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For Graeme, Joanna, Michael, Laura and Christina. Thank you for being my miracles x




Prologue
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And now she was flying, soaring, held in an almost unbearable tenderness. Green leaves and sunshine, birdsong and blue sky, up and up, the feeling filled her until she felt she would burst with love, that she could bear no more. And then the embrace relaxed, and the joy remained.




ONE
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‘Bother! What did Sister Basil think she was doing, Lord?’ Sister Margaret looked with despair at the pile of unpaid bills and scribbled notes on her desk in St Philomena’s Convent, Fairbridge.

The ledger, which for years had been neatly filled by Sister Basil, as the convent bursar, with columns of numbers under ‘Income’ and ‘Outgoings’, was an ink-stained mess, and she appeared to have given up completely in the last months, lodging a number of bills behind a small plastic statue of Our Lady of Lourdes on the window sill, and more in a plastic bag at the bottom of an old filing desk.

‘What did she think would happen? That Our Lady would deal with them?’ Margaret said to herself irritably, but then recovered. ‘I’m sorry, Lord. May Sister Basil rest in peace. Thank you at least that the accounts haven’t been going wrong for too long.’ Margaret felt guilty that the last months of Sister Basil’s life had clearly been so beset with anxiety. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t notice, Lord. But you know the accounts were never my job, and I’ve had my own problems. This last year wasn’t exactly the easiest one you sent us. These last years, to be honest …’ But before Margaret could launch into listing exactly what else had gone wrong for the Sisters of St Philomena, there was a very loud ‘pop’ from the kitchen followed by a wail of distress, and she found herself tearing out of the office and down the corridor, putting on a turn of speed that would have been impressive even in a much younger and slimmer nun.

She threw open the kitchen door, her heart pounding, to find Sister Bridget looking down miserably at some blackened, charred items on a plate.

‘What’s happened?’ Margaret panted.

‘I heard the Bishop particularly likes pavlovas. With the oven broken, I was cooking the meringues in the microwave,’ Sister Bridget said. ‘But there was a bang and some smoke, and now they are ruined.’

Margaret leant against the side, puffing a little. ‘Thank God! Honestly, Sister Bridget. You gave me such a fright. I thought something terrible had happened.’

‘It is terrible!’ said Sister Bridget, indignant that the tragedy was being dismissed so quickly. ‘I needed an especially nice dessert for the Bishop’s meal tonight. Father Hugh is going to ask for some money to fix the leak in the church roof, and for a curate, too. I need those meringues.’

Lord, give me patience. Did she need to scream? Honestly, if I started to scream about the accounts, I would never stop, and then where would we be?

‘Can’t you do the rest of the cooking over at the presbytery?’ said Margaret, more calmly than she felt, years of teaching coming to her aid.

‘I’m already using the oven there for the roast tonight,’ wailed Bridget, in uncharacteristic despair. ‘I wanted this to be perfect. We have to soften up the Bishop.’

‘Is there anything else you can make?’ said Margaret.

‘They’re like gold dust in this diocese,’ continued Bridget, not really listening, ‘and we know that Monsignor Wilson wants a curate at St Anne’s, and he has been playing golf with the Bishop. Father Hugh can’t play golf at all, God love him. These meringues could cost him a curate. And he’s worried sick about the leak in the roof. There’s no money, Margaret,’ said Bridget, her Irish blue eyes full of concern.

I know. Father Hugh isn’t the only one. I know all about there being no money.

‘If we replace the meringues, can you still make a dessert? Mr Abidi might sell some in Londis?’ Margaret persisted.

‘Yes, I can,’ said Bridget, a little woefully. ‘It’s just I wanted to have made it all. It’s such a special meal. I hate serving shop-bought things. I wish I had made a cake now.’

She sounded so disappointed that it twisted Margaret’s heart. Bridget was a very good housekeeper to Father Hugh, and so many things in the parish would grind to a halt without her happy involvement.

