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Praise for Maeve Binchy



‘Binchy’s novels are never less than entertaining. They are, without exception, repositories of common sense and good humour … chronicled with tenderness and wit’


Sunday Times


‘Proves how wise and funny Maeve Binchy is – and how adept at keeping a reader bolt upright till five in the morning’


Irish Times


‘Compulsive reading … Ms Binchy has the true storyteller’s knack’


Observer


‘High drama, betrayal and tragedy … it left me feeling stunned’


Daily Express


‘Thank heavens – a thoroughly enjoyable and readable book’


The Times


‘An adept storyteller with a sharp eye for social nuances and a pleasing affection for her characters’


Sunday Times


‘Maeve Binchy has a gimlet eye for the seething cauldron of emotions which lies beneath the surface of everyday life’


Irish Independent


‘Warm witty and with a deep understanding of what makes us tick it’s little wonder that Maeve Binchy’s bewitching stories have become world-beaters’


OK! Magazine
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For Gordon, who has made my life so good and happy,
with all my gratitude and love.





SHANCARRIG SCHOOL



Father Gunn knew that their housekeeper Mrs Kennedy could have done it all much better than he would do it. Mrs Kennedy would have done everything better in fact, heard Confessions, forgiven sins, sung the Tantum Ergo at Benediction, buried the dead. Mrs Kennedy would have looked the part too, tall and angular like the Bishop, not round and small like Father Gunn. Mrs Kennedy’s eyes were soulful and looked as if they understood the sadness of the world.


Most of the time he was very happy in Shancarrig, a peaceful place in the midlands. Most people only knew it because of the huge rock that stood high on a hill over Barna Woods. There had once been great speculation about this rock. Had it been part of something greater? Was it of great geological interest? But experts had come and decided while there may well have been a house built around it once all traces must have been washed away with the rains and storms of centuries. It had never been mentioned in any history book. All that was there was one great rock. And since Carrig was the Irish word for rock that was how the place was named – Shancarrig, the Old Rock.


Life was good at the Church of the Holy Redeemer in Shancarrig. The parish priest, Monsignor O’Toole, was a courteous, frail man who let the curate run things his own way. Father Gunn wished that more could be done for the people of the parish so that they didn’t have to stand at the railway station waving goodbye to sons and daughters emigrating to England and America. He wished that there were fewer damp cottages where tuberculosis could flourish, filling the graveyard with people too young to die. He wished that tired women did not have to bear so many children, children for whom there was often scant living. But he knew that all the young men who had been in the seminary with him were in similar parishes wishing the same thing. He didn’t think he was a man who could change the world. For one thing he didn’t look like a man who could change the world. Father Gunn’s eyes were like two currants in a bun.


There had been a Mr Kennedy long ago, long before Father Gunn’s time, but he had died of pneumonia. Every year he was prayed for at mass on the anniversary of his death, and every year Mrs Kennedy’s sad face achieved what seemed to be an impossible feat, which was a still more sorrowful appearance. But even though it was nowhere near her late husband’s anniversary now she was pretty gloomy, and it was all to do with Shancarrig school.


Mrs Kennedy would have thought since it was a question of a visit from the Bishop that she, as the priests’ housekeeper, should have been in charge of everything. She didn’t want to impose, she said many a time, but really had Father Gunn got it quite clear? Was it really expected that those teachers, those lay teachers above at the schoolhouse and the children that were taught in it, were really in charge of the ceremony?


‘They’re not used to bishops,’ said Mrs Kennedy, implying that she had her breakfast, dinner and tea with the higher orders.


But Father Gunn had been adamant. The occasion was the dedication of the school, a bishop’s blessing, a ceremony to add to the legion of ceremonies for Holy Year, but it was to involve the children, the teachers. It wasn’t something run by the presbytery.


‘But Monsignor O’Toole is the manager,’ Mrs Kennedy protested. The elderly frail parish priest played little part in the events of the parish, it was all done by his bustling energetic curate, Father Gunn.


In many ways, of course, it would have been much easier to let Mrs Kennedy take charge, to have allowed her to get her machine into motion and organise the tired sponge cases, the heavy pastries, the big pots of tea that characterised so many church functions. But Father Gunn had stood firm. This event was for the school and the school would run it.


Thinking of Mrs Kennedy standing there hatted and gloved and sorrowfully disapproving, he asked God to let the thing be done right, to inspire young Jim and Nora Kelly, the teachers, to set it up properly. And to keep that mob of young savages that they taught in some kind of control.


After all, God had an interest in the whole thing too, and making the Holy Year meaningful in the parish was important. God must want it to be a success, not just to impress the Bishop but so that the children would remember their school and all the values they learned there. He was very fond of the school, the little stone building under the huge copper beech. He loved going up there on visits and watching the little heads bent over their copy books.


‘Procrastination is the thief of time’ they copied diligently.


‘What does that mean, do you think?’ he had asked once.


‘We don’t know what it means, Father. We only have to copy it out,’ explained one of the children helpfully.


They weren’t too bad really, the children of Shancarrig – he heard their Confessions regularly. The most terrible sin, and the one for which he had to remember to apportion a heavy penance, was scutting on the back of a lorry. As far as Father Gunn could work out this was holding on to the back of a moving vehicle and being borne along without the driver’s knowledge. It not unnaturally drew huge rage and disapproval from parents and passers-by, so he had to reflect the evilness of it by a decade of the Rosary, which was almost unheard of in the canon of children’s penances. But scutting apart they were good children, weren’t they? They’d do the school and Shancarrig credit when the Bishop came, wouldn’t they?


The children talked of little else all term. The teachers told them over and over what an honour it was. The Bishop didn’t normally go to small schools like this. They would have the chance to see him on their own ground, unlike so many children in the country who had never seen him until they were confirmed in the big town.


They had spent days cleaning the place up. The windows had been painted, and the door. The bicycle shed had been tidied so that you wouldn’t recognise it. The classrooms had been polished till they gleamed. Perhaps His Grace would tour the school. It wasn’t certain, but every eventuality had to be allowed for.


Long trestle tables would be arranged under the copper beech tree which dominated the school yard. Clean white sheets would cover them and Mrs Barton, the local dressmaker, had embroidered some lovely edging so that they wouldn’t look like sheets. There would be jars of flowers, bunches of lilac and the wonderful purple orchids that grow wild in Barna Woods in the month of June.


A special table with Holy Water and a really good white cloth would be there so that His Grace could take the silver spoon and sprinkle the Water, dedicating the school again to God. The children would sing ‘Faith of Our Fathers’, and because it was near to the Feast of Corpus Christi they would also sing ‘Sweet Sacrament Divine’. They rehearsed it every single day, they were word perfect now.


