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Prologue
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The others had gone, and he was alone. He boiled the kettle and made himself some tea, then took a chair and his drink outside so he could peacefully sit and look at the mountains and the sea, and take in the silence …

And then he heard it. Not so much in his head but in his heart, yet somehow part of the beauty that was everywhere around him.

‘All shall be well,’ it said.

And in spite of the unholy mess, the waste, the pain, the lies, the shame, the deliberate cruelty and the genuine mistakes, in spite of everything, he suddenly believed again, that it could be true.




Saturday 16th December 1995
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ONE

It was Saturday 16th December 1995, and in the English town of Fairbridge, Christmas preparations were well underway. The skies were grey and cloudy, but the band of the Salvation Army was playing carols in the medieval market place, brightly decorated shops were playing cheery jingly Christmas songs, and crowds of Christian and non-Christian, religious and non-religious Fairbridge residents and students alike were milling around, enjoying roasted chestnuts and mulled wine and hot chocolate, chatting and busily buying festive jumpers and hats, jewellery and bags and Russian dolls and handmade chocolates and all sorts of different goodies, from the tinselled, Father Christmas-hatted stallholders at the Christmas market.

It was not snowing, but it was cold, and in Fairbridge’s only travel agents on the corner, George Sanders had made the wise decision to put up fairy lights in the windows to advertise warm-weather holidays as presents – he had already sold an Italian Easter break, a Greek cruise and a summer weekend in Paris. In Pet Paradise, Fairbridge’s only pet shop, the new assistant Jackie was muddling through whilst her uncle, the manager, was off sick – her enthusiasm was only just outweighing her chaotic wrapping and trouble with the till, but she was working as hard as she could, selling treats and Christmas presents for the pets of Fairbridge.

In the centre of town, next to but not part of the hustle and bustle, in the relative peace and quiet of the Victorian Roman Catholic Church of St Philomena, fifty-eight-year-old Sister Margaret and twenty-three-year-old Katy were in the empty church, putting the last touches to the stable for the crib. Father Hugh, the parish priest, wanted to have it put up for the Sunday before Christmas, just in front of the altar, with a cow and a manger already installed. He was going to preach a sermon about Mary and Joseph preparing to travel to Bethlehem. Then, on Christmas Eve, before the early family Mass, Mary and Joseph and the donkey would arrive, and Father Hugh would ask one of the children to place a baby Jesus in the manger, and the others, proudly wearing tea towels as head dresses, to bring sheep and shepherds.

‘This is a lovely backdrop,’ said Katy to Sister Margaret, slotting a beautifully painted scene of Bethlehem into the window of the wooden stable.

‘Sister Bridget’s sister Mary painted it for us, and sent it over from Ireland,’ said Margaret. ‘Thomas Amis made the stable itself, with the little window, and I remembered that Mary had been going to painting classes, and I asked her if she could paint a Bethlehem scene. I gave her the dimensions for the window and the painting arrived at the convent in a week.’

‘She’s really talented,’ said Katy.

‘I know. She hides her light under a bushel really. She is one of those people who needs a bit of encouragement to shine, and I think she doesn’t really get it from her family,’ said Margaret.

Setting up the church crib reminded Katy of Nonna Ellen, an important new friend of the Sisters of St Philomena who had visited them from Italy recently. Sisters Margaret, Bridget and Cecilia had met her earlier that year when they stayed at the hotel she ran with her grandson and his wife, during their summer of small miracles.

‘Shall I take some photos and send them to Nonna?’ said Katy. ‘She loves cribs so much. The little one she gave the convent last week as a parting gift is so gorgeous.’

‘That’s a lovely idea, Katy,’ said Margaret, smiling at her kind ex-pupil.

‘It’s a shame she had to go back to Italy before Christmas,’ said Katy. ‘I miss her.’

‘We all miss her,’ said Margaret, ‘but we were so lucky to have her staying with us all these months, especially while we were setting up the Guest House. Her advice has been invaluable. I suspect she didn’t want to be away from her beloved Cardellino for Christmas, now that Francesco and Maria are back from their travels.’

‘It sounds so beautiful there. I’m definitely going to visit them when I finish my MA.’

And maybe after that you will be starting your novitiate with us, thought Margaret. Katy was the first young woman to be interested in joining the Sisters of St Philomena for some years. She had asked to live in the community for this year, as she studied for an MA at Fairbridge University, and they were getting to know her in a new way, not as the student the Sisters had taught when they ran the school, but as a candidate for religious life, and an impressively mature, resourceful and caring young woman. When she wasn’t busy at the university, Katy took the trouble to help out in the convent as much as she could, both in the B&B and in helping Cecilia set up a little museum of religious life, as well as joining the Sisters for prayers. As far as Margaret was concerned, Katy would make a wonderful religious Sister, should she take the next step and join the novitiate. Margaret often found herself thinking, with a pang, how much Sister Helen would have loved to see Katy joining the community. It was over a year now since her dear friend had died.

I miss you so much, and wish you were here, Helen. But I know you and the other Sisters are up in Heaven, praying for us, and our new adventure with the B&B, Margaret thought.

