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SAINT BRIGID’S BONES




Chapter One
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I never meant to burn down the church.


That’s what I kept telling myself as I stood in front of Sister Anna’s hut.


It was a cool morning for mid October and dark clouds from the west threatened rain at any moment. Sister Anna was the abbess of the monastery of holy Brigid at Kildare. Her hut was a small structure made of rough-hewn grey stone with a thatch roof. When Brigid was alive she had cultivated a patch of bluebells and golden buttercups in front that made the place seem quite cheerful. But now the flowers were gone and nothing but a cold stone bench stood beside the wooden door.


I took a deep breath and knocked. I prayed that God would have mercy on my soul, for I knew Sister Anna would not.


“Come in.”


I pushed open the door and stooped to enter the hut, careful to close the door gently behind me. Sister Anna sat at her desk beneath the single window in back writing on a piece of parchment. She did not look up.


The abbess was a woman of about sixty with white hair and dark eyes. She wasn’t wearing her veil on her head at the moment, but this wasn’t unusual as we seldom did so unless we were at worship. Like all the sisters, her tunic was of undyed wool spun and woven into a simple cloth and tied around the waist with a leather belt. We looked quite similar to women of the druidic order except that their clothing was bleached white and each wore a small golden torque around her neck. Instead of a torque, we wore a plain wooden cross.


Sister Anna wrote with her left hand, which was understandable as her right arm hung uselessly at her side. The right side of her face was also deeply scarred, obviously from some accident years ago, but she never spoke of it and no one dared to ask. To say she was stern would have been an understatement, but I had a great deal of respect for her, as did the other sisters. I don’t believe I had ever seen her smile. She was a devout Christian woman and an able leader. Her style was different from that of Brigid, but in the decade since our founder had died she had held the monastery together and continued our mission against formidable odds.


“Sister Deirdre, come and stand before my desk where I can see you better.”


Even after her many years in Ireland, I could always hear a faint British accent in her voice. I moved into the hut and stood where she told me.


“Brother Fiach has told me what happened at the church at Sleaty, but I want to hear what you have to say. Tell me, but keep it brief, if that is possible for you.”


I cleared my throat and began.


“As you know, I left our monastery a few days ago with two of the sisters to finish preparations for the new church at Sleaty across the Barrow River. We arrived just as the tenant farmers from the monastery, who had been helping with the construction, were leaving to return here for the harvest. Brother Fiach had stayed to finish carving the stone cross in front of the church. He had used some of the stones from the old Roman trading post there. Of course, the last of the Roman merchants left years ago after—”


“I said brief, Sister Deirdre. I don’t need a history lesson.”


“Yes, I’m sorry. Well, Brother Fiach was putting the final touches on the cross when we arrived. He had finished the wooden altar the previous day as well as the beds in the back room for the sisters who would be staying there through the winter. I was impressed that everything had been made from solid oak, like our church here. The Sleaty church could hold at least thirty worshippers standing close together. Father Ailbe once told me that in one of the churches he visited in Rome, the wealthy parishioners actually sat on wooden pews, though I really can’t imagine why they—”


“Sister Deirdre!”


“Yes, brief, I’m sorry, Sister Anna. Well, I couldn’t sleep that night, even though I was exhausted, so after the others went to bed I went into the church and lit a candle on the altar. I knew that we didn’t have many candles left and it was a terrible waste, not to mention dangerous with all the sawdust still around, but I needed to pray and the light in the darkness helped. While I knelt there, I admired the linen cloth on the altar that had been embroidered by Brigid herself. It was bordered with intricate, interlaced patterns in green and gold along the edges, with fantastic, richly colored animals and angels dancing in the center. I thought it was a beautiful adornment for the new church. I was also thinking how proud Brigid would have been of the work we had done.”


I paused for a moment, thinking of how much I had loved looking at that cloth in our church at Kildare since I was a little girl. I knew many had attributed healing powers to it.


“Continue, Sister Deirdre.”