Whether or not the children were going to be allowed to partake of the feast itself was a somewhat grey area. Some of the braver ones had inquired but the answers were always unsatisfactory.


‘We’ll see,’ Mrs Kelly had said.


‘Don’t always think of your bellies,’ Mr Kelly had said.


It didn’t look terribly hopeful.


Even though it was all going to take place at the school they knew that it wasn’t really centred around the children. It was for the parish.


There would be something, of course, they knew that. But only when the grown-ups were properly served. There might be just plain bits of bread and butter with a little scraping of sandwich paste on them, or the duller biscuits when all the iced and chocolate-sided ones had gone.


The feast was going to be a communal effort from Shancarrig and so they each knew some aspect of it. There was hardly a household that wouldn’t be contributing.


‘There are going to be bowls of jelly and cream with strawberries on top,’ Nessa Ryan was able to tell.


‘That’s for grown-ups!’ Eddie Barton felt this was unfair.


‘Well, my mother is making the jellies and giving the cream. Mrs Kelly said it would be whipped in the school and the decorations put on at the last moment in case they ran.’


‘And chocolate cake. Two whole ones,’ Leo Murphy said.


It seemed very unfair that this should all be for the Bishop and priests and great crowds of multifarious adults in front of whom they had all been instructed, or ordered, to behave well.


Sergeant Keane would be there, they had been told, as if he was about to take them all personally to the gaol in the big town if there was a word astray.


‘They’ll have to give some to us,’ Maura Brennan said. ‘It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.’


Father Gunn heard her say this and marvelled at the innocence of children. For a child like young Maura, daughter of Paudie who drank every penny that came his way, to believe still in fairness was touching.


‘There’ll be bound to be something left over for you and your friends, Maura,’ he said to her, hoping to spread comfort, but Maura’s face reddened. It was bad to be overheard by the priest wanting food on a holy occasion. She hung back and let her hair fall over her face.


But Father Gunn had other worries.


The Bishop was a thin silent man. He didn’t walk to places but was more inclined to glide. Under his long soutane or his regal-style vestments he might well have had wheels rather than feet. He had already said he would like to process rather than drive from the railway station to the school. Very nice if you were a gliding person and it was a cool day. Not so good however if it was a hot day, and the Bishop would notice the unattractive features of Shancarrig.


Like Johnny Finn’s pub where Johnny had said that out of deference to the occasion he would close his doors but he was not going to dislodge the sitters.


‘They’ll sing. They’ll be disrespectful,’ Father Gunn had pleaded.


‘Think what they’d be like if they were out on the streets, Father.’ The publican had been firm.


So much was spoken about the day and so much was made of the numbers that would attend that the children grew increasingly nervous.


‘There’s no proof at all that we’ll get any jelly and cream,’ Niall Hayes said.


‘I heard no talk of special bowls or plates or forks.’


‘And if they let people like Nellie Dunne loose they’ll eat all before them.’ Nessa Ryan bit her lip with anxiety.


‘We’ll help ourselves,’ said Foxy Dunne.


They looked at him round-eyed. Everything would be counted, they’d be murdered, he must be mad.


‘I’ll sort it out on the day,’ he said.


Father Gunn was not sleeping well for the days preceding the ceremony. It was a great kindness that he hadn’t heard Foxy’s plans.


Mrs Kennedy said that she would have some basic emergency supplies ready in the kitchen of the presbytery, just in case. Just in case. She said it several times.


Father Gunn would not give her the satisfaction of asking just in case what. He knew only too well. She meant in case his foolish confidence in allowing lay people up at a small schoolhouse to run a huge public religious ceremony was misplaced. She shook her head and dressed in black from head to foot, in honour of the occasion.


There had been three days of volunteer work trying to beautify the station. No money had been allotted by CIE, the railways company, for repainting. The stationmaster, Jack Kerr, had been most unwilling to allow a party of amateur painters loose on it. His instructions did not include playing fast and loose with company property, painting it all the colours of the rainbow.


‘We’ll paint it grey,’ Father Gunn had begged.


But no. Jack Kerr wouldn’t hear of it, and he was greatly insulted at the weeding and slashing down of dandelions that took place.


‘The Bishop likes flowers,’ Father Gunn said sadly.


‘Let him bring his own bunch of them to wear with his frock then,’ said Mattie the postman, the one man in Shancarrig foolhardy enough to say publicly that he did not believe in God and wouldn’t therefore be hypocritical enough to attend mass, or the sacraments.


‘Mattie, this is not the time to get me into a theological discussion,’ implored Father Gunn.


‘We’ll have it whenever you’re feeling yourself again, Father.’ Mattie was unfailingly courteous and rather too patronising for Father Gunn’s liking.


But he had a good heart. He transported clumps of flowers from Barna Woods and planted them in the station beds. ‘Tell Jack they grew when the earth was disturbed,’ he advised. He had correctly judged the stationmaster to be unsound about nature and uninterested in gardening.


‘I think the place is perfectly all right,’ Jack Kerr was heard to grumble as they all stood waiting for the Bishop’s train. He looked around his transformed railway station and saw nothing different.


The Bishop emerged from the train gracefully. He was shaped like an S hook, Father Gunn thought sadly. He was graceful, straightening or bending as he talked to each person. He was extraordinarily gracious, he didn’t fuss or fumble, he remembered everyone’s name, unlike Father Gunn who had immediately forgotten the names of the two self-important clerics who accompanied the Bishop.


*


Some of the younger children, dressed in the little white surplices of altar boys, stood ready to lead the procession up the town.


The sun shone mercilessly. Father Gunn had prayed unsuccessfully for one of the wet summer days they had been having recently. Even that would be better than this oppressive heat.


The Bishop seemed interested in everything he saw. They left the station and walked the narrow road to what might be called the centre of town had Shancarrig been a larger place. They paused at the Church of the Holy Redeemer for His Grace to say a silent prayer at the foot of the altar. Then they walked past the bus stop, the little line of shops, Ryan’s Commercial Hotel and The Terrace where the doctor, the solicitor and other people of importance lived.


The Bishop seemed to nod approvingly when places looked well, and to frown slightly as he passed the poorer cottages. But perhaps that was all in Father Gunn’s mind. Maybe His Grace was unaware of his surroundings and was merely saying his prayers. As they walked along Father Gunn was only too conscious of the smell from the River Grane, low and muddy. As they crossed the bridge he saw out of the corner of his eye a few faces at the window of Johnny Finn Noted for Best Drinks. He prayed they wouldn’t find it necessary to open the window.


Mattie the postman sat laconically on an upturned barrel. He was one of the only spectators since almost every other citizen of Shancarrig was waiting at the school.


The Bishop stretched out his hand very slightly as if offering his ring to be kissed.


