, but was it acceptable to have stood by when her father had harshly treated her son? Gran had once told her that her daughter and indeed she herself, believed that human beings were born good and that it was the circumstances of life that caused them to do bad things, and that if her daughter had been called onto a jury she would have had difficulties in passing judgement on anybody and half-jokingly she had added, ‘your mother would have wanted every defendant reprieved’. Now for the first time Elspeth asked herself if this was justice. 

			She was also beginning to subscribe to the belief that human beings are born with dispositions that were bad as well as good and that they have the capacity for both good and evil. Her father had wanted to sue the school for negligence and have Rob charged. Her mother had refused calling the school to account, was it because she felt in her heart that her father was guilty or that she didn’t want any unpleasantness? Did she understand her father’s inner insecurities and was she dedicated to giving protection? Did her mother actually lack moral courage? Would her mother stand up to be counted if the occasion demanded it? All these thoughts occupied her and she sighed deeply and turned the page of the album. 

			There she found a photograph of herself holding the hand of her little brother. He was looking up at her while she was staring directly ahead at the camera. She felt her heart lurch – she had no memory of the photograph but she remembered how her brother would rush towards her clapping his little hands in welcome if she had been away from home for any time. He had loved her and she had loved him with all her heart! The house was quiet now, the silence was empty.

			Her father was generally charming to her friends, particularly her best friend, Belle, and both her parents liked Belle’s family, so Elspeth knew they would welcome Louise. But something went on bothering her, she realized that her father rarely smiled, let alone laugh. She had never consciously thought about it before.

			Her fears that Louise would feel critical of her home and her family’s obvious wealth were thankfully unfounded, Louise was full of admiration. Elspeth met her at the station and her friend enthused about the architecture of the city on the way home. When they stood outside her home Louise was openly delighted, it simply didn’t occur to her to make a comparison with her own humble home because for her, her family would always be a source of love and pride; she had nothing to envy.

			‘Elspeth your home is palatial! – it’s beautiful.’

			Over the threshold her admiration continued, ‘what a beautiful house!’

			Where Elspeth had been reserved on meeting Louise’s parents Louise greeted her parents with open enthusiasm, ‘I’ve been so looking forward to coming, I have never visited the Southwest before.’

			‘We’ve been looking forward to meeting you.’

			During dinner Elspeth’s mother asked Louise about her family, ‘do you have brothers and sisters?’

			‘I have four sisters and three brothers – there are eight of us. Elspeth has met my brothers and sisters with the exception of my eldest brother who is studying for the Priesthood in Rome, he is going to be a Jesuit and it takes a number of years.’

			‘So you are a Catholic – I hope you didn’t require a dispensation to visit our godless home’, this from Elspeth’s father.

			‘No dispensation was required, your home is not Godless, where Love is, God is.’

			Louise’s remark was half complimentary, with just a hint of admonishment, her Catholic faith would always be on the side of the Angels.

			Elspeth noticed her father half start, he looked at her friend appraisingly as if he was considering her seriously for the first time.

			‘I’ve noticed a display of fine family photographs in the hall; I’d be so interested to know who the people are’.

			I’ll be delighted to introduce you to them’. Elspeth could see that Louise’s honest, straightforward manner had won her father over.

			After the meal they went into the hall. Central to the photograph display was a Victorian family scene. The husband and wife sat in the centre of the group and Louise said the wife looked a little like Elspeth.

			‘It’s Elspeth’s great grandmother, another Elspeth. This was their house. My grandparents inherited it. My father was brought up here and so was I. When my parents moved to Switzerland in the ‘Fifties I just went on living here, it was my home and became the home of my family. Perhaps Elspeth will take it over one day.’

			‘It’s Elspeth as a young girl in the photo with the little boy, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, the little boy was our second child, he died last summer, Elspeth will have told you, I think.’

			Louise nodded.

			Elspeth was glad that her father had used the word ‘child’ and not ‘son’. Jamie was a child, a little child and would remain so always.

			Louise looking at the photograph of Elspeth’s mother remarked on her beauty.

			‘My wife is very beautiful, and very accomplished. I’m sure that we can persuade her to give us a piano recital during your stay’.

			Elspeth’s mother required little persuasion, she loved music and she played Chopin – her favourite composer – for them. It was a professional and exquisite rendition. Louise was over-awed.

			Elspeth was most eager for Louise to meet her grandmother who lived close by and they called the following day. While her mother was an accomplished pianist her grandmother produced excellent pastries and cakes. She had done her best to interest her daughter into the arts of her kitchen with no success and she had been even less successful with her little granddaughter. Elspeth didn’t like getting her hands sticky and was content to sit reading a book in the kitchen while her grandmother baked.
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