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	Dedication

	In memory of our son, Paul Fergus Shields

	And grandson, Lewis Patrick Shields McCartney.

	It is said time succours loss.

	We mourn until we meet again.

	 

	Children

	You are our conception,

	We waited for you

	To leave the mother womb.

	We nursed you through infancy,

	Nourished you through childhood,

	Guided your adolescence,

	Saw you grow.

	 

	Mentored you to maturity,

	Fuelled your imagination,

	Rejoiced in your being,

	Gave you wings to fly.

	 

	Freed you to go solo,

	Anywhere your imagination knew.

	All hopes and aspirations

	Fulfilled in you.

	 


 

	A Cairndhu Nightingale

	The year is 1956. Billy MacBride will celebrate his birthday in October. 

	On a Sunday afternoon in August, the front door of a mid-terrace house on Meetinghouse Street eased open. The front wheel of a bicycle nosed its way out onto the doorstep. A young man, one hand on the handlebars, the other grasping the saddle, bumbled the bicycle down three steps onto the pavement. With a flick of his foot, he released the kickstand and parked the bike at the kerb.

	It was a sturdy machine with a substantial, well-sprung saddle, rod-operated brakes and a parcel rack fitted over the rear wheel on which Billy had tied a brown paper bag containing a bunch of flowers.

	Billy MacBride bounded back up the steps, closed the front door, locked it, secured his trouser bottoms with bicycle clips, athletically mounted the bike and cycled away down the empty street. 

	Morning service in the Unitarian church across the thoroughfare that gave the street its name had ended. Worshippers had gone home. The road was quiet.

	Billy turned left onto Pound Street, cycled along Victoria Road, and left again onto Glenarm Road and then onto the Coast Road.

	He was going to visit his mother in ‘The Sir Thomas and Lady Edith Dixon Hospital’ in Cairndhu.

	The youngest of four children, a bachelor, Billy lived with his mother after lung cancer had taken his father to an early grave. His father, a lorry driver, often took Billy with him, transporting merchandise around the country, chain-smoking one Woodbine after another, window open as he drove. Smoking was fashionable then. Billy loved sitting beside his father up-front in the big lorry. He felt important, proud, and grown-up.

	Few understood the dangers, then, associated with passive smoking. Billy’s mother, a non–smoker, was diagnosed with lung cancer some years after his father passed.

	After surgery to remove one-third of her lungs, his mother was transferred to ‘The Sir Thomas and Lady Dixon Hospital’ in Cairndhu to convalesce. Billy was all the family she had close at hand. His siblings lived abroad.

	Sitting straight-backed on the bicycle, Billy leisurely peddled into a refreshing north-easterly breeze. It wasn’t far to the hospital. He could have walked, but cycling, he was through the Black Arch and Drains Bay in no time.

	Looking over the sparkling sea towards the Mull of Kintyre, he noticed the little granite stone-built boathouse nestling under the branches of the tall trees, unaware that a previous owner of Cairndhu House used it when sailing from Scotland to his summer residence.

	Rounding a bend, he was suddenly at the hospital entrance. Dismounting to get his bearings, he felt corralled by head-high curved granite stone walls, linking the wide sandstone-pillared entry at the roadside to matching sandstone pillars set further back from the road.

	Pushing his bicycle slowly across the entrance apron between the inner pillars, Billy proceeded unchallenged past the small granite-stone-built gatehouse. Above the gatehouse door was a sandstone plaque set into the masonry, but he gave it little attention.

	The avenue wound steeply upwards through columns of tall trees and shrubs rich in summer foliage. Billy recognised oak, elm and Scots Pine, and the trees seemed to get taller as he walked up the avenue. It was quiet except for the all-around birdsong. The trees hedging the pathway on both sides formed an arched canopy, creating a micro-climate underneath. After peddling in the bright sunshine along the Coast Road, Billy appreciated the dappled shading and the cooler air. He felt secluded, safe and secure on a journey of discovery, wondering what it must have been like to have lived in a place like this.

	Idly pondering, Billy thought he had reached the end of his trek, only to discover that the avenue veered off to the right as another path branched to the left. Had he gone left, he would have passed the walled garden and the chalet known as Carnfunnock House. Billy stayed on the tarmacadamed path as it wound onwards and upwards.