Mattie inclined his head very slightly and touched his cap. The gesture was not offensive, but neither was it exactly respectful. If the Bishop understood it he said nothing. He smiled to the right and the left, his thin aristocratic face impervious to the heat. Father Gunn’s face was a red round puddle of sweat.


The first sign of the schoolhouse was the huge ancient beech tree, a copper beech that shaded the playground. Then you saw the little stone schoolhouse that had been built at the turn of the century. The dedication ceremony had been carefully written out in advance and scrutinised by these bureaucratic clerics who seemed to swarm around the Bishop. They had checked every word in case Father Gunn might have included a major heresy or sacrilege. The purpose of it all was to consecrate the school, and the future of all the young people it would educate, to God in this Holy Year. Father Gunn failed to understand why this should be considered some kind of doctrinal minefield. All he was trying to do was to involve the community at the right level, to make them see that their children were their hope and their future.


For almost three months the event had been heralded from the altar at mass. And the pious hope expressed that the whole village would be present for the prayers and the dedication. The prayers, hymns and short discourse should take forty-five minutes, and then there would be an hour for tea.


As they plodded up the hill Father Gunn saw that everything was in place.


A crowd of almost two hundred people stood around the school yard. Some of the men leaned against the school walls but the women stood chatting to each other. They were dressed in their Sunday best. The group would part to let the little procession through and then the Bishop would see the children of Shancarrig.


All neat and shining – he had been on a tour of inspection already this morning. There wasn’t a hair out of place, a dirty nose or a bare foot to be seen. Even the Brennans and the Dunnes had been made respectable. They stood, all forty-eight of them, outside the school. They were in six rows of eight; those at the back were on benches so that they could be seen. They looked like little angels, Father Gunn thought. It was always a great surprise the difference a little cleaning and polishing could make.


Father Gunn relaxed, they were nearly there. Only a few more moments then the ceremony would begin. It would be all right after all.


The school looked magnificent. Not even Mrs Kennedy could have complained about its appearance, Father Gunn thought. And the tables were arranged under the spreading shade of the copper beech.


The master and the mistress had the children beautifully arranged, great emphasis having been laid on looking neat and tidy. Father Gunn began to relax a little. This was as fine a gathering as the Bishop would find anywhere in the diocese.


The ceremony went like clockwork. The chair for Monsignor O’Toole, the elderly parish priest, was discreetly placed. The singing, if not strictly tuneful, was at least in the right area. No huge discordancies were evident.


It was almost time for tea – the most splendid tea that had ever been served in Shancarrig. All the eatables were kept inside the school building, out of the heat and away from the flies. When the last notes of the last hymn died away Mr and Mrs Kelly withdrew indoors.


There was something about the set line of Mrs Kennedy’s face that made Father Gunn decide to go and help them. He couldn’t bear it if a tray of sandwiches fell to the ground or the cream slid from the top of a trifle. Quietly he moved in, to find a scene of total confusion. Mr and Mrs Kelly and Mrs Barton, who had offered to help with carrying plates to tables, stood frozen in a tableau, their faces expressing different degrees of horror.


‘What is it?’ he asked, barely able to speak.


‘Every single queen cake!’ Mrs Kelly held up what looked from the top a perfectly acceptable tea cake with white icing on it, but underneath the sign of tooth marks showed that the innards had been eaten away.


‘And the chocolate cake!’ gasped Una Barton, who was white as a sheet. The front of the big cake as you saw it looked delectable, but the back had been propped up with a piece of bark, a good third of the cake having been eaten away.


‘It’s the same with the apple tarts!’ Mrs Kelly’s tears were now openly flowing down her cheeks. ‘Some of the children, I suppose.’


‘That Foxy Dunne and his gang! I should have known. I should have bloody known.’ Jim Kelly’s face was working itself into a terrible anger.


‘How did he get in?’


‘The little bastard said he’d help with the chairs, brought a whole gang in with him. I said to him, “All those cakes are counted very carefully.” And I did bloody count them when they went out.’


‘Stop saying bloody and bastard to Father Gunn,’ said Nora Kelly.


‘I think it’s called for.’ Father Gunn was grim.


‘If only they could have just eaten half a dozen. They’ve wrecked the whole thing.’


‘Maybe I shouldn’t have gone on about counting them.’ Jim Kelly’s big face was full of regret.


‘It’s all ruined,’ Mrs Barton said. ‘It’s ruined.’ Her voice held the high tinge of hysteria that Father Gunn needed to bring him to his senses.


‘Of course it’s not ruined. Mrs Barton, get the teapots out, call Mrs Kennedy to help you. She’s wonderful at pouring tea and she’d like to be invited. Get Conor Ryan from the hotel to start pouring the lemonade and send Dr Jims in here to me quick as lightning.’


His words were so firm that Mrs Barton was out the door in a flash. Through the small window he saw the tea pouring begin and Conor Ryan happy to be doing something he was familiar with, pouring the lemonade.


The doctor arrived, worried in case someone had been taken ill.


It’s your surgical skills we need, Doctor. You take one knife, I’ll take another and we’ll cut up all these cakes and put out a small selection.’


‘In the name of God, Father Gunn, what do you want to do that for?’ asked the doctor.


‘Because these lighting devils that go by the wrong name of innocent children have torn most of the cakes apart with their teeth,’ said Father Gunn.


Triumphantly they arrived out with the plates full of cake selections.


‘Plenty more where that came from!’ Father Gunn beamed as he pressed the assortments into their hands. Since most people might not have felt bold enough to choose such a wide selection they were pleased rather than distressed to see so much coming their way.


Out of the corner of his mouth Father Gunn kept asking Mr Kelly, the master, for the names of those likely to have been involved. He kept repeating them to himself, as someone might repeat the names of tribal leaders who had brought havoc and destruction on his ancestors. Smiling as he served people and bustled to and fro, he repeated as an incantation – ‘Leo Murphy, Eddie Barton, Niall Hayes, Maura Brennan, Nessa Ryan, and Foxy Bloody Dunne.’


He saw that Mattie the postman had consented to join the gathering, and was dangerously near the Bishop.


‘Willing to eat the food of the Opium of the People, I see,’ he hissed out of the corner of his mouth.


‘That’s a bit harsh from you, Father,’ Mattie said, halfway through a plate of cake.


‘Speak to the Bishop on any subject whatsoever and you’ll never deliver a letter in this parish again,’ Father Gunn warned.


The gathering was nearing its end. Soon it would be time to return to the station.


This time the journey would be made by car. Dr Jims and Mr Hayes, the solicitor, would drive the Bishop and the two clerics, whose names had never been ascertained.