‘I’ll just go and light a candle, Katy, before we go back,’ Margaret said.

‘I’ll light one for Mum. I know it’s five years now since she died, but I still miss her, especially at Christmas,’ said Katy. Her voice wobbled a little. Margaret put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick hug. Katy was such a cheerful, calm, private person, it was very moving to be reminded of how she had lost her mother when still studying for her ‘A’ Levels, a suffering that maybe accounted for her maturity and compassion now as a young woman.

‘We never forget the ones we love,’ said Margaret, and Katy, understanding Margaret’s own loss, hugged her back.

They went and stood beside each other in the Lady Chapel. A few tea lights were already burning there, in the empty but open church, their flickering flames symbolising recent prayers said by people who had ‘popped into’ church to ask for help or give thanks for blessings: an unseen community. Margaret took the taper and lit it from a tea light, adding her prayer to that of whoever who had lit it originally, then she lit a new candle for Helen, and all the other Sisters who had died in the past years, and handed the taper to Katy, who lit her own one for her mother, then blew the taper out.

Margaret prayed silently, as the two new little tea lights’ flames took hold, joining the others on the candle stand in front of the Madonna and Child. Lord, please bless our community, in Heaven and Earth, all the Sisters who have gone before us, and Bridget, Cecilia and me. And bless Katy, and may her mother rest in peace, and bless her father and all their family. Thank you so much for sending her to St Philomena’s. Last Christmas was so sad, with you taking Basil, Helen and Frances. I thought, with just the three of us left, we were going to have to close the convent. Thanks to you, and Nonna Ellen and her family, our debts are paid, and we have a new B&B to run, and Katy is living in the community. Thank you for giving us hope. Please bless us all this Christmas and New Year, and bless all those who will come to visit us.

Over in Ireland, Mary Lynch opened the door of her large, detached modern house, built by her husband’s firm in an exclusive development in a very smart part of Galway city. As Declan had explained, if he was to be known for his modern luxury homes, it made sense if he lived in one himself.

‘Some post for Declan and a special parcel for you! I think it’s from England,’ said Martin O’Dowd, the postman. He had saved the parcel until last, as he always liked to have a chat with Mary, and he wanted to know if he was right in his guess about what it was. It didn’t occur to Mary to be offended by this nosiness. Martin had been their postman for years, and she had seen him and his wife Nola and their family at Mass every Sunday for decades. Their four children, all younger than Mary and Declan’s two, were very cheerful and sweet when they were little, and she had enjoyed preparing them for Holy Communion and Confirmation. They were all over in America and England now. Mary never minded having a chat with Martin about whatever he delivered. When her own children left home, and before she had started volunteering at the charity shop, Martin had sometimes been the only person she chatted to all day. They never found themselves discussing postal rates or the problems of life at Mass on Sundays – outside church, on Mary’s doorstep, it was a different matter.

Martin had learnt a lot about the family over the years.

‘The only things she ever orders for herself are paints and art things,’ he had said to his wife Nola only the week before.

‘I’ve never seen her paintings though,’ said Nola. ‘I’d like to see what Mary paints. I’ve always liked her. She’s very kind and gentle. There are no airs and graces with her, with all the money she has. Declan’s very charming, but I never feel he thinks we’re quite as good as him.’

‘Maybe she’s no good at painting, God help her,’ said Martin. ‘Poor Mary. She’s no good at cooking, that’s for sure – she doesn’t even cook for Declan – I often see those big catering vans outside – it must have cost them a fortune over the years. They are always entertaining.’

‘But Martin,’ said his wife, wisely, ‘that will be for the business. That’s why Declan Lynch is so successful – he came back from England and he wined and dined the finest in Ireland to get all those deals. You don’t want home cooking when that amount of money is at stake. All that entertaining. And inside, it’s like a palace, I believe … Bernie O’Donoghue was working for the cleaning firm and she said it’s all white, everywhere. She said you could eat your dinner off the floors.’

‘I’d rather your home cooking than food in a palace,’ said Martin, giving his wife a big kiss. ‘But maybe I should take you out more?’

‘I wouldn’t say no, but I don’t envy Mary,’ said Nola. ‘She might be married to a handsome millionaire …’

‘Hey, hold on there, Nola!’ protested Martin. ‘Are you after Declan then?’

‘I am not,’ said Nola. ‘I’m saying I don’t envy her one bit being married to him. Too smooth.’ She tutted at the thought. ‘He was at Mass every Sunday when all those stories were going around, with the pictures in the papers with the models and the actresses, and not a bother on him! Smiling away he was, like a film star or a politician. Passing round the collection plate like nothing was happening. And poor Mary looked shook, even with the good clothes she had on. She carried on helping with the children’s liturgy and the choir, and never said a word against him all those years, but it must have broken her heart. It’s donkey’s years ago now, but I’d say she never really looked happy after that, and I blame it on him. She’s never been too grand, too big for her boots, even with all their money, but I think there’s something wrong in a marriage when the wife and mother wouldn’t say “boo” to a goose.’

‘Well, we’re all right so,’ said Martin, laughing. ‘You’d “boo” at any goose – you’d tell the Pope off if you met him.’