	Leaning on his bike, pushing it along, the tall trees and shrubs hedging the avenue on his left became less dense, inviting his curious eyes and mind to search beyond.

	Suddenly, it seemed to Billy everything around him quietened; the birds were silent. He tensed; his hands tightened their grip on the bike’s handlebars. Every nerve in his body was alert. He stopped and stood rigidly still, listening to the surrounding silence.

	“Are you going to the hospital?” A voice behind him asked.

	Turning to look, Billy’s hands tightened further on the handlebars of his bike. A young woman, dressed from head to toe in white, stood in the middle of the avenue, smiling at him. Bemused, he stared at her. She wore a white cap on her head, a white dress and a white apron. Her dress collars and cuffs were broad and stiff. White low-heeled shoes covered her dainty feet. Billy searched for his voice as the young woman stood smiling at him. It was like she was in her natural habitat, part of the landscape. Her hands were empty. She carried no bag, no purse, and was without accessories. The above-average height, slight figure, with a free and easy way of walking, moved closer to Billy. Rooted to the spot, he was unable to move. 

	Her voice had a little lilt that commanded his attention, “Did you hear me? I asked if you were going to the hospital.”

	“Yes. I heard you,” Billy managed to say. “Sorry, you startled me. I thought I was alone.”

	“Oh, I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m on my way back to the hospital. I always take a walk around the walled garden at lunchtime. I saw you passing; you seemed unsure of…”

	“I’m going to visit my mother in the hospital. I’ve never been here before, you see.”

	“I’ll walk with you if you don’t mind.”

	“My mother was transferred here yesterday. It’s my first chance to see her. I’m a bit anxious about her you see, she’s had a big operation,” Billy stammered. He could feel his neck colouring.

	“Your mother is fine. There’s nothing to be anxious about. It’s time I was getting back to work anyway,” the young woman said as they continued up the avenue to the hospital.

	Names exchanged, it never occurred to Billy how his companion, Florence, knew about him and his mother. The avenue Billy noticed sprouted little secluded paths, some edged with strips of flower beds, leading invitingly to where he knew not. Seeing his curiosity, Florence explained that they led to different features: summer houses, arboretums, arches with all sorts of climbing plants and seating areas.

	As they walked, she pointed out trees thought to be 150 years old, many of them 75 feet and more in height. 

	“Sir Thomas Dixon bought his wife Edith’s childhood summer residence, Cairndhu House and the land that went with it, later acquiring Carnfunnock, substantially increasing his estate;” Florence said. “This was a lively place when the Dixon’s lived here, you know. They entertained a lot and hosted many house and garden parties. They employed over 20 house staff and 30 gardeners and estate workers.” Delight coloured her voice. In her telling, it was as if she had, somehow, been part of it.

	In full flow, Florence explained that Cairndhu House was a War Hospital Supply Depot in World War II, hundreds of soldiers recuperated in Carnfunnock, and German prisoners of war worked there too. 

	Speaking with conviction and affection for the place, she explained that to celebrate his 79th birthday, Sir Thomas gifted Cairndhu House and a substantial chunk of his estate to the Ministry of Health and Local Government for use as a convalescent hospital. To maintain their association with Cairndhu, they built a chalet bungalow, Carnfunnock House, beside the walled garden.

	Pausing in the middle of the avenue, her brief history of Cairndhu House finished, Florence, looking Billy in the eyes, said, “That’s where we’re going now. It’s just around the bend.”

	The hedging of tall trees and shrubs on Billy’s left gave way to chest-high-trimmed hedging as they rounded the bend in the avenue, leaving clear, unobstructed views of The Sir Thomas and Lady Edith Dixon Hospital that had opened in 1950, the first convalescent hospital in the estate of the Northern Ireland Hospitals’ Authority.

	Gazing up at Cairndhu House, Billy let his eyes drift slowly down over the terraced gardens, level by level, to reach the avenue where they stood. Slowly reversing the process, he raised his eyes, searching the terraced gardens, one by one, until Cairndhu House, set against the backdrop of Sallagh Braes, filled his eyes. In amazement, he stared at the array of pointed roofs angled skywards, the vast windows, and the glossy ivy covering the facade. People lived, entertained, and had house and garden parties here. It must have been a sight to see, Billy thought. It’s breathtaking.