Father Gunn assembled the criminals together in the school. ‘Correct me if I have made an error in identifying any of the most evil people it has ever been my misfortune to meet,’ he said in a terrible tone.


Their faces told him that his information had been mainly correct.


‘Well?’ he thundered.


‘Niall wasn’t in on it,’ Leo Murphy said. She was a small wiry ten-year-old with red hair. She came from The Glen, the big house on the hill. She could have had cake for tea seven days a week.


‘I did have a bit, though,’ Niall Hayes said.


‘Mr Kelly is a man with large hands. He has declared his intention of using them to break your necks, one after the other. I told him that I would check with the Vatican, but I was sure he would get absolution. Maybe even a medal.’ Father Gunn roared the last word. They all jumped back in fright. ‘However, I told Mr Kelly not to waste the Holy Father’s time with all these dispensations and pardons, instead I would handle it. I told him that you had all volunteered to wash every dish and plate and cup and glass. That it was your contribution. That you would pick up every single piece of litter that has fallen around the school. That you would come to report to Mr and Mrs Kelly when it is all completed.’


They looked at each other in dismay. This was a long job. This was something that the ladies of the parish might have been expected to do.


‘What about people like Mrs Kennedy? Wouldn’t they want to …?’ Foxy began.


‘No, they wouldn’t want to, and people like Mrs Kennedy are delighted to know that you volunteered to do this. Because those kinds of people haven’t seen into your black souls.’


There was silence.


‘This day will never be forgotten. I want you to know that. When other bad deeds are hard to remember this one will always be to the forefront of the mind. This June day in 1950 will be etched there for ever.’ He could see that Eddie Barton’s and Maura Brennan’s faces were beginning to pucker; he mustn’t frighten them to death. ‘So now. You will join the guard of honour to say farewell to the Bishop, to wave goodbye with your hypocritical hearts to His Grace whose visit you did your best to undermine and destroy. Out.’ He glared at them. ‘Out this minute.’


Outside, the Bishop’s party was about to depart. Gracefully he was moving from person to person, thanking them, praising them, admiring the lovely rural part of Ireland they lived in, saying that it did the heart good to get out to see God’s beautiful nature from time to time rather than being always in a bishop’s palace in a city.


‘What a wonderful tree this is, and what great shade it gave us today.’ He looked up at the copper beech as if to thank it, although it was obvious that he was the kind of man who could stand for hours in the Sahara desert without noticing anything amiss in the climate. It was the boiling Father Gunn who owed thanks to the leafy shade.


‘And what’s all this writing on the trunk?’ He peered at it, his face alive with its well-bred interest and curiosity. Father Gunn heard the Kellys’ intake of breath. This was the tree where the children always inscribed their initials, complete with hearts and messages saying who was loved by whom. Too secular, too racy, too sexual to be admired by a bishop. Possibly even a hint of vandalism about it.


But no.


The Bishop seemed by some miracle to be admiring it.


‘It’s good to see the children mark their being here and leaving here,’ he said to the group who stood around straining for his last words. ‘Like this tree has been here for decades, maybe even centuries back, so will there always be a school in Shancarrig to open the minds of its children and to send them out into the world.’


He looked back lingeringly at the little stone schoolhouse and the huge tree as the car swept him down the hill and towards the station.


As Father Gunn got into the second car to follow him and make the final farewells at the station he turned to look once more at the criminals. Because his heart was big and the day hadn’t been ruined he gave them half a smile. They didn’t dare to believe it.





MADDY



When Madeleine Ross was brought to the church in Shancarrig to be baptised she wore an old christening robe that had belonged to her grandmother. Such lace was rarely seen in the Church of the Holy Redeemer – it would have been more at home in St Matthew’s parish church, the ivy-covered Protestant church eleven miles away. But this was 1932, the year of the Eucharistic Congress in Ireland. Catholic fervour was at its highest and everyone would expect fine lace on a baby who was being christened.


The old priest did say to someone that this was a baby girl not likely to be lacking in anything, considering the life she was born into.


But parish priests don’t know everything.


Madeleine’s father died when she was eight. He was killed in the War. Her only brother went out to Rhodesia to live with an uncle who had a farm the size of Munster.


When Maddy Ross was eighteen years old in 1950 there were a great many things lacking in her life: like any plan of what she was going to do – like any freedom to go away and do it.


Her mother needed somebody at home and her brother had gone, so Maddy would be the one to stay.


Maddy also thought she needed a man friend, but Shancarrig was not the place to find one.


It wasn’t even a question of being a big fish in a small pond. The Ross family were not rich landowners – people of class and distinction. If they had been then there might have been some society that Maddy could have moved in and hunted for a husband.


It was a matter of such fine degree.


Maddy and her mother were both too well off and not well enough off to fit into the pattern of small-town life. It was fortunate for Maddy that she was a girl who liked her own company, since so little of anyone else’s company was offered to her.


Or perhaps she became this way because of circumstances.


But ever since she was a child people remembered her gathering armfuls of bluebells all on her own in the Barna Woods, or bringing home funny-shaped stones from around the big rock of Shancarrig.


The Rosses had a small house on the bank of the River Grane, not near the rundown cottages, but further on towards Barna Woods which led up to the Old Rock. Almost anywhere you walked from Maddy Ross’s house was full of interest, whether it was up a side road to the school, or past the cottages to the bridge and into the heart of town, where The Terrace, Ryan’s Commercial Hotel and the row of shops all stood. But her favourite walk was to head out through the woods, which changed so much in each season they were like different woods altogether. She loved them most in autumn when everything was golden, when the ground was a carpet of leaves.


You could imagine the trees were people, kind big people about to embrace you with their branches, or that there was a world of tiny people living in the roots, people who couldn’t really be seen by humans.


She would tell stories, half wanting to be listened to and half to herself – stories about where she found golden and scarlet branches in autumn and the eyes of an old woman watching her through the trees, or of how children in bare feet played by the big rock that overlooked the town and ran away when anyone approached.


They were harmless stories, the Imaginary Friend stories of all children. Nobody took any notice, especially since it all died down when she went off to boarding school at the age of eleven. Shancarrig school was much too rough a place for little Madeleine Ross. She was sent to a convent two counties away.


Then they saw her growing up, her long pale hair in plaits hanging down her back and when she got to seventeen the plaits were wound around her head.


She was slim and willowy like her mother but she had these curious pale eyes. Had Maddy had good strong eyes of any colour she would have been beautiful. The lightness somehow gave her a colourless quality, a wispy appearance, as if she wasn’t a proper person.


And if anyone in Shancarrig had thought much about her they might have come to the conclusion that she was a weak girl who had few views of her own.


A more determined young woman might have made a decision about finding work for herself, or friends. No matter how complex the social structure of Shancarrig you’d have thought that young Maddy Ross would have had some friends.