“Well, I prayed at the altar for a long time. I thought I heard something at one point and went outside to check, but there was no one there, so I went back inside. It must have been the flickering shadows on the walls that finally lulled me to sleep. The next thing I knew Brother Fiach was dragging me out the church door. I was coughing and choking and could barely see anything with all the smoke around me. I suddenly remembered the altar cloth of Brigid and started back into the church to get it, but Fiach pulled me away. I kicked him and screamed that I had to find the cloth, but thankfully he didn’t let go. I would have died if he hadn’t held me back. The two sisters were running with buckets to bring water from the well, even though it was clearly hopeless. The fire was devouring the freshly-cut oak and had turned the church into a raging inferno. There was nothing the four of us could do but fall on our knees as we watched the church burn. We huddled together all night beside the stone cross, warming ourselves on the embers of the dying fire with a single blanket wrapped around us. By morning there were only smoking ruins.”


For a long time Sister Anna simply looked at me without saying a word. I swallowed hard and braced myself for the storm I knew was coming. Then at last she spoke.


“Needless to say, I am most disappointed.”


“I’m so sorry, Sister Anna, I didn’t mean to—”


“Sister Deirdre, for once be quiet and listen to me.”


I nodded with my head bowed and allowed her to continue.


“I have sent a message to King Bran, who owns the lands at Sleaty, to let him know what happened and to ask that we might be allowed to begin again in the spring. I hold out little hope that he will grant this request. The agreement to lease his land specified that the church must be completed by the end of October. Bran is not a forgiving man, therefore we must consider the project at Sleaty effectively dead. There will be no mission in Munster and no support for the monastery from that source.”


I continued to stand silently.


“You’re an intelligent woman, so I won’t explain to you what that loss means for us. Do you see this abacus on my desk?”


I nodded that I did.


“Let me just say that I have been calculating how long we can continue operating with our current supplies and projected harvest. If my figures are correct, we’ll begin running low on food this coming spring and will have to start turning the needy away, the first time we have done so in the fifty years since Brigid founded this monastery. Perhaps the donations from pilgrims at holy Brigid’s day in February will be large enough to see us through the summer, though I doubt it. I was counting on the harvest from the new church at Sleaty to supplement our stores beginning next autumn. Now there will be nothing.”


She stood up and walked from behind her desk to stand in front of me. She was a small woman, but her presence more than made up for her stature.


“Brother Fiach has taken full responsibility for what happened at Sleaty.”


I started to protest but she raised her hand.


“No, don’t speak. I’m not interested in assigning blame. I know how the fire began, but it’s too late to change that now. I am not going to punish you.”


I must have looked shocked.


“Oh, I know you’d like me to put you on bread and water until Easter or some such penance, but frankly, Sister Deirdre, I fail to see what good that would do. Instead, let me ask you a question and I expect an honest answer: Are you happy here at the monastery?”


I had never heard the abbess ask anyone if they were happy before.


“Yes, Sister Anna. I’ve spent most of my life here, when I wasn’t with my grandmother just down the road. I grew up with Brigid and the sisters and Father Ailbe. I know I only took vows three years ago, but this place is my home.”


“Somehow, I don’t think you’re being honest with me—or yourself. You grew up here, indeed, but you grew up in another world of druids and bards as well. I don’t doubt that you are trying to be a good Christian, but I’m not convinced you want to be a nun. I can’t help wondering if you came to us at a time of tragedy in your life because we were convenient.”


There was too much truth in what she said for me to deny it outright, but it was more complicated than she made it seem. At least I hoped so.


“It’s true, Sister Anna, that part of the reason I joined the monastery is because I’ve always been comfortable here. But my desire to be a sister of Brigid’s order and to serve God is sincere. I know I’m not like the rest of the sisters. I come from the Irish nobility. I was trained as a professional bard. My father was a great warrior, though a pagan. My grandmother is a druid seer. But my mother was a baptized Christian, as am I. Though, if I may ask, what does this have to do with the fire at Sleaty?”