‘Sure, after reading that book about our Bishop Casey, I’ve plenty to say to the Pope,’ sighed Nola. ‘I don’t like secrets in families or churches – they are never good news.’

Mary looked at the post in her hands – two Christmas cards from friends across the country, a few letters from charities she subscribed to, a catalogue for comfortable shoes, and a handwritten envelope addressed to Declan as CEO of Declan Lynch Buildings, but addressed to their home. Maybe a business associate sending a family card? A nice thought. The handwriting was vaguely familiar. Maybe it was Colum from golf. But then why was it just to Declan? Mary put the post on the side table to sort out later and turned back to Martin, who was waiting expectantly. She weighed the parcel in her hands and smiled wryly. A quick glance at the address label confirmed what she knew already. It was from her sister Bridget in Fairbridge. Bridget had baked her a brack again. Even though Mary could have easily bought one from a local shop, Bridget had never got out of the habit of baking this Irish fruit tea cake for her and sending it all the way from England. Declan would be pleased. He said he could tell Bridget’s cakes from any shop bought one.

‘It’s from my sister Bridget. She has baked us a brack for Christmas.’

‘I thought so!’ said Martin, unguardedly pleased he had guessed correctly. ‘Isn’t that grand?’ he said, saving up the conversation to tell Nola. ‘You have a blessed brack, all right, baked by a nun! She does that every year, doesn’t she? But doesn’t she know you can buy them here?’

‘She does, but I think she likes to keep up with the Irish ways,’ said Mary. ‘The Irish ways she remembers, anyway. She always baked the brack for the family when we were young.’

‘Will you be going away for Christmas?’ said Martin.

‘No, no. Declan always likes a family one at home. Deirdre and her family will come for dinner, and Noel will join them. He is coming back from Switzerland for a few days, staying with us and visiting friends too. And you?’

‘Ah yes, we’ve got the gang home, thank God. Though they eat us out of house and home, and Nola is pulling her hair out getting the house ready and the food in,’ said Martin. ‘Sure, you know yourself,’ he added, and immediately regretted it. Mary just smiled. She and Martin both knew that with cleaners, and caterers, and food delivered, she had nothing to do apart from buy the presents, get her hair done, and wait for her big house to be filled again.

‘I’ll look out for you all at Midnight Mass, and say hello. I’ve always been very fond of your four.’

‘I’m afraid it will be just Nola and me,’ said Martin. ‘The young ones don’t want anything to do with the Church any more, and that’s the truth.’ He looked at Mary’s kind, sympathetic face and blurted out what was on his mind. ‘It was Nola’s birthday last week, and Geraldine sent her mother that book, you know, the Forbidden Fruit one, by Annie Murphy, the one your man Bishop Casey had a baby with and wouldn’t acknowledge. She’s been staying up at night reading it out to me. It’s terrible all together, Mary. It would make you think, all the lectures we got growing up, and the fear of God they put into us, and all that carrying on. And it’s been going on for years, of course. The Gay Byrne Show opened my eyes. And the industrial schools. The stories coming out there about the Brothers in Connemara. There were some fierce cruel nuns too. It’s all coming out now, in dribs and drabs, and it’s shocking. No offence to your sister though, Mary.’

‘No, I agree,’ sighed Mary. ‘I don’t know if Noel will come to Midnight Mass either, to be honest. But you know yourself, Martin, the Church has been a great comfort to me. There are still great nuns and priests and Brothers. With the cancer and everything, I don’t know what I would have done without my faith. Lourdes – Lourdes was beautiful. There was real peace there.’

‘I know. I try and tell the young ones that. That they mustn’t throw the baby out with the bath water, and they’re not all rotten apples. But they’re angry, and I don’t blame them. Ireland’s not like when we were growing up, Mary. Ireland’s changed. And the young ones aren’t putting up with any more nonsense. No more hiding things away.’

Mary sighed. ‘Well, you know about Noel …’

‘Is he all right?’ said Martin.

‘Yes. He’s away working in Switzerland. Declan’s made his peace with him, but there was a time when they weren’t speaking, and Noel took it very hard.’ He had a breakdown really, thought Mary. He was so close to his father, but Declan just couldn’t accept he was gay, and Noel couldn’t keep it hidden any more. It was killing him, to be honest, but when his father wouldn’t talk to him, it nearly destroyed him. ‘I ended up thanking God for my cancer, and that’s the truth,’ said Mary, ‘as it made them talk, and my sister Bridget was a great peace-maker, God bless her.’

‘Well, thank God for the good nuns,’ said Martin, ‘and she’s one, and that’s the truth, God bless her.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Anyway, I’d better be going back or they will send a search party out for me. Best to keep on the boss’s right side before Christmas!’

‘I was wondering,’ said Mary, ducking behind the door to pick something up. ‘Declan keeps getting given hampers by his clients, and we will never get through them. Would you have any use for this, do you think?’ and she held out a wicker hamper and offered it to Martin.

‘That’s very kind,’ said Martin, taking it. ‘If you’re sure?’

‘You’d be doing me a favour,’ said Mary. ‘We’re drowning in them.’