There were cousins of course, aunts and uncles to visit. Maddy and her mother went to see families in four counties, always her mother’s relations. Her father’s people lived in England.


But at home she was really only on the fringe of things. Like the day they had the dedication of the school, the day the Bishop came.


Maddy Ross stood on the edge with her straw sunhat to keep the rays of the sun from her fair skin. She watched Father Gunn bowing his way up the hill towards the school. She watched the elderly Monsignor O’Toole in his wheelchair. But she stood slightly apart from the rest of Shancarrig as they waited for the procession to arrive.


The Kellys with their little niece Maria, all of them dressed to kill. Nora Kelly should have worn a hat like Maddy had, not a hopeless lank mantilla that made her look out of place in the Irish countryside.


Still it would be nice to belong somewhere, like the Kellys did. They had come to that school and made it their own. They were the centre of the community now while Maddy, who had lived here all her life, was still on the outside.


She accepted her plate of cakes, all served for some reason sliced and on a plate, rather than letting people choose what they wished.


Mrs Kelly looked at her speculatively.


‘I think the time has come to get a JAM,’ she said.


Maddy was mystified. ‘I hardly think you need any more,’ she said, looking at her plate.


‘A Junior Assistant Mistress,’ Mrs Kelly explained, as if to a five-year-old.


‘Oh, sorry.’


‘Well, do you think we should talk to your mother about it?’


Maddy began to wonder was the heat affecting all of them.


‘I … think she’s a bit set in her ways now … she mightn’t be able to teach,’ she explained kindly.


‘I meant you, Miss Ross.’


‘Oh. Of course. Yes, well …’ Maddy said.


It proved how little she must have been planning her life. She had no immediate plans.


There had been much talk that year of visiting Rome. It was the Holy Year. It would be a special time. Aunty Peggy had been, the pictures were endless, the stories often repeated, the lack of good strong tea regretted over and over.


But Mother could never make up her mind about little things like whether to have strawberry jam or gooseberry jam for tea, so how could she make up her mind about something huge like a visit to Rome? The autumn came, the evenings started to get cooler, and everyone agreed that there would be grave danger of catching a chill.


It was just as well they hadn’t gone to all the trouble of getting passports and booking tickets. And as Mother often said, you could love God just as well from Shancarrig as you could from a city in Italy.


Maddy Ross had been disappointed at first when the often discussed plans looked as if they were coming to nothing. But then she didn’t think about it any more. She was good at putting disappointments behind her, there had been many of them even by the time she was eighteen.


Her best friend at school, Kathleen White, hadn’t even told Maddy when she decided to enter the convent and become a nun. Everyone else in the school knew first. Maddy had been shaking with emotion when she challenged Kathleen with the news.


Kathleen had become unhealthily calm, too serene for her own good.


‘I didn’t tell you because you’re so intense about everything,’ Kathleen said simply. ‘You’d either have wanted to join with me or you’d have been too dramatic about it. It’s just what I want to do. That’s all.’


Maddy decided to forgive Kathleen after a while. After all, a Vocation was a huge step. Obviously Kathleen had too much on her mind to care about the sensibilities of her friend. Maddy wrote her long letters forgiving her and talking about the commitment to religious life. Kathleen had written one short note. In two months’ time she would be a postulant at the convent. She could neither write nor receive letters then. Perhaps it would be better to get ready for that by not beginning a very emotional correspondence now.


And there had been other disappointments that summer. At the tennis club dance Maddy had thought she looked well and that a young man had admired her. He had danced with her for longer than anyone else. He had been particularly attentive about glasses of fruit punch. They had sat in the swinging seat and talked easily about every subject. But nothing had come of it. She had gone to great trouble to let him know where she lived and even found two occasions to call at his house. But it was as if she had never existed.


Sometimes when Maddy Ross went for her long lonely walks up the tree-covered hill to the Old Rock that stood guarding the town she felt that she handled everything wrong. It was all so different to things that happened to girls in the pictures.


Maddy had always known that there wouldn’t be the money to send her to university, so she had thought it just as well that she didn’t have any burning desire to be a professor, or a doctor or lawyer. But there was nothing else that fired her either. Other girls had gone to train as nurses, some of them had done secretarial courses and gone into the bank or big insurance offices. There were others who went to be radiographers, or physiotherapists.


Maddy, the girl with the long pale hair and the slow smile that went all over her face once it began, thought that sooner or later something would turn up.


Probably at the end of the holidays.


*


Mrs Kelly had been serious on that hot day, and in the very first week of September Mr and Mrs Kelly from the school came to see Mother.


Shancarrig’s small stone schoolhouse was a little way out of the town. That was to make it easier for the children of the farmers, it had been said. Mr and Mrs Kelly had come as newly marrieds to the school in answer to Father Gunn’s appeal. The last teachers had left in some disarray. Maddy had heard stories about drinking and dismissals, but as usual, only a very edited version of events, filtered through her mother. Mother never seemed to grasp the full end of any stick.


Mr and Mrs Kelly were a strange couple. He was big and innocent-looking, like a farmer’s boy. She was small and taut-looking, her mouth often in a narrow line of disapproval.


Maddy Ross had looked at her more than once, wondering what it was about Mrs Kelly that had attracted the big, simple, good-natured man by her side. They were only about ten years older than she was.


She wondered if Mrs Kelly had looked about her and then, finding nobody more suitable, settled for the teacher. She certainly looked as if something had displeased her. Even when they came uninvited to see Mother they both looked as if they were going to issue some complaint.


Maddy found nothing odd about their asking Mother rather than asking her. After all, it was the kind of thing Mrs Ross would have a view on. Perhaps she thought her daughter Madeleine was intended for something more elevated than working in Shancarrig school. It was better to sound out the opinions before making a direct approach.


But Mother thought it would be an excellent idea. ‘Fallen straight into their laps’ was the way she described it when the cousins came to supper the following day.


‘And won’t Madeleine need to be trained to teach?’ the cousins asked.


‘Nonsense,’ said Mother ‘What training would anyone need to put manners on unfortunates like the young Brennans or the young Dunnes?’


They agreed. It wasn’t a real career like the cousins’ children were embarking on: one in a bank, one doing a very advanced secretarial course, with Commercial French thrown in, which could lead to any kind of a position almost anywhere in the world.


To her surprise Maddy loved it.


She had neither the roar of Mr Kelly nor the confident firm voice of his wife. She spoke gently and almost hesitantly but the children responded to her. Even the bold Brennan children, whose father was Paudie Brennan, drunk and layabout, seemed easy to handle. And the Dunnes, whose faces were smeared with jam, agreed quite meekly to having their mouths wiped before class began.