“Nothing, perhaps. I’m not accusing you of burning down the church because you’re unhappy here. I’m simply wondering if the reason such a thing could happen is because you don’t have your mind on your work. Don’t forget, Sister Deirdre, I’ve known you since you were a little girl. You were always a joyful person with great focus on what you wanted to achieve in life. You’re the best student our school ever produced and, I know, one of the finest bards in Ireland. But since you took your vows I’ve seen little joy or purpose in you. I know what you lost. I am sympathetic. But you are like a ship adrift in a storm and I can no longer wait for you to find safe harbor.”


Sister Anna walked over to gaze out the window, then turned back to me.


“I’m not ordering you to leave these walls. But as your abbess, I am requiring that you prayerfully consider what it is you are searching for here. This place is a refuge of sorts for all of us—there’s no shame in that. It will be a haven for those in need as long as it exists, which may not be much longer. But the primary mission of our order is to serve God by serving others. We are not a guest house for lost souls, Sister Deirdre. If your focus is not on our Lord and ministering to the needy of this land, then there is no place for you here.”


I didn’t know what to say. I simply stood there looking down at the dirt floor.


Suddenly, there was a shout outside the hut and Garwen burst through the door without even knocking.


“Sister Anna! They’re gone! They’re gone!”


Sister Anna had always insisted on protocol. For someone to rush into her hut uninvited was behavior that would have earned even a child a good lashing.


“Sister Garwen, what is the meaning of this? How dare you enter here without my leave. Get out this instant! I’ll see you in the church later to discuss your punishment.”


“But Sister Anna, I’ve just come from the church and they’re gone! I was there to clean and polish them just like you told me to. I brought wine to wash them and a new woolen cloth to wrap them in, but they’re gone!”


“What on earth are you talking about, child? What is gone?”


“The bones!” Garwen sank to her knees as she spoke. “The bones of holy Brigid—they’re gone!”





Chapter Two
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The first few hours after the discovery of the missing bones were chaotic. Everyone was in shock. Sister Anna immediately told Garwen to send the brothers to the gates of the monastery to stop anyone trying to leave. The abbess then rushed to the church with me two steps behind. I suppose I thought I could be of some help, but mostly I had to see the empty chest for myself.


Sister Anna pushed through the ill-fitting door on the sisters’ side of the church and went to the altar in front. It was a simple wooden table with a golden crucifix on top. The silver paten for the Eucharist sat next to it, but both were untouched. On the right side of the altar was a stone slab marking the tomb beneath of Conláed, our first bishop, who had died many years before. On the left side was the small oaken chest holding Brigid’s bones. There had never been a lock on it, only an iron latch tied with a crimson ribbon that once belonged to Brigid herself. The lid was wide open, as Garwen had left it. The small jug of wine for cleaning the bones, a few old rags, and the new woolen cloth all lay beside the chest where Garwen had dropped them before rushing out. The spilled wine had spread across the stone paving of the floor and was already soaking through the joints into the ground beneath it.


“Dear God in heaven,” whispered Sister Anna as she peered into the blackness of the chest.


She knelt and touched the rough wooden bottom. The bones were always kept tightly bound in a leather sack, which was also missing. Sister Anna rested her head against the edge of the chest and closed her eyes, whether in prayer or anguish I couldn’t tell. I knelt beside her and worked up the nerve to place my hand on her shoulder in comfort. I felt her stiffen at once. She rose quickly and stared at me with hard eyes. If she had seemed on the verge of tears a moment ago, it had quickly passed.


“Sister Deirdre,” she said sharply, “go and bring Sister Garwen back immediately.”


I ran out of the church and found Garwen weeping on the bench in front of our scriptorium. She was in such distress that I practically had to carry her back to Sister Anna.


“Sister Garwen,” abbess said when we had returned, “did you touch anything after opening the chest? Anything at all?”


“No—no—Sister Anna—I swear—nothing,” Garwen managed between sobs. I thought she was about to collapse.


Sister Anna grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.


“Look at me, you fool of a girl. There isn’t time for this now! Was there any sign that someone had been in the chest before you? Was the ribbon untied? Was the latch open? Did you see anyone leaving the church?”


“No, no—Sister Anna—I—didn’t see or hear—anyone. The church was—empty when I arrived. The latch—was closed and tied—just like it—always is.”


Sister Anna turned away and swore under her breath, something I had never heard her do before.