‘Thanks a million, Mary!’ said Martin, beaming.

‘Oh, you’re very welcome,’ smiled Mary. ‘Give my best regards to Nola.’

‘I will indeed, Mary,’ said Martin, carrying the luxury hamper back to his van. Nola would be delighted.

Mary took the post and Bridget’s parcel into the kitchen. She put the letters on the kitchen windowsill to deal with later. She wanted to send some more money in response to the charities, though it always made her sad to read the case-studies, and have a look through that catalogue. She knew already Declan would hate those shoes but she really wanted something comfortable to wear. She would see if there were any that might pass the Declan test before she threw it away.

She sat at the table to open the parcel, certain it at least would pass the Declan test. Sure enough it was a brack and a card. Declan would be glad.

Half an hour later, back in Fairbridge, England, in the rambling Victorian house just a short walk from town, which was Saint Philomena’s convent and, for the past six months, also Saint Philomena’s Guest and Retreat House, Sister Cecilia was doing her morning chores. At ninety-one, the oldest in the community of four, she was passing a brightly decorated reception on her way to the laundry, with the convent kitten Pangur trotting behind her, as he always did, when he suddenly decided to practise the joyful art of living in the present moment, and legged it up the Christmas tree. Sister Cecilia, instead of praying for patience with the kitten, shifted her irritation onto Emily, or Em as she liked to be called, the irrepressibly friendly young receptionist, married earlier in the year to Chris, the convent gardener, and due to move in, with him, to one of the two new staff flats in the convent.

‘For goodness’ sake, Emily, how did he get up there AGAIN?’ said Sister Cecilia, her light Edinburgh accent carrying an unreasonably accusatory tone, as if Em was responsible for Pangur’s inability to resist a Christmas tree; a Christmas tree, moreover, that Cecilia considered had been put up far too early. Sister Bridget’s insistence that it was really for the December B&B guests had not changed her mind.

‘Sure, Em can’t be stopping Pangur all the time, Cecilia,’ interjected Sister, Bridget ‘She has the guests to look after.’ At seventy, the small, energetic Superior of the community had come to collect the post, and caught Sister Cecilia’s tone and Em’s flushed face.

‘And Em is doing a great job,’ added Sister Margaret, the youngest Sister, who had just come back from church with Katy. ‘We’ve had a lot of compliments from the professors staying here. Dr Woodburn’s art history conference is a great success and he says everyone wishes they had booked into our B&B. We’ll have to build more rooms at this rate!’

Em beamed. She loved working for the Sisters. It was only Sister Cecilia who was the difficult one.

‘I honestly don’t mind getting Pangur off the tree,’ said Em, ‘I love him. The trouble is I know he’s going to go straight back up as soon as I do, and I’ve got bookings and guests to deal with.’

Sister Cecilia grudgingly nodded her head. Each time he got stuck in the Christmas tree Pangur mewed loudly and urgently for help out of his precarious position, but he never learned. Unless he was physically removed from the scene of silvan temptation, he was liable to just shoot up the tree again as soon as his four paws were back on the ground, and Em was very busy and couldn’t keep dropping everything to deal with his piteous cries.

‘Well, I can see I’m just going to have to remember to carry him whenever we pass reception,’ said Sister Cecilia, picking up Pangur and holding him firmly in her arms. ‘I had hoped he would learn to ignore it, if it has to be there, but it seems I was wrong.’ It wasn’t the most gracious of apologies – she still sounded somehow affronted – but it was better than nothing.

Pangur purred as they left the scene of the crime. This was a very satisfactory outcome for the kitten – the indoor tree these past weeks had provided him with the fun of climbing up, batting shiny ornaments and peeping down from a swaying branch onto a rapt audience, or, if things didn’t quite work out and got a bit scary, he could be, and was, often, rescued and firmly carried around in the arms of his favourite person in the world. Sister Cecilia wasn’t someone who generally gave cuddles, so the carry was a particular novelty. Christmas, for Pangur, was win-win all the way.

‘Ah, isn’t that a lovely Christmas card from Mary?’ said Sister Bridget, exclaiming with pleasure as she opened an envelope with Irish stamps on it, and showed it to Em and Margaret and Katy. ‘Now isn’t that painting of an Irish cottage absolutely gorgeous?’

‘A Paul Henry, I believe, Sister!’ said an enthusiastic professor, catching sight of it as he passed by on his way up the rather splendid wooden staircase to the bed and breakfast rooms above. As Fairbridge University had now broken up for the holidays, the remaining guests were no longer the term-time, shy, would-be students and their families, or parents visiting home-sick students, or even student-missing parents visiting perfectly happy scholars. Instead, the convent B&B was full of visiting academics. Dr Matthew Woodburn, art history academic and close friend of the Sisters, had bowed to eager interest and unashamed pressure from colleagues and organised an exclusive art history conference celebrating the work of Edwardian Fairbridge-born artist Jack Mortimer, many of whose works had been recently donated to a special gallery at the university. He had made sure that the leading speakers were all booked into Saint Philomena’s B&B, to everyone’s mutual satisfaction.

Bridget beamed.