There were three classsrooms in the little schoolhouse, one for Mrs Kelly’s class, one for Mr Kelly’s, and the biggest one for Maddy Ross. It was called Mixed Infants and it was here that she started the young minds of Shancarrig off on what might be a limited kind of educational journey. There would be some, of course, who would advance to a far greater education than she had herself. The young Hayes girls, whose father was a solicitor, might well get professions, as might little Nuala Ryan from the hotel. But it was only too obvious that the Dunnes and Brennans would say goodbye to any hopes of education once they left this school. They would be on the boat abroad or into the town to get whatever was on offer for children of fourteen years of age.


They all looked the same at five, however. There was nothing except the difference of clothing to mark out those who would have the money to go further and those who would not.


Before she had gone into the school Maddy Ross barely noticed the children of her own place. Now she knew everything about them, the ones that sniffled and seemed upset, the ones who thought they could run the place, those that had the doorsteps of sandwiches for their lunch, those who had nothing at all. There were children who clung to her and told her everything about themselves and their families, and there were those who hung back.


She had never known that there would be a great joy in seeing a child work out for himself the letters of a simple sentence and read it aloud, or in watching a girl who had bitten her pencil to a stub suddenly realise how you did the great long tots or the subtraction sums. Each day it was a pleasure to point to the map of Ireland with a long stick and hear them chant the places out.


‘What are the main towns of County Cavan? All right. All together now. Cavan, Cootehill, Virginia …’ all in a sing-song voice.


There were two cloakrooms, one for the girls and one for the boys. They smelled of Jeyes Fluid, as the master obviously poured it liberally in the evenings when the children had left.


It would have been a bleak little place had it not been for the huge copper beech which dwarfed it and looked as if it was holding the school under its protective arm. Like she felt safe in Barna Woods as a child, Maddy felt safe with this tree. It marked the seasons with its colouring and its leaves.


The days passed easily, each one very much like that which had gone before. Madeleine Ross made big cardboard charts to entertain the children. She had pictures of the flowers she collected in Barna Woods, and she sometimes pressed the flowers as well and wrote their names underneath. Every day the children in Shancarrig school sat in their little wooden desks and repeated the names of the ferns, and foxgloves, cowslips and primroses and ivies. Then they would look at the pictures of St Patrick and St Brigid and St Colmcille and chant their names too.


Maddy made sure that they remembered the saints as well as the flowers.


The saints were higher on Father Gunn’s list of priorities. Father Gunn was a very nice curate. He had little whirly glasses, like looking through the bottom of a lemonade bottle. Now the school manager he was a frequent visitor – he had to guard the faith and morals of the future parishioners of Shancarrig. But Father Gunn liked flowers and trees too, and he was always kind and supportive to the Junior Assistant Mistress.


Maddy wondered how old he was. With priests, as with nuns, it was always so hard to know. One day he unexpectedly told her how old he was. He said he was born on the day the Treaty was signed in 1921.


‘I’m as old as the State,’ he said proudly. ‘I hope we’ll both live for ever.’


‘It’s good to hear you saying that, Father.’ Maddy was arranging a nature display in the window. ‘It shows you enjoy life. Mother is always saying that she can’t get her wings soon enough.’


‘Wings!’ The priest was puzzled.


‘It’s her way of saying she’d like to be in heaven with God. She talks about it quite a lot.’


Father Gunn seemed at a loss for words. ‘It’s wholly admirable, of course, to see this world only as a shadow of the heavenly bliss Our Father has prepared for us but …’


‘But Mother’s only just gone fifty. It’s a bit soon to be thinking about it already, isn’t it?’ Maddy helped him out.


He nodded gratefully, ‘Of course, I’m getting on myself. Maybe I’ll start thinking the same way.’ His voice was jokey. ‘But I have so much to do I don’t feel old.’


‘You should have someone to help you.’ Maddy said only what everyone else in Shancarrig said. The old priest was doddery now. Father Gunn did everything. They definitely needed a new curate.


And it wasn’t as if the priests’ housekeeper was any help. Mrs Kennedy had a face like a long drink of water. She was dressed in black most of the time, mourning for a husband who had died so long ago hardly anyone in Shancarrig could remember him. A good priests’ housekeeper should surely be kind and supportive, fill the role of mother, old family retainer and friend.


It had to be said that Mrs Kennedy played none of these roles. She seemed to smoulder in resentment that she herself had not been given charge of the parish. She snorted derisively when anyone offered to help out in the parish work. It was a tribute to Father Gunn’s own niceness that so many people stepped in to help with the problems caused by Monsignor O’Toole being almost out of the picture, and Mrs Kennedy being almost too much in it.


Then the news came that there was indeed a new priest on the way to Shancarrig. Someone knew someone in Dublin who had been told definitely. He was meant to be a very nice man altogether.


About six months later, in the spring of 1952, the new curate arrived. He was a pale young man called Father Barry. He had long delicate white hands, light fair hair and dark, startling blue eyes. He moved gracefully around Shancarrig, his soutane swishing gently from side to side. He had none of the bustle of Father Gunn, who always seemed uneasily belted into his priestly garb and distinctly ill at ease in the vestments.


When Father Barry said mass a shaft of sunlight seemed to come in and touch his pale face, making him look more saintly than ever. The people of Shancarrig loved Father Barry and in her heart Maddy Ross often felt a little sorry for Father Gunn, who had somehow been overshadowed.


It wasn’t his fault that he looked burly and solid. He was just as good and attentive to the old and the feeble, just as understanding in Confession, just as involved in the school. And yet she had to admit that Father Barry brought with him some new sense of exhilaration that the first priest didn’t have.


When Father Barry came to her classroom and spoke he didn’t talk vaguely about the missions and the need to save stamps and silver paper for mission stations, he talked of hill villages in Peru where the people ached to hear of Our Lord, where there was only one small river and that dried up during the dry seasons, leaving the villagers to walk for miles over the hot dry land to get water for the old and for their babies.


As they sat in the damp little schoolhouse in Shancarrig, Maddy and Mixed Infants were transported miles away to another continent. The Brennans had broken shoes and torn clothes, they even bore the marks of a drunken father’s fist, but they felt rich beyond the dreams of kings compared to the people in Vieja Piedra, thousands of miles away.


The very name of this village was the same as their own. It meant Old Rock. The people in this village were crying out to them across the world for help.


*


Father Barry fired the children with an enthusiasm never before known in that school. And it wasn’t only in Maddy Ross’s class. Even under the sterner eye of Mrs Kelly, who might have been expected to say that we should look after our own first before going abroad to give help, the collections increased. And in Mr Kelly’s class the fierce master echoed the words of the young priest, but in his own way.