	Moving closer, he counted the steeply angled pitched roofs that projected out from the front of the house with their ornate pierced fascia boards adorning bow windows. To Billy’s inexpert eye, no two windows were the same. Some windows opened onto an ornate balustraded balcony that extended almost the length of the house, creating a veranda underneath, paved with limestone slabs, onto which French doors allowed access. Plants freely climbed around the columns supporting the balcony, adding colour and fragrance to the porch and patio. Billy momentarily thought he could detect the sweet smell of Jasmine but couldn’t be sure as he had only been introduced to it once before. Green, yellow and orange coloured ivy clinging to the facade caught his eye too, as he looked up again at the scattering of chimneys topped with eye-catching handmade clay pots piercing the slated roofs.

	Parting at the massive hardwood door at the entrance to the hospital, Florence showed Billy where to go, took her leave, and went cheerily about her business with her easy way of walking. Billy watched until she disappeared out of sight. The sun, casting shadows over the immaculate lawn in front of the veranda, led his eyes down through the terraced gardens. It was a breathtaking, elegant, manufactured landscape.

	Making his way tentatively through the high-ceilinged entrance lobby to reception, a porter directed him to the visitors’ lounge where his mother would be waiting. Billy would discover that all the rooms in the hospital had high ceilings.

	Approaching the lounge, he heard music. At the open doors, he paused; patients and visitors were seated in a semicircle, facing a troupe of young dancers dressed in traditional costumes enthusiastically dancing their jigs and reels. Sitting alone at the edge of the semicircle, Billy’s mother was furthest away from him. She didn’t see him. His mother disguised it well if she felt out of it because he was a little late. Lifting a chair, Billy tiptoed over and sat just behind her. Her hand beat time, with the taped music and her feet itched to dance. Engrossed in watching the Metson School of Irish Dancing perform their reels, jigs, and hornpipes, she was unaware Billy had joined her. The performance, lasting more than an hour, ended in rapturous applause. He would learn from his mother that it was something the dancers from the Metson School often did for the hospital.

	“I think you enjoyed that, Mother,” Billy whispered. 

	Turning to look at him, she said, “Auch, Billy, it’s you, son. When did you get here?”

	“I’ve been here a wee while. You were enjoying the dancing so much I didn’t want to spoil it on you.”

	“Away with you, Billy. It brings back memories, I can tell you, son. A taste of that for breakfast would do anybody the world of good. But wasn’t it great? Don’t you think? How are you doing, Billy?”

	“More to the point, Mother, how are you doing?”

	“Auch, Billy son, I think with entertainment like that and the good grub, I’ll be able to suffer the next six weeks all right,” she answered, laughing.

	On the veranda, they strolled up and down, Billy, brown paper bag in one hand, the other one supporting his mother, taking in the view. They had the veranda to themselves. The blending scent from the climbers rooted in the cast iron planters was intoxicating. Sensing his mother needing to rest, they took the lift to her room on the second floor.

	His mother shared a spacious, airy room with five other women with access to the balcony. On one side, two beds sat on either side of a marble fireplace. Three beds filled the other side. His mother’s bed, beside the access to the balcony, had an excellent view of the gardens. With his mother resting, Billy found a vase for his flowers. He thought, looking down on the terraced gardens in full bloom, his small bunch of flowers didn’t look like much, insignificant in fact, but the view in the afternoon sunlight, framed against the purple hues of the Scottish hills in the distance, was spectacular. 

	“You’ll have to up your game, Billy son,” he told himself as snippets of Kipling’s poem ‘The Glory of the Garden’ flitted across his mind:

	‘a garden that is full of stately views,

	Of borders, beds and shrubberies and, lawns and avenues.

	With statues on the terraces and peacocks strutting by;

	But the glory of the garden lies in more than meets the eye.

	Oh, Adam was a gardener, and God who made him sees

	That half a proper gardener’s work is done upon his knees,

	So when your work is finished, you can wash your hands and pray

	For the glory of the garden that it may not pass away!’