‘Thank you, Professor Jones!’ she called up after him, before turning back to Em, Margaret and Katy.

‘Mary wishes us all a Happy Christmas and says she has read great reviews of the B&B and hopes to come and visit next year. Of course, Fairbridge has always been important for them, it’s where they fell in love,’ said Bridget.

‘I didn’t know that!’ said Katy. ‘I thought they were both from the island you grew up on?’

‘They were, and Mary was always mad about Declan, but he just saw her as a little girl. When she came over to join me in England, aged sixteen, Declan saw her in a different light, and the rest, as they say, is history. It was a whirlwind romance. They got married, with my parents’ blessing, on Declan’s twenty-first birthday, just before she was seventeen!’

‘That’s so young!’ said Katy, shocked.

‘Ah yes, but sure, the families had known each other forever, so no one was worried. It wasn’t as if she was marrying a stranger. He absolutely adores her. She wants for nothing, and he couldn’t have been a better son-in-law for our parents. They lived in comfort in their old age – he made sure of that. They have a son, and a daughter, whose husband works with Declan. He’s very clever. He and my niece have a daughter, so I am a great-aunt, would you believe it?’ she smiled proudly. ‘Yes, my little sister married very well, thanks be to God! It will be fifty years this coming May since Declan and Mary’s wedding, but in many ways, it feels like only yesterday.’




CHRISTMAS DAY

Monday 25th December 1995
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TWO

It was two o’clock in the afternoon on Christmas Day. The last cracker had been pulled, the last cracker joke groaned at, and the Christmas lunch plates had all been cleared away at the annual celebration hosted at St Philomena’s Church Hall.

‘Thanks be to God, it’s gone very well this year,’ said Bridget, ever grateful for her Sisters and this year’s helpers. She stood with Sister Margaret and waved the last people off. Kind volunteers were linking arms with those who needed assistance out of the hall, drivers were giving lifts to those who needed transport back to their homes, and in the kitchen, a team of helpers were finishing the washing up. Outside it was cold, with soft heavy grey skies indicating snow might soon be on the way, but inside it was warm and surprisingly cosy for a church hall, festooned with bright paper chains made by Sister Margaret and Katy, and pictures painted by children of St Philomena’s Infants School and the Cheeky Monkeys playgroup. As Doctor Matthew Woodburn, off-duty lecturer in art history and volunteer chair-stacker, noted – looking at the colourful Nativity paintings – reindeer and Fireman Sam and Father Christmas were evidently frequent visitors to Jesus, Mary and Joseph, very much as the fabulously rich De Medicis turned up, unquestioned, at the lowly stables of the Italian Renaissance. There really was room for everyone at the inn.

‘It didn’t just go well – it went brilliantly!’ said Sister Margaret. She smiled at Bridget, putting her arm around her shoulders and giving her a quick hug. ‘Doesn’t it always?’

‘The money from the bingo covered everything, and with all the food donations we even have left-overs. We can use some of the food and the extra Christmas crackers tonight, and George and Matthew said they would drop some things over to the shelter later.

‘People were very generous,’ agreed Sister Margaret. ‘The dinner was organised and cooked to perfection, your mince pies were gorgeous, and Father Hugh’s Christmas cakes were a huge hit. His cooking has become so good these past months.’

‘It has,’ agreed Sister Bridget.

They turned back to the empty hall. Sister Cecilia was energetically and determinedly sweeping the floor – scraps of tinsel and party hats had no chance against her broom – and Katy and Matthew were helping Father Hugh and his curate Father Stephen stack chairs and tables. Bridget and Margaret went back to the kitchen, to finish clearing up.

George Sanders, Fairbridge travel agent, who had been on washing-up duty with Thomas Amis, the convent’s volunteer handyman, a long-term friend of the sisters, and the widower of Sister Bridget’s best friend, Rose, was draping a by-now very wet tea towel on the radiator. Decorated with a prayer celebrating the ‘Lord of Pots and Pans and Things’, it joined an equally wet collection: an ‘Irish blessing’ one about roads rising up to meet people, a somewhat alarming prospect if you weren’t used to an Irish turn of phrase, one with a picture of St Peter’s in Rome, and an old calendar one for the year 1983. Sister Bridget swiftly assessed the situation, opened a drawer, extracted a new dry one, and gave it to George.

‘Thanks Thomas, you go and join the family now. You’ve been a great help, as always. Now, how is your hip today? When is the op?’ Sister Bridget said, guiding their great friend out of the kitchen as Sister Margaret took over washing up.

Unfolding the dry tea towel, George was faced with a smiling picture of Sister Bridget’s favourite Irish singer. ‘Daniel O’Donnell! I am honoured!’ said George, raising his eyebrows as he held out the new tea towel to properly appreciate its charms. ‘That’s heroic of Sister Bridget to let him out of the convent.’

‘Oh, it’s not the convent one,’ said Margaret. ‘Bridget has a spare one kept here for the washing up after bingo.’

‘I suppose he is like God, always with her,’ mused George, as he started to dry the last of the teacups. ‘Sorry, Sister Margaret. I don’t mean to be disrespectful. You accept my absence of faith, and I should respect the presence of yours.’