‘The Bishop won’t know,’ said Margaret. ‘Come on, Bridget, let’s see if we can get some from the shop.’ She gave Bridget a quick hug.

They walked as fast as they could down the long drive leading from the large Victorian house. A blackbird flew up, crying an alarm. Without mentioning the problem, they both tried to simultaneously avoid and yet ignore the awful potholes and cracks in the tarmac and the overgrown vegetation all along the edges. No, Margaret agreed with herself, it wasn’t working. The garden and grounds had definitely become too difficult to keep on top of, and so had the house. Upstairs in the convent, there were too many cold, empty bedrooms with heavy wooden furniture covered in dust sheets; downstairs more rooms than they could find uses for. It was all too much. The convent of St Philomena had, over the years, held twelve Sisters and a regular number of young women trying out their vocation, many of whom had left, some of whom, like Margaret herself, had stayed. Even with new recruits, however, the years had taken their toll, new crosses had appeared in the cemetery, and their overall number had dwindled to six. Then, in the space of a year, this last, awful year, with the deaths of Helen, Frances and Basil, there were only three – Margaret, Bridget and Cecilia – and Margaret, for want of anyone else, found herself reluctantly in charge as both Superior and Bursar combined.

They turned right on to the London Road, past other large houses of a similar age, now mainly split up into flats or student residences for the university, and down to Mr Abidi’s Londis. There they found Sister Cecilia, the remaining member of the Order, who was already prayerfully queuing, as she did every Friday, for her lottery ticket. From the moment it had started the previous November, Sister Cecilia had been sure that God would use it to help them, and five months of winning absolutely nothing had not dented her belief. They found her standing behind Thomas Amis, who was himself second in the queue behind a student. Kind Thomas, recently retired postman and friend of the Sisters of St Philomena, had started coming over to the convent regularly, and was doing his best to bring the grounds back into shape this year, but as hard as he worked, it was not a job for one man, and large parts of the garden which had kept so many Sisters busy over the years, had now run wild.

‘Hello, Thomas, thanks a million again for the work today,’ said Sister Bridget. ‘The microwave has broken and I’m buying meringues for the Bishop’s dessert,’ she explained to Sister Cecilia, who, to be honest, wasn’t that interested, and would rather not have had her prayers interrupted at this vital point in the queue.

‘I’m so sorry, Sister,’ said Mr Abidi, who had overheard, ‘we don’t have any meringues, but I could get some in for you?’

‘Thank you, Mr Abidi. It’s for tonight, I’m afraid,’ said Sister Bridget.

Mr Abidi took the student’s money and checked it, frowning slightly. The student waited. Mr Abidi was not someone you argued with.

‘I don’t understand. Why not buy a couple of yogurts?’ said Cecilia, who had resigned herself to the fact that there was now no chance of fitting in another Hail Mary before she got to the front of the queue. She had prayed so hard all week, she had to trust that it would be enough.

Margaret winced in spite of herself as an outraged Bridget, hackles risen, radiating indignation, opened her mouth to answer. Just then, as the student’s money was accepted and his bag handed over so that he could leave, Thomas Amis turned around in the queue and quickly interrupted, in his soft Geordie accent, before Sister Bridget could reply.

‘I do have the chocolate cake you gave me this morning, Sister Bridget. It’s a lovely cake. I’m sure it’s good enough for the Bishop …?’ He turned to Sister Cecilia. ‘Sister – would you like to go ahead? I’m in no hurry.’

Sister Cecilia nodded gratefully, glad to escape a cake conversation, and took out her list of numbers, solemnly dictating them to Mr Abidi, who respected her age and would not have dreamt of asking her to go away and fill out her own ticket first. He admired and liked the nuns, and did not question this little ritual every week. If he had had the power, he would certainly have arranged for the Sisters to win. Thanks to Sister Helen admitting his daughters to St Philomena’s all those years ago, and his wife and him working in the shop all the hours God gave them to give their children all the opportunities and support they could, his girls had studied hard, gone to the best universities and were respectively now a pharmacist, a doctor and a lawyer. As far as Mr Abidi was concerned, the Sisters could do no wrong.