‘Come out of that, Jeremiah O’Connor. You’ll want your arse kicked from here to Barna and back if you can’t go out and raise a shilling for the poor people of Vieja Piedra.’


When he gave the Sunday sermon Father Barry often closed his disturbing blue eyes and spoke of how fortunate his congregation were to live in the green fertile lands around Shancarrig. The church might be full of people sneezing and coughing, wearing coats wet from the trek across three miles of road and field to get there, but Father Barry made their place sound like a paradise compared to its namesake in Peru.


Some of them began to wonder why a loving God had been so unjust to the good Spanish-speaking people in that part of the world, who would have done anything to have a church and priests in their midst.


Father Barry had an answer for that whenever the matter was raised. He said it was God’s plan to test men’s love and goodness for each other. It was easy to love God, Father Barry assured everyone. Nobody had any problem in loving Our Heavenly Father. The problem was to love people in a small lonely village miles away and treat them as brothers and sisters.


Maddy and her mother often talked about Father Barry and his saintliness. It was something they both agreed on, which meant they talked about him more than ever. There were so many subjects which divided them.


Maddy wondered would there be the chance for them to go out to Rhodesia to Joseph’s wedding. Her brother was marrying a girl from a Scottish family in Bulawayo. There would be nobody from the Ross side of the family. He had sent the money, and the wedding was during the school holidays, but Mrs Ross said she wasn’t up to the journey. Dr Jims had said that Maddy’s mother was fit as a fiddle and well able to make the trip. In fact, the sea journey would do nothing except improve her health.


Father Gunn had said that family solidarity would be a great thing at a time like this and that truly she should make the effort. Major and Mrs Murphy who lived in The Glen, the big house with the iron railings and the wonderful glasshouses, said that it was a chance of a lifetime. Mr Hayes the solicitor said that if it was his choice he’d go.


But Mother remained adamant. It was a waste, she said, to spend the money on a trip for such an old person as she was. She would soon be getting her wings. She would see enough and know enough then.


Maddy was becoming increasingly impatient with this attitude of her mother’s. The wings theory seemed to apply to everything. If Maddy wanted a new coat, or a trip to Dublin, or a perm for her light straight hair, her mother would sigh and say there would be plenty of time for that and money to spend on it after Mother had gone.


Mother was in her fifties and as strong as anyone in Shancarrig, but giving the aura of frailty. Maddy did the housework, because until Mother had got her wings there would be no money to spend on luxuries like having a maid. Maddy’s own wages as a Junior Assistant Mistress were so small as to be insignificant.


She was twenty-three and very restless.


*


The only person in the whole of Shancarrig who understood was Father Barry. He was thirty-three and equally restless. He had been called to order for preaching too much about Vieja Piedra, by no less an authority than the Bishop. He burned with the injustice of it. Monsignor O’Toole was doting, and knew nothing of what was being preached or what was not. Father Gunn must have gone behind his back and complained about him. Father Gunn was only a fellow curate, he had no authority over him.


Father Brian Barry roamed the woods of Barna, swishing angrily against the bushes that got in his way. What right had men, the pettiest and most jealous of men, to try to halt God’s work for dying people, for brothers and sisters who were calling out to them?


If Brian Barry’s own health had been better he would have been a missionary priest. He would have been amongst the people of Vieja Piedra, like his friend from the seminary, Cormac Flynn, was. Cormac it was who wrote and told him at first hand of the work that had to be done.


In the Church of the Holy Redeemer there was a window dedicated to the memory of the Hayes family relations who had gone to their eternal reward. There had been many priests in that family. On the window the words were written The Harvest is Great but the Labourers are Few. There it was, written in stained glass, in their own church, and the mad parish priest and the selfish complacent Father Gunn were so blind they couldn’t see it.


In one of these angry walks Father Barry came across Miss Ross from the school, sitting on a tree trunk and puzzling over a letter. He calmed himself for a minute before he spoke. She was a gentle girl and he didn’t want to let her know the depth of his rage and resentment in the battle for people’s souls, and all the obstacles that were being put in his way.


She looked up startled when she saw him, but made room on the log for him to sit down.


‘Isn’t it beautiful here? You can often find a solution in this place, I think.’


He reached through the slit in his cassock to take cigarettes out of his pocket and sat beside her without speaking.


Somehow, she seemed to understand the need for silence. She sat, hugging her knees and looking out ahead of her, as the summer afternoon light came in patches between the rowan trees and beeches that made up Barna Woods. A squirrel came and gazed at them, inquisitively looking from one to the other before he hopped away.


They laughed. The tension and the silence broken, they could talk to each other easily.


‘When I was young I’d never seen a squirrel,’ Father Barry said. ‘Only in picture books, and there was a giraffe on the same page so I always thought they were the same size. I was terrified of meeting one.’


‘When did you?’


‘Not until I was in the seminary … someone said there was a squirrel over there and I urged everyone to take cover … they thought I was mad.’


‘Well, that’s nothing,’ she encouraged him. ‘I thought guerrilla warfare was sending gorillas out to fight each other instead of people.’


‘You’re saying that to make me feel good,’ he teased her.


‘Not a bit of it. Did they all laugh or didn’t any of them understand?’


‘I had a friend, Cormac. He understood. He understood everything.’


‘That’s Father Cormac out in Peru?’


‘Yes. He understood everything. But how can I tell him what’s happening now?’


As the shadows got longer they sat in Barna Woods and talked. Brian Barry told of his anguish over the work that had to be done and the burden of guilt he felt about the people of this place that seemed to call to him, but what did he do about Obedience to superiors? Maddy Ross told of her brother Joseph who had sent money and expected his mother and sister to come and be there for the happiest day of his life.


‘How can I find the words to tell him?’ Maddy asked.


‘How can I find the words to tell Cormac there’ll be no more support from Shancarrig?’ asked Father Barry.


That was the day that began their dependence on each other – the knowledge that only the other understood the pressures, the pain and the indecision. The very thought that somebody else understood gave each of them courage.


Maddy Ross found herself able to write to her brother Joseph and say that she would love to come to his wedding, but that Mother did not consider herself strong enough to travel. It meant a lot of silences and sulks at home, but Maddy weathered it. She assembled a simple wardrobe and made her bookings.


Eventually her mother relented and began to show some enthusiasm for the trip. She didn’t take this enthusiasm to the point of going with her daughter, but at least the stony silences ended and the atmosphere had cleared.


Father Barry too showed courage. He spoke directly to Father Gunn, and said that he accepted the ruling of the diocese that there was not to be exceptional emphasis on the missions in general or on one mission field in particular. He agreed that other themes such as tolerance and charity on the home front and devotion to Our Blessed Lady, Queen of Ireland, be brought to the forefront.