“Garwen,” I said, as I took her hand and held it gently. “Please, try to remember something for me. Was there any dust on the latch when you opened it?”


The question surprised her and she seemed to calm down as she considered it. Sister Anna turned back suddenly and looked first at me, then Garwen.


“Dust? Well, yes, Deirdre, there was.”


“Are you sure? Absolutely sure?” the abbess asked.


“Yes, Sister Anna, I’m positive. I remember kneeling in front of the chest to untie the ribbon and noticing how much dust had collected on the latch. I was embarrassed that it was so dirty. I untied the ribbon, then dipped one of the rags in the wine and wiped the latch clean before opening the chest.”


“Mudebroth!” said Sister Anna, which I took to be a British curse word. I didn’t ask her what it meant.


“Sister Garwen, go and tell the sisters to search all the buildings. Look everywhere. Send someone back here immediately if you find anything unusual, anything at all.”


“Yes, Sister Anna.” Garwen bowed and left the church.


The abbess and I were alone in the church once again.


“Sister Deirdre, you realize of course this makes matters much worse. If there was dust on the latch, it could have been weeks since the chest was opened and the bones stolen. The last time the bones were cleaned was early August. They could be anywhere on the island by now.”


“Yes, Sister Anna.”


The abbess began to search around the altar. I knelt by the chest again and looked inside. It was as empty as a tomb.


“Close the chest, Sister Deirdre. It will be too painful for everyone to see it empty.”


“Yes, Sister Anna.”


I pulled the heavy lid over on its hinges and brought it down gently. It made a lonely, hollow sound as I shut it and fixed the latch. I started to tie the ribbon when I noticed something strange.


“Sister Anna, look at this. It’s different!”


The abbess knelt by the front of the chest and looked at the latch.


“It seems the same latch to me, Sister Deirdre. What are you talking about?”


“No, Sister Anna, not the latch, the ribbon. We’ve always used Brigid’s ribbon of fine red linen to tie the latch shut. But feel this.”


She took the ribbon from my hands and ran her fingers along it.


“Sister Anna, it looks exactly like the ribbon we’ve always used. Even by touch most people couldn’t tell the difference, but this isn’t linen, it’s—“


“Byzantine silk,” she said. “My mother had a ribbon made from it. I still remember the smoothness of the weave. It was her greatest treasure.”


“Yes, Sister Anna.”


“But why, Sister Deirdre, would someone replace the linen ribbon with a piece of silk?”


“They must have wanted the original ribbon as well as the bones—perhaps for the healing properties her possessions are thought to possess.”


Sister Anna considered my words for a moment.


“Yes, I suppose it would make sense to take the ribbon. It belonged to Brigid and was close to her bones every day for ten years.”


“Sister Anna,” I said hesitantly, “I think this tells us something about the thief. Maybe more than one thing.”


“Go on, Sister Deirdre.”


“Silk ribbons are a luxury item. They come only on the few ships that make their way from Constantinople to Gaul and then on to Britain and Ireland. This one ribbon would cost more than any Irish farmer could afford.”


“Yes,” she said, “my father saved everything he could for months to buy one for my mother, and that was in Britain where such things are more common.”


“Exactly. The only people in Ireland who can afford such an item are the nobility—landowners, cattle lords, and kings. Whoever took the bones was wealthy.”


I owned such a ribbon myself, though deep blue in color. It was given to me by a local lord for composing a song of praise. It was stored away now with my bardic robes in my grandmother’s hut.


“What else do you think the ribbon tells us, Sister Deirdre?”


“That whoever took the bones had been here before. This ribbon was chosen ahead of time because it’s almost identical to the one it replaced. The thief didn’t want anyone to notice, at least not right away, that he had switched them.”


“Yes, Sister Deirdre, that makes sense as well, but it doesn’t narrow down the suspects in any helpful way. Hundreds of people come to this church every month to pray before Brigid’s bones. Many of them placed their hands on this chest and saw her ribbon.”


“Well, I suppose you’re right.”


She raised her eyebrows.


“I mean, of course you’re right, Sister Anna.”