As far as the Sisters were concerned, especially Sister Bridget, Mr Abidi could do no wrong either. He worked so hard, up early sorting out the newspapers, staying until late, strict with difficult customers and teenage shop assistants, firm but kind to the rest, however tired he was. He was always open to a chat with Sister Bridget, who popped in regularly, determined to support him against the competing big supermarkets, who had greedily started opening on Sundays too, making life that much harder for the corner shop. Mr Abidi had never been to Ireland, Sister Bridget had never been to Pakistan, but they regularly and sincerely, if unrealistically, promised each other they would visit each other’s countries of birth one day, and never failed to be delighted for each other and to send good wishes to their respective families when one or the other announced an imminent, precious trip back. After an interesting discussion about hard-to-get food, Mr Abidi, never one to run from a challenge, had even performed a minor miracle and tracked down some Kimberley biscuits from Ireland for Sister Bridget, which he then started regularly stocking as a small, profitable line that was very popular with his elderly Irish customers, who could not get them in any other supermarket. Sister Bridget was working on him to stock Tayto crisps, but they were proving slightly harder to source.

It was not Irish biscuits or crisps that were occupying Sister Bridget at the moment, however, but the Bishop’s dessert, and this time Thomas Amis was the miracle worker.

‘Oh, thank God! Thomas, that would be so kind!’ said Bridget, clapping her hands in relief. ‘Of course it will be good enough for the Bishop,’ she said. ‘I made the best cake I could, to thank you for all you do for us! I’ll make another one for you. I still can’t make it in the convent because the oven isn’t working, but I’ll bake another one, in the presbytery kitchen on Sunday afternoon.’

‘Well, don’t worry about that now,’ said Thomas, calm as ever. ‘As Rose always said, one thing at a time. Just you concentrate on the Bishop’s dinner. I think getting a curate for St Philomena’s gets priority. We can’t have Father Hugh going under. I’ll pop back home after this and get the cake, and drop it in at the presbytery. I might have a look at the oven too, if you like.’

‘Thanks a million, Thomas!’ said a beaming Bridget. ‘We’ve still got a chance with the Bishop. I know he has a very sweet tooth.’

‘I can’t think of anything better than one of your cakes,’ Thomas said as, courteous as ever, he gestured for a young woman to take his place in the queue rather than bring the conversation to an end too abruptly.

‘Thank you very much, Thomas,’ said Margaret fervently. ‘It would be so helpful if you could look at the oven.’ She didn’t care that much about the Bishop’s pudding, and like Sister Cecilia she was of the opinion that he could cope with a yogurt as well as the next man, but as the reluctant Superior of St Philomena’s Convent, sad possessor of only three members, she did care about averting an almighty row between two of them. She was finding Bridget and Cecilia hard enough to control already. And she dreaded to think how much a new oven might cost.

Thomas watched the three Sisters leave as the young woman in front bought her lottery ticket. The convent, and the school next to it, had been such an important part of Catholic life in Fairbridge. It was sad what had happened. He and Rose had been so happy and proud when their daughter Linda had got into the school, and then years later when Linda’s daughter Sophie had gone in her turn. Things had to change, he knew, but it seemed a shame that there were no more nuns teaching there any longer Sister Helen had been outstanding, and he didn’t think they had left Sister Margaret in long enough to give her a chance as head. Still, they were all getting older, like himself.

Sister Helen had thought the world of Linda, even after what had happened. And Sophie, of course, had done so well when she went to the convent school. She hadn’t made her mother’s mistakes, and had gone to university before settling down.