‘Don’t worry, George. I know it sometimes seems as if Daniel O’Donnell’s image is everywhere Bridget is, but not even Bridget worships him, so no blasphemy is involved from either of you,’ Margaret laughed. ‘There are certainly no apologies needed when you have spent all day volunteering with us.’

‘It was a pleasure! It helped me avoid Christmas lunch alone with Mother,’ said George, making a face.

‘She looked like she was enjoying herself,’ said Margaret, sympathetically. Everyone knew George’s mother was not the easiest of people to please, to put it mildly. Mrs Annabel Sanders, widow, or ‘George’s mother’, as she introduced herself to everyone, was not a relaxing person to know. Not a church goer, or a member of St Philomena’s parish, and rather solitary, she had somehow consented to meeting Margaret and Katy who, out of kindness and because of their friendship with her son, now visited her regularly. George’s mother had even been persuaded to attend the weekly bingo, which she clearly adored, though she always complained about it.

‘She was sitting with her bingo crowd, queening it over them as usual,’ said George. He checked his watch. ‘Sorry, I’d better get Mother back in time for the Queen’s Speech, or she will never forgive me. Not that she’s such a big royalist, she just believes in things being done right.’

‘Thanks so much for all your help, George. Will we see you tonight?’

‘Yes, please – it will be nice not to be on our own with Mother all evening. It will be a pleasure! We have a little present for you all, anyway.’

It was seven o’clock in the evening. Across sea and land, in his smart suburb of Galway city in the West of Ireland, Declan Lynch watched his wife doze in the armchair opposite him. The house was quiet at last. He stretched out his legs and, cupping his hands around the bowl of his son’s present of a new brandy glass engraved with ‘Dad’, sipped appreciatively from the fine French cognac his daughter Deirdre had given him to go with it that morning. Deirdre and Tom and Fran had gone home, Noel off to stay with a friend – Declan hadn’t asked who, and Noel hadn’t offered, so that had avoided any unpleasantness. It was better that way. Noel certainly looked well-dressed and happy – Switzerland was suiting him – and he had been especially thoughtful. Mary had been so touched with the paintbrushes Noel had given her – you’d think they were diamonds. Yes. Christmas Day had been everything he would have expected it to be. Mass in Galway Cathedral, back home to an excellent meal and presents and games. Mary was a good home cook for just the family, but she had always got in such a state about cooking for company, or big feasts like the type of Christmas dinner he expected, that he had long ago arranged to get it all done and brought in professionally, that way nobody was shamed. All she had to do was keep the house and garden looking nice and welcome people, though he knew even that had put a terrible strain on her. He had made sure that she had money for regular hairdressing appointments and good clothes, and there was a regular cleaning firm in to keep the house up to standard. There were a couple of times, after the babies had arrived at last, in the early years of marriage, when he had come home to a mess, and children’s toys everywhere, and he could see she just wasn’t able to look after the children as well as the home, so he didn’t listen to her protests and got in help. Then they could both relax. Give her her due, when there was family, she was particularly good at welcoming. When she played charades or set out the board games with the children and Fran he saw her laugh in a way she never showed in company. When she was with people she loved she shone, but she was a lost cause when it came to impressing strangers.

Her charming sister would have been better as the society hostess, that was for sure, a perfect match for an aspiring businessman, he had always known that, but what could he have done? She had chosen another, and even Declan, who was famous for never letting a competitor best him, knew when he was beaten. So he had made his sacrifice to God, and settled for pretty, adoring, shy Mary. He had made the best of it, give or take a few lapses when he was younger – all confessed to a priest now, never discussed with Mary – and God had rewarded him. He was well satisfied. She was a good Catholic woman, a wife to enter old age with, and after a while trying, when he had wondered if he had made the right choice after all, God had given them a healthy boy and girl. Maybe Noel had not turned out exactly the way he would have hoped, but he had brains and was doing well working for a pharmaceutical company. Deirdre had married a dynamic young man, and the business was in good hands with his son-in-law. Yes, he was proud of his fine family, and Declan Lynch Buildings was known throughout Ireland. They might have started with next to nothing, just some savings and his experience working with his mother’s brother in England, until he inherited the business and re-named it for himself, but his Mary was a rich woman now. He had managed to not let Mary’s shyness, or lack of her sister’s natural gifts, hold him back, and once he had shown clients their home, the perfect show house at the first meeting, he was in the habit of taking business contacts out to dinner or away for weekends, alluding to Mary being an ‘artist’ as an excuse for her reticence. So everyone was happy.