	 

	Billy didn’t see peacocks; but he spotted cock pheasants and heard their raucous chatter.

	With Kipling’s words vividly illuminating the humanity of the garden, turning to his mother fumbling in the brown paper bag, Billy extracted a bag of her favourite toffees: rhubarb and custard bonbons, and sheepishly set it on her bedside cabinet. 

	Smiling, his mother said, “Auch, Billy son, you shouldn’t have bothered; you’re an angel.” 

	They chatted until the tolling bell signalled visiting time was over. Tentatively, Billy moved the conversation to visiting for the week ahead; weekday visiting was difficult for him. His mother, her mind as sharp as a tack, was way ahead of her son.

	“Next week will look after itself, son. Don’t be worrying about me. If you can’t content yourself in a place like this, there must be something wrong with you.”

	“Are you sure, Mother? I don’t want you sitting on your own when visitors surround other people.”

	“I told you not to worry about me. There are not so many visitors during the week anyway. You look after your job, son. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you on Saturday. Okay?”

	“But…”

	“No buts, Billy,” she said laughing. “For once, do what I tell you. There’s plenty here to keep me busy pottering around in the gardens and the library. If I want anything, wee nurse Florence looks after me, the best you’ve ever seen. She’s a wee angel that one; looks in to see me every night.”

	“Florence?”

	“Yes, Florence. She might have popped in while you were here to say hello.”

	Content that his mild-mannered mother was happy in herself, Billy said, “See you on Saturday then,” and left as the tea trolley appeared. 

	Carefree, he freewheeled down onto the Coast Road and went home.

	The days seemed to fly past. But at night, he slept fitfully. His subconscious played scenarios around his mother’s recovery. Angels, cherubim’s, seraphim and thrones in joyous chorus circling above his mother as she lay in bed, celebrating her recovery or welcoming her into Paradise? The tangled knitting in his subconscious mind climaxing with bands of trumpeting angels forcing him awake night after night, awaiting the knock on the door telling him she had passed.

	It was gone 10 a.m. on Saturday when Billy eased himself out of bed and raised the window blind to let the new day in. He was anxious. He had things to do before setting off to visit his mother.

	It looks the way I feel, Billy thought. It was one of those benign, overcast summer days, neither too hot nor too cool. The dull and lifeless sea did little to help his disposition. An attaché case replaced the brown paper bag on the parcel rack on his bike.

	Pushing his bike up the avenue to the hospital, Billy met Florence again as she exited the path from the walled garden, uniformed as a nurse, as she was when they first met. Surprised but not disappointed, Billy brightened and greeted her cheerfully, “We meet again.”

	“Yes, indeed we do,” she responded, glancing at the attaché case.

	“I thought I should bring my mother some… ah, ah, personal things, her wee necessities,” Billy apologetically proffered by way of explanation. 

	Smiling, Florence changed the conversation, “Your mother’s doing really well. You’ll see a big difference in her.”

	It was very welcome news for Billy, considering the nightmares he’d had. He thought about mentioning them to Florence but couldn’t persuade himself to.

	As they walked, Florence entertained him with stories about what Cairndhu House was like in former times. Where the trees and natural shrubs merged with maintained hedging, Billy paused again to allow his sensory faculties to fully absorb and appreciate the beauty of the terraced gardens, stepping up and plateauing into lawns towards the majestic ivy-mantled house. 

	Florence, sensing his rapture in a calm voice, said, “It’s fantastic. Isn’t it?”

	Billy looked at her and nodded.

	At the hospital entrance, they again went their separate ways. In the visitors’ lounge, Billy found his mother seated with patients and visitors in a semicircle, listening to music and people singing. The sound pouring out of the lounge filled the hospital with joyful notes. It was uplifting. Sitting beside his mother, Billy enjoyed Larne Choral Society’s entertainment; everyone was encouraged to participate in the merry-making, and some patients, including his mother, didn’t need much encouragement. Patients and visitors heartily contributed. The room vibrated with energy and well-being.

	It was evident to Billy how much his mother enjoyed the afternoons’ entertainment. The improvement in her from last week, too, was noticeable. At this rate, she’ll be out of here much sooner than she thinks or might want. Who would want to leave this? Billy thought.