Someone had stolen the bones of holy Brigid. I could hardly make myself believe it.


It wasn’t a matter of who could have gotten into the chest—everyone had access to the church day and night—but who would dare to do such a terrible thing. To steal the bones of Brigid was an unthinkable blasphemy.


After the search of the monastery grounds yielded nothing, we spread out to the neighboring farms questioning everyone, even children. Had they seen anything suspicious? Had they heard anything about the bones?


I went to the landholdings southeast of the monastery on the broad grasslands stretching toward the Liffey River. Most people I talked to hadn’t seen anything unusual. No one had heard a word about the bones. When I told them what had happened, they were in shock. Christian or not, they couldn’t believe anyone would dare to disturb the bones of Brigid.


The last farm I came to that evening was on the border of the monastery lands and belonged to Tamun, a crusty old widower who raised apples and chickens. I knocked on his door and waited for an answer.


“You’ll be standing there the whole damn night if you’re waiting for me to come out.”


Tamun was coming up the path from the stream with a bucket of water.


“Greetings to you, Tamun. I’m sorry to disturb you but I—“


“Yes, yes, the bones of Brigid were stolen and you’re asking everyone if they saw anything. News travels fast around here.”


He put the bucket down by the door but didn’t invite me inside.


“Have you seen anything? You’ve always had a sharp eye, Tamun.”


“Don’t bother flattering me, Deirdre. I’m a mean old man, just like everyone says. It doesn’t seem like that long ago since I set my dogs on you and your friends for trying to steal apples from my trees.”


“I was six years old, Tamun.”


“Humph. Well, I don’t know who took the bones. Though there was something strange recently—a man hiding in the bushes by my stream a couple of weeks ago. It was a night when you nuns kept ringing that damn church bell.”


“On Michaelmas?”


“Whatever. Anyway he was a tall fellow with a big sword. I chased him out from behind a hawthorn tree with my hoe and nearly caught him!”


“You chased an armed warrior with a hoe?”


“By the gods, yes! I don’t let any damn stranger on my lands without asking, and even then I always say no. You should have seen him run! He flew out of there so fast a piece of his cloak was torn off on the thorns. I’ll chase him out again if he ever comes back.”


“Tamun, what did his cloak look like? What color was it? What pattern?”


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a rag.


“See for yourself. I’ve been using the piece that ripped off to blow my nose.”


I took the small, damp rag and looked at it in the last of the fading light. It was a tartan weave of dark green-dyed wool with black and gold diagonals. Every tribe and clan had their own favorite pattern passed down through the generations. I didn’t recognize this one, but it looked like a Leinster weave from our own province. It was a fine piece of work. Whatever wife had made this for her husband would be none too pleased that he had torn a hole in a cloak it had taken her months to make. Farmers wore tartans as well, but they were simple checked weaves made from coarse wool. This cloak had been made for a member of the warrior nobility.


“May I have this, Tamun?”


“Sure, keep the damn thing. I don’t need it.”


“Thank you. A good evening to you, Tamun.”


“Just leave me in peace or I’ll set the dogs on you again.”


I walked back to the monastery through the darkness. A Byzantine ribbon and a warrior with a fine cloak hiding in the woods on the border of our church lands. I wondered if he could have taken the bones? Michaelmas was the feast of the angels celebrated at the end of September, plenty of time for dust to collect on the chest latch. But why would a nobleman want the bones of Brigid?


When three frantic, sleepless days of searching had passed, the sisters and brothers all gathered in the church to pray on our knees that our holy founder might speak to the misguided soul who had taken her remains and urge him to return them safely. Believers from the more distant farms and settlements arrived to ask if the news was true and joined us in supplication. We questioned them as well. Weeping and wailing could be heard throughout the monastery at all hours. It was as if someone had stolen a mother away from her children.


I gave Sister Anna the piece of the cloak from Tamun’s farm. She didn’t recognize the weave either, but placed it in a small wooden box along with the silk ribbon we had taken from the church. She was also surprised that a warrior would be hiding on the border of our lands. Still, as I thought about it, noblemen often passed through Kildare on their way to the west or south. It was a natural crossroads for this part of Ireland. Perhaps the stranger had simply been waiting for a friend by the stream and was spooked by a crazy old man with a hoe. Or maybe he was meeting a woman.