Not that you could tell she was an artist from the house, thank God. She kept all that side of her in Connemara, in the family home he had bought back for her. He had updated it with a new kitchen and bathroom, and a loft conversion for extra bedrooms, but she had wanted little changed. Other women would have wanted diamonds, cruises, even a yacht. He had had a few relationships when he was a young man where women had expected good jewellery in exchange for discretion. All his Mary had ever asked him for was an old cottage by the sea, the house she and Bridget had grown up in. This had actually proved an excellent investment, bless her. Connemara houses were reaching sky-high prices in sales, and holiday rentals brought in a fortune. Though they hadn’t needed the money, Mary had surprised him this last year, renting out the house to tourists rather than using it herself. She had their daughter Deirdre involved, organising the lettings, fixing up the house, popping down to check. Good thing really, as Mary was no good with money. She had always been a soft touch for the latest sob story. That’s why it was always best if he was in charge of the finances. Now Deirdre was a chip off the old block – she was a business woman. She would be all right. Keep an eye on Mary if …

But why would the worst come to the worst? There was no point worrying her. He had the best of doctors on the case. His heart needed fixing, but money was no object for treatment. Look at Mary herself – she had that cancer scare, but he had got her the best of treatment and sent her off to Lourdes, and she was back as fit as a fiddle. She looked very good for sixty-six, kept herself trim. She had always been pretty, like her sister, even if she had never had Bridget’s energy. Yes, Declan and Mary Lynch were a fine-looking couple. People had always said that. Still did. He knew he was a handsome man. Cary Grant, someone had said he was like, and he wasn’t going to argue. He wore well-cut suits, he looked after himself. At seventy he was still relatively young – his father had lived until ninety and he had not had half the advantages Declan had had. He had always kept himself fit. True, there hadn’t been much Health and Safety when he started off back in the 1950s, on the buildings over in England, but it was a long time since he’d got his hands dirty. There was no need to worry. It could be fixed. He could always work things out. And in May, on his birthday, he and Mary would have the biggest Golden Wedding anniversary party Galway would have ever seen! No one could say that Declan Lynch didn’t know how to party!

He finished the brandy and instead of just leaving his glass on the side as he would normally do, in a burst of Christmassy good will, he opened the dishwasher Mary had already emptied and put it in. Why not – it was Christmas, and he had time. He looked around the clean kitchen with pleasure, but frowned a little at a pile of papers on the kitchen windowsill. Mary must have absentmindedly put them there – she was a great one for carrying little piles of things around to deal with later, and then forgetting them. That’s why she would never have made a good PA for the family business, and why they needed a cleaner.

He smiled indulgently as he went through the pile. Letters from charities, thanking her for her donations. He gave her an allowance, and she seemed to spend most of it on helping others. Bless her. They could just go in the bin. A catalogue for comfortable shoes – now, there he would put his foot down. They were hideous. Mary couldn’t wear those. The catalogue joined the charity letters in the bin. A couple of Christmas cards she had forgotten to open. He took them out of the envelopes and put them on the windowsill. They were from families they knew. He was sure they would be in response to cards she had already sent. She was very worried about upsetting people and always started sending Christmas cards way in advance. Declan disposed of the envelopes, but, warmed by the brandy, he remembered to tear the stamps off and put them in the tin Mary had marked ‘used stamps for guide dogs’. He might ask his secretary if she could start saving work stamps too, and then he would bring them back for Mary. He knew she would be pleased. What was this, though? Buried at the bottom of the pile was a letter to him as CEO. He tutted. Now that was a bit irritating of Mary. It didn’t do to offend business contacts. He’d have to deal with that.

He opened the letter and read it. And then wished he hadn’t. He folded it up and put it in his pocket, grateful that Mary hadn’t seen.

He went to the dishwasher, took out the ‘Dad’ brandy glass, and topped it up again. He was sitting opposite Mary, drinking brandy, when she woke, just as he had been when she fell asleep.

‘Is everything all right, Declan?’ Mary said, seeing him lost in thought, his face serious.

‘What?’ said Declan, and quickly turned on a brilliant smile. ‘Sure, everything’s grand, Mary.’




THREE

It was eight o’clock in the evening on Christmas Day, and Sister Bridget was sitting at the head of the long convent dining table, beaming at their friends all gathered in the dining room, a yellow paper cracker crown perched a little wonkily on her veil. If truth be told, Bridget was slightly affected by the unaccustomed glass of Prosecco from a bottle brought by George, but, ‘in vino veritas’, as they say, and Bridget’s ‘truth spoken in wine’ was only making her more cheerful and delighted with the day and the company.

Thank you, Lord, Bridget prayed. I can’t believe the miracles you’ve performed this last year for us. The new B&B is doing so well, and I am looking forward to getting things ready so we can give retreats. Thank you for all these lovely friends you’ve given us, and bless them!

Outside by now it was cold and dark, but inside it was cosy, the gas fire on, the room filled with relaxed chatter and laughter. The dinner plates had been cleared away after their evening Christmas meal, and a Christmas pudding had been set alight and shared out. They sat, full and happy, their empty bowls in front of them, and lingered to chat some more. It was Heaven.

To Sister Bridget’s right was Sister Cecilia who, as the oldest member of the community, had had the honour that morning, before first Mass, of placing the newborn baby Jesus in his place in the manger in the beautiful Italian crib or Presepe on the mantelpiece, the one given to them by their dear friend Nonna before she went back to Italy for Christmas. Margaret, sitting next to Cecilia, helped Katy explain Cecilia’s Christmas cracker joke to her.

‘Why are pirates great? They just aaaar!’ repeated Katy, throwing herself into the part with gusto. Sister Cecilia just shook her head, puzzled. ‘I don’t understand what pirates have to do with Christmas? And they really aren’t great, Katy,’ she said. ‘They are actually very unpleasant criminals.’