He also said that in his spare time, if he could run sales of work, he could set up charitable projects in aid of Vieja Piedra. He felt sure that there could be no objection. To this Father Gunn, with a sigh of pure relief, said that there would no objection.


In the summer of 1955 Maddy Ross and Brian Barry wished each other well, she on her journey to Africa, he on his fund-raising efforts so that Cormac Flynn would not be let down. When they met again in the autumn they would tell each other everything.


‘We’ll meet in the woods with the giant squirrels,’ said Father Barry.


‘Watching out for the military gorillas,’ laughed Maddy Ross.


They were both looking forward to the meeting even as they were saying goodbye.


They were very much changed when they met again. They knew this just from the briefest meeting in the church porch after ten o’clock mass. Father Barry was rearranging the pamphlets that the Catholic Truth Society published, which were in racks for sale, but were always mixed up whenever he passed them by. The problem was that everyone wanted to read ‘The Devil at Dances’ and ‘Keeping Company’, but nobody wanted to buy them. Copies of these booklets were always well thumbed and returned to some position or other.


He saw Madeleine come out with her mother. Mrs Ross spent a lengthy time at the holy water font, blessing herself as if she were giving the Urbi et Orbi blessing from the papal Balcony in Rome.


‘Welcome back, stranger. Was it wonderful?’ He smiled at her.


‘No. It couldn’t have gone more differently than was planned.’


They looked at each other, both surprised by the intense way the other had spoken. Father Barry looked over at Mrs Ross, still far enough away not to hear.


‘Barna Woods,’ he said, his eyes dark and huge.


‘At four o’clock,’ Maddy said.


She hadn’t felt like this since gym class back at school, where they did the wall bars and all the blood ran to her head, making her feel dizzy and faint.


When she found herself deliberating over which blouse to wear she pulled herself up sharply. He’s a priest, she said. But she still wore the striped one which gave her more colour and didn’t make her look wishy-washy.


When her mother asked her where she was going, she said she wanted to pick the great fronds of beech leaves in Barna Woods. They could put them in glycerine later and preserve them to decorate the house for the winter.


‘I’ll look for some really good ones that have turned,’ she explained. ‘I might be some time.’


She found him sitting on their log with his head in his hands. He told of a summer where everything he had done for Vieja Piedra had been thwarted, not just by Father Gunn, who had turned up dutifully at the bring and buy sale, at the whist drive and the general knowledge quiz, but because the interest simply wasn’t there. And since he could no longer use the parish pulpit to preach of the plight of these poor people he didn’t have the ear and the heart of the congregation any more. His face was troubled. Maddy felt there was more he wasn’t telling. She didn’t push him. He would tell what he wanted to tell. Now he asked about her: had her brother Joseph been delighted to see her?


‘Yes, and no.’ Her brother’s fiancée was of the Presbyterian faith and had only agreed to be married in a Catholic Church to please Joseph. Now that his mother wasn’t coming to the wedding Joseph had decided that he shouldn’t put Caitriona through all this since, really and truly as long as it was Christian, one service was the same as another in the eyes of God.


So Maddy had gone the whole way to Africa to see her brother commit a mortal sin. There had been endless arguments, discussions and tears on both their parts. Joseph said that since they hardly knew each other their tie as brother and sister was not like a real family. Maddy had asked why then had he paid for her to come out to see him.


‘To show people that I am not alone in the world,’ he had said.


Oh yes, she had attended the ceremony, and smiled, and been pleasant to all the guests. She had told her mother nothing of this. In fact, she was worn out remembering to call the priest Father McPherson rather than Mr McPherson, which was the name of the Presbyterian minister who had married the young couple, in a stiflingly hot church under a cloudless sky – a church with no tabernacle, and no proper God in it at all.


They walked together to find the kind of sprays she wanted. She explained that she had made a sort of excuse to her mother for going to the woods. Then she wished she hadn’t said that – it might appear to him as if she needed an excuse for something so perfectly innocent as a meeting with a friend.


But, oddly, it struck a chord with him.


‘I made an excuse too, to Father Gunn and Mrs Kennedy, of course. I told him that I wanted to make a couple of parish calls, the Dunnes and the Brennans. Both of them are sure to be out, or at any rate unlikely to invite me in.’


They looked at each other and looked away. A lot had been admitted.


Speaking too quickly she told him about how you preserved flowers and leaves, and how the trick was to put very few in a vase with a narrow opening.


Speaking equally quickly he nodded agreement and perfect understanding of the process, and said that parish calls were an imposition on the priest and the people, everyone dreaded them, and how much better it would be to spend our life in a place where people really needed you rather than worrying had they a clean tablecloth and a slice of cake to give you. His face looked very bitter and sad as he spoke and she felt such huge sympathy for him that she touched him lightly on the arm.


‘You do a great deal of good here. If you knew how much you touch all our lives.’


To her shock his eyes filled with tears.


‘Oh, Madeleine,’ he cried. ‘Oh God, I’m so lonely. I’ve no one to talk to, I’ve no friends. No one will listen.’


‘Shush, shush.’ She spoke as to a child. ‘I’m your friend. I’ll listen.’


He put his arms around her and laid his head on her shoulder. She felt arms around her waist and his body close to hers as he shook with sobs.


‘I’m so sorry. I’m so foolish,’ he wept.


‘No. No, you’re not You’re good. You care. You wouldn’t be you unless you were so caring,’ she soothed him. She stroked his head and the back of his neck. She could feel his tears wet against her face as he raised his head to try to apologise.


‘Shush, shush,’ she said again. She held him until the sobs died down. Then she took out her handkerchief, a small white one with a blue flower in the corner, and handed it to him.


They walked wordlessly to their tree trunk. He blew his nose very hard.


‘I feel such a fool. I should be strong and courageous for you, Madeleine, tell you things that will console you about your brother’s situation, not cry like a baby.’


‘No, you do make me feel courageous and strong, really, Father Barry …’


He interrupted her sharply. ‘Now, listen here. If I’m going to cry in your arms, the least you can do is call me Brian.’


She accepted it immediately. ‘Yes, but Brian, you must believe that you have helped me. I didn’t think I was any use to anyone, a disappointment to my mother, no support to my brother …’


‘You must have friends. You of all people, so generous and giving. You’re not locked up in rigid rules and practices like I am.’


‘I have no friends,’ Madeleine Ross said simply.


That afternoon there wasn’t time to tell each other all the millions of things there were still to tell – like how Brian had a letter from his great friend Cormac Flynn in Peru saying for heaven’s sake not to be so intense about Vieja Piedra, it was just one place on the globe – Father Brian Barry hadn’t been born into the world thousands of miles away with a direct instruction to save the place single-handed.
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