Sister Anna sent word to Father Ailbe urging him to return home as soon as possible. He had left for Munster after morning prayers two weeks earlier to visit friends. I was worried about him travelling that far alone since he was over eighty years old, but he insisted he could still take care of himself. I walked with him westward from the monastery for over an hour just to make sure he would be alright. He wouldn’t even let me carry his satchel. Then he smiled and said it was time for me to turn back. I kissed him on the cheek and watched as he moved at a slow but steady pace down the road. I was relieved when we later got word he had arrived safely.


A week after the bones were found missing, Sister Anna received a note from him saying that he had gotten her message and was returning to Kildare as quickly as his legs would carry him. He said the seriousness of the situation would have prompted him to ask the king at Cashel for the loan of a chariot and driver, but he was afraid his own bones wouldn’t survive the trip.





Chapter Three
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That night after evening prayers I walked through the empty monastery grounds. It was late, but I had a feeling most of the younger brothers and sisters would be gathered in the cooking hut. In happier times we would sit around the fire at night, drink beer, and sing, keeping it quiet so Sister Anna wouldn’t hear. It was a great way to unwind after a long day’s work.


“Deirdre, wait for me!”


It was Dari, running from the children’s hut. I knew she must have just gotten them to sleep. We had been so busy the last few days that I had scarcely found any time to talk with her. She was my best friend at the monastery and the same age as me. Her real name was Darerca, but everyone except Sister Anna called her Dari. She was slightly shorter than me with light blond hair and pale blue eyes. Dari was the sort of person everyone instantly liked. She was unfailingly kind and thoughtful, full of common sense, and respectful of others’ privacy. I, on the other hand, as Dari like to remind me, was impulsive, opinionated, and nosy.


“I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.” She put her arm through mine and gave me a kiss. Leave it to Dari; even when everyone else in the monastery looked as if they were in mourning, she greeted me with a bright smile.


“I’ve been staying with the girls at night the last week since the children have been so upset. Some of the little ones are still crying themselves to sleep. None of them can focus on our lessons, not that I blame them. They’re scared, Deirdre. So am I.”


Dari was the teacher of the youngest children at the monastery. Parents from all over the island would send their sons and daughters to us for an education. We welcomed everyone, rich and poor, Christian or not. We even had a few children of druids among our students. Dari loved them all, perhaps all the more since she hadn’t been able to have any of her own.


Dari and I had both been in unhappy marriages before we took our vows. She had been born near the sea in Ulster, the youngest of many children on a poor farm. Her father was a cruel man who didn’t hesitate to beat his wife or children. When he bothered to speak to Dari at all, it was to yell at her to bring him more ale or berate her for being such a little fool. Her mother was a timid woman, too busy trying to avoid her husband’s blows to care about her daughter. The only member of the family who showed her any love was an older brother who protected her as best he could from their father’s anger, even though it earned him many a blackened eye. She was devastated when, in her tenth year, he was killed by outlaws who raided their farm.


Dari’s father sold her in marriage to a local pig farmer when she was barely twelve. Her new husband drank even more heavily than her father and used her hard, beating her if she dared to cry. He was furious when she couldn’t become pregnant and give him a son. Dari wouldn’t tell even me some of the worst things he had done to her. One cold night, when she was seventeen, he fell drunk into their well and couldn’t climb out. He called to her to throw him a rope or he would kill her, but she huddled in their hut with her hands over her ears and did nothing while he froze to death. Even though the brute deserved his fate, Dari was tormented with guilt for letting him die.


As a young widow, the law said she must return to her father’s home so he could choose a new husband for her, but instead she ran away and met a kindly old priest named Ibar who told her of a God who loved those in need and forgave all sins. After some months of instruction, he veiled her as a nun. Her father was outraged when he found out, but the church had become her legal guardian and there was nothing he could do about it. Over the next few years, she gathered a small group of abandoned and abused women about her and formed a Christian community near Armagh, though the abbot there eventually drove them away. She then brought her little band south to Kildare and was welcomed into Brigid’s monastery, just a year before I took my own vows.