Katy and Margaret exchanged glances.

‘You’ll probably like the one I got best,’ said Katy. ‘Who delivers presents to cats?’

‘I don’t know – who DOES deliver presents to cats?’ said Margaret, in support as Sister Cecilia watched.

‘Santa Paws!’ finished Katy

‘I think I can see the point of that,’ Cecilia conceded. ‘Though we normally say Father Christmas here, of course. I imagine that joke is American.’

‘It probably is,’ said Margaret, trying not to smile. Cecilia was trying her best.

‘Who said “presents”?’ said George, who had been chatting to Father Hugh and Matthew, seated further down the long table ‘We have one for you all, don’t we, Matthew?’

‘We do,’ said Matthew, rather shyly, and reaching behind his chair, he brought out a thin, flat Christmas parcel, which he gave to George, who took it up and handed it to Sister Bridget to open.

‘Ooh, exciting! Thank you both so much!’ said Sister Bridget, unwrapping the package with gusto. The paper tore off to reveal a newspaper cutting, beautifully mounted and framed.

‘We thought you could put it on the wall in the entrance hall of the B&B – it’s a copy of your first review from that Sunday supplement!’ said George.

‘That’s so kind!’ said Margaret, as Bridget passed it to her to admire. ‘I wish Nonna was still here to see it. She was such a help with setting everything up.’

‘Ah, God love her, sure she’s having a great time back in Italy with Maria and Francesco,’ said Bridget. ‘There’s no place like home.’

‘We actually also sent a framed copy over to Cardellino for them,’ said George. ‘After all,’ he continued, ‘quite apart from Nonna’s expert hotelier advice, our favourite B&B would not exist now without their gift of the Jack Mortimer paintings, which helped pay off the convent’s debts, and more.’

‘It was extraordinarily generous,’ agreed Matthew. ‘Fairbridge University wouldn’t have the Jack Mortimer Gallery without the newly discovered paintings now in the collection.’

‘And St Philomena’s Church would be falling down without their kindness,’ said Father Hugh. ‘Let’s raise a glass to our dear Italian friends!’

He got up and went around the table, topping up everyone’s glasses. First he served Sisters Bridget, Cecilia and Margaret, then Katy, then Father Stephen, who was seated at the bottom of the table with him. Next to him was Mrs Sanders – George’s mother, as she preferred to be known (‘Those churchy people are not my chosen personal friends, George,’ she had said when her son protested. ‘They can address or refer to me as George’s mother, or Mrs Sanders, but we are not on first name terms’) – George, Matthew and, next to Bridget, Sarah, Matthew’s twin sister and local district nurse.

‘Maybe you could propose the toast, Sister Bridget?’ said Father Hugh.

‘Well, all right,’ said Sister Bridget, getting to her feet and raising her glass. ‘To all our friends, here and in Italy and Ireland, God bless them, and with thanks to God for the launch of St Philomena’s Guest House, and asking for God’s help in the New Year. Amen!’ said Sister Bridget, excitedly mixing a toast with a prayer.

‘Amen,’ said everyone, church-going or not, laughing, and clinking glasses.

‘Now, let’s hear this wonderful review again!’ requested Father Hugh from the bottom of the table.

‘Yes, please read it out, Katy dear,’ said Sister Bridget, clasping her hands in excitement, even though she had read it many times since it had first appeared.

‘Well, the title is “St Philomena’s – a Heaven-Sent new B&B”,’ said Katy. There were delighted and appreciative noises from the others, even though they had all read the review already, and she continued. ‘This old Victorian house in the university town of Fairbridge, still a working convent for three nuns, is a charming getaway offering very reasonably priced bed and breakfast and, for no extra cost, peace.’

‘Peace,’ said Sister Bridget, happily. ‘That’s a sign we’re doing it right.’

‘The beds are comfortable and the bedding of the highest possible quality.’

‘As Nonna advised us,’ said Margaret.

‘The guest rooms are simply decorated and spotlessly clean,’ continued Katy. ‘The breakfasts themselves in the formal dining room, at tables covered with crisp white tablecloths are superb.’

‘I am glad they noticed that,’ said Sister Cecilia.

‘Thanks to you, Cecilia,’ interjected Sister Bridget. Cecilia inclined her head. She had taken over the laundry duties, something she had never done before in all her life as a religious Sister, and, helped by the two brand-new washing machines installed for the purpose, was finding the job, which as a younger sister she had slightly looked down on, suited her very well.

‘We are offered a wide choice, a truly continental breakfast, or the standard full English, with vegetarian options. Delicious home-made bread and jam add the finishing touches.’

‘I must say, I am proud of our breakfasts,’ said Sister Bridget, happily. ‘Nonna was spot on about having freshly made bread, wasn’t she?’

‘The garden, open to guests, is tranquil, with places to sit and meditate, and although still beautiful in November, I can imagine that in spring and summer it will come into its own.’

‘Thomas and young Chris are doing a great job,’ said Sister Bridget, ‘and Em is
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