	In her room, setting the attaché case on her bed, he unfastened the clasps and left his mother to unpack her necessities. Billy had included things he knew she liked but didn’t ask for. 

	Finished unpacking, she turned, smiling a mother’s smile said, “Thank you, son, that’s great. Let’s go for a wee walk around the gardens.”

	They walked and talked the rest of the afternoon away. Without a window box or a flower pot in her enclosed dreary yard, his mother confidently named plants as they walked. All this in a week, Billy thought, she’ll want a greenhouse when she’s back home.

	All too soon, it was time for visitors to say their farewells. Billy dallied as long as he could, but in the end, he reluctantly had to leave. “I don’t think you’ll need me to fetch you anything tomorrow. Will you, Mother?”

	“No, son, not a thing. If I need anything, I’ll ask Florence; she’ll be doing her rounds tonight. God love her; she’s a wee angel, that one.”

	Florence again, Billy thought, as he pushed hard on the peddles for home; she must work different shifts.

	Sunday dawned bright, sunny and cheerful. Billy, with a good night’s sleep behind him, happy in himself, set about the household chores, cooked an early dinner for one and set off on cue to see his mother.

	On his way up the avenue, he met Florence again – the third time – accepting it for what was – fate. Billy asked Florence where she lived and why she wanted to be a nurse. And more.

	Florence, in return, revealed that in times past, her family lived in the area and that she had always wanted to be a nurse, caring for people. She told him she was part of a small in-house team providing night cover and other duties when needed.

	Florence advised Billy that his mother’s recovery had been so good that she might be discharged sooner than anticipated.

	Billy was conflicted. He knew it was good news, but did he really want to take his mother away from all this back to their little whitewashed house on Meetinghouse Street? He knew his feelings didn’t matter; he had no choice. 

	Florence, sensing his anguish, comforted him, saying, “Don’t worry, Billy, your mother will be fine.”

	With her assurance filling his head, Billy went to find his mother. She wasn’t in the visitor’s lounge. Her room was empty. He searched the library, but she wasn’t there either. Frustrated, he walked out onto the veranda to discover his mother at a distance down the gardens, frantically waving and rushing towards him.

	Embracing him, she apologised for her tardiness. “I’m sorry, Billy, I went for a walk and lost track of time. This truly is a wonderful place. There is so much to see and enjoy. Come, I’ll show you,” she said, taking his arm and leading him along.

	Concerned for her well-being, Billy reluctantly followed her lead. His mother seemed to have a reservoir of boundless energy, much more than he had. They explored arm in arm for nearly two hours as they toured the grounds and gardens. Billy didn’t need any convincing that his mother’s discharge from the hospital was, as Florence said, imminent.

	Leaving, Billy stopped on the avenue and, straddling the bike, looked back at his mother framed in the centre of the veranda and felt her inner beauty radiating to him. He waved one-handed, and she responded with two.

	Work filled Billy’s days. Angels, including Florence, happily dancing filled his dreams. Suddenly, it was Saturday. Billy, carefree, easy in himself, on his way to see his mother, cycled along singing to no one in particular.

	He met Florence again. Four times, in the same place, at the same time. It can’t be a coincidence, he thought, can it? Could it be she likes me a lot? Why not? There’s nothing wrong with me. Is there? I like her a lot, I think? All sorts of interrogating thoughts wrestled around in his mind. It was the first time Billy had felt the faintest touch of Cupid’s arrow. He didn’t know what to say when Florence asked him what he was thinking.

	Searching for his mother, he found her in the visitor’s lounge. She was seated straight-backed, her posture good as always in the semi-circular arrangement as before, listening to members of Larne Drama Circle reading a play. Joining her, Billy settled to listen. Patrick Byrne’s play, ‘Lord Tyrone and Lady Beresford,’ was an excellent pick for a reading as it explored a tragic event in his Lordship’s residence and was well received by an appreciative audience.

	When they retired to his mother’s room, she whispered, “They’re sending me home tomorrow, Billy.”

	“Great mother, how do you know?” Billy asked, sensing a hint of regret in her voice.”

	“Florence told me last night to be prepared. Doctor Wilson, on his rounds this morning, told me himself.”

	“Did they say what time or
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