“I’m scared too, Dari,” I replied.


“Should we go in with the others or head back to our quarters?” she asked.


“We’d better go in. I haven’t really talked to anyone for days and I want to find out how they’re doing.”


Dari nodded and opened the door to the cooking hut for me. Just as I suspected, there were a half-dozen men and women sitting around the fire. Most of them greeted us as we walked in, but not with the usual warmth and cheer. Sister Eithne glared at me. We had an unspoken pact of mutual loathing even in the best of times. She was a year older than me and we had gone to the monastery school together. On the first day of class she deliberately broke my new wax writing tablet. She and her little group of friends were always whispering about me behind my back. She hated that I would show her up in front of the nuns in spite of her best effort to be their favorite. Everyone thought we would grow out of our animosity as the years went by. We didn’t.


I will grant that Eithne had a special gift for working with the poor widows who found a home at our monastery. She would spend hours every day talking to the lonely ones and tending to the sick and dying among them. Still, her kind heart didn’t stop her from making my life as miserable as possible.


A couple of the other sisters moved over on a bench to make room for us. Brother Fiach, the carver, passed us a cup of milk. No one felt like drinking beer that night.


We talked for a few minutes about the weather, but I could tell no one had the heart for small talk. At last Fiach asked the question on everyone’s mind.


“Deirdre, what do you think will happen if we can’t find the bones?”


“I wish I knew. Brigid’s bones drew pilgrims to our church along with their donations of food for our ministry. Our stores were already low. Without the bones and their healing power, I’m afraid visitors will stop coming altogether. I don’t know if we’ll be able to feed ourselves for long, not to mention the needy. And now that I’ve burned down the church at Sleaty, we won’t be getting any food from there next fall.”


Brother Kevin spoke up.


“Deirdre, you’ve got to quit blaming yourself for that. It could have happened to any of us.”


“Yes, it could have,” I said, “but I was the one who fell asleep with the candle burning.”


Kevin shook his head. We had grown up together and he knew me too well to argue when I was indulging in self-pity. He wasn’t a man of many words in any case, though he was kindhearted and always generous. He was tall and handsome with golden hair and muscles like a blacksmith underneath his robes. More than one impure thought had passed through my mind about him over the years, but I had to laugh at the idea. Kevin was the holiest person I’d ever known. He was always up before the rest of us praying in the church and was the last to leave each night. He fasted every Friday even though it wasn’t required. He never so much as looked at a woman.


Suddenly Eithne spoke up.


“Quit blaming herself, Kevin? I blame her and I’m not the only one.”


The bitterness in her voice was chilling.


“Deirdre, have you thought about what the fire you started means? It’s the end of everything we’ve worked for here. It means starvation. Even while the bones were still in their chest we were hanging on by a thread. The church at Sleaty was our only hope for a steady supply of new food.”


I saw Dari was about to say something, but I put my hand on her knee. Eithne was entitled to speak her mind. I deserved it.


“No food means no future,” she continued. “It means the school will close down and the widows will be sent away. They have no families to care for them. Do you really think they’ll find someone to take them in? Practically everyone on this island is hungry with the bad harvests of the last few years. The monks at Armagh will bar their gates and leave the starving in the cold to die. You can always go back to living with your grandmother and playing your little harp for kings and princes, but the widows have no place to go. A lot of us have no place to go.”


She put her head in her hands and started to cry. Dari went to sit beside her and put her arm around her shoulders. I knew Eithne was the only child of poor parents from the Wicklow Mountains who had died recently. She had gone home just that summer to bury them. Their small, rocky farm had been seized by the nobleman who owned it and turned into a sheep pasture. Eithne was in her early thirties, old for a poor woman to find a husband. She had given up her youth and hopes for children to become a sister of holy Brigid.


Kevin spoke for a second time that night, a new record for him.


“Eithne, you know Deirdre didn’t mean to burn down the church at Sleaty. If we can’t forgive each other our sins and shortcomings, we don’t deserve to call ourselves Christians.”
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