He wished he had Rose to advise him. She would have known what to do. Maybe he would ask Sister Bridget when he was next over helping at the convent or at the priest’s house. She and Rose, two Irish girls working in Fairbridge House in the 1950s, had been like sisters. He was sure Rose would have confided in Bridget. Yes, that’s what he would do. He didn’t have a clue otherwise. Linda was shutting everyone out and nobody, not even Sophie, could get through to her. It would take a miracle to sort things out. Maybe Sister Bridget could smooth things over. He felt much better having decided on that.

‘Thank you so much!’ beamed the young woman to Thomas, as she left the counter. She unexpectedly and proudly showed him a small engagement ring on her hand. ‘I’m hoping my numbers come up. I’m getting married soon and it would be a big help.’

‘Weddings are expensive, I know,’ agreed Thomas.

‘If I win, I’d like to surprise my fiancé and book somewhere amazing for our honeymoon, like Italy,’ confided the young woman. ‘I know he is worried we can’t afford to go abroad. But I don’t mind really. I just want to be married to him, that’s the main thing.’

‘Congratulations!’ said Thomas, smiling at her. This time he knew exactly what to say. He loved to see an engagement ring. She had the same disarming openness and warmth as his Rose when she was young. Whoever she was marrying would be a lucky man. He certainly had been.

Thomas put his basket on the counter.

‘Good morning, Mr Abidi,’ he said.

‘Good morning, Mr Amis,’ replied Mr Abidi, who knew all his regular customers by name, and started to check out the shopping.

‘You’re Sophie’s grandad, aren’t you?’ the friendly girl suddenly said, turning back to Thomas. ‘I used to work with Sophie years ago at the Miller’s Arms. I remember when you had your anniversary party there. How is Sophie?’

‘I am. Thank you,’ said Thomas. ‘Sophie’s fine. She’s married, with a baby, and very happy.’

‘Can you give her my love? Tell her Emily from the Miller’s Arms says hello,’ said the girl.

‘I will. I’m sure she’d love to hear from you. Would you like her telephone number?’

Emily got out a little address book from her pocket and wrote down Sophie’s new number.

‘I’ll definitely get back in touch after the wedding,’ she promised.

‘Good luck then!’ Thomas said, as she left clutching her ticket, full of hope.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ he said to Mr Abidi, who nodded. Thomas took out the bag, ready to load the shopping in it. It had been Rose’s bag, given to her by the girls for Christmas one year because it had roses all over it, and he liked to use it. He hoped she would be pleased with how he was managing things in general. It was two years now since Rose had gone. She had lived to see Sophie married to Ben, a GP, and had held her newborn great-grandson James in her arms in the hospice a week before she died. Thomas swallowed, the familiar pain rising as he remembered her face, lit with love for the great-grandchild she would never see grow up. Oh, Rose. It still felt like only yesterday, and coming home without her smile to welcome him was still hard. It hurt him that Linda was so closed off, so private. Their daughter either worked late or stayed in her room these days. They just didn’t communicate any more. Linda was acting more like a moody teenager than a forty-one-year-old woman. He was glad that at least he was a handyman and gardener and could help out Father Hugh and the Sisters. It was nice to go out and be useful to someone.

Later that night, the three Sisters gathered in the sitting room, having a fortifying cup of cocoa together. Sister Bridget was looking radiant. Her meal for the Bishop had gone extremely well, and he had even eaten two slices of her chocolate cake and asked to bring the rest home. Apparently, his own cook couldn’t make cakes like that. Bridget knew that pride was a sin, but it was still nice to know, and she was well adjusted enough to know that recognising your own gifts was a good not a bad thing. Sister Frances, ‘May she rest in peace,’ Bridget added automatically, as she thought about her with love and gratitude, had taught her that. Back in 1968, when Sister Frances had been an energetic sixty-year-old Superior, inspired by the huge changes brought about in the Roman Catholic Church by the Second Vatican Council, the old divisions of ‘lay’ and ‘choir’ Sisters in the Order of St Philomena had been abolished. Sister Frances had recognised Sister Bridget’s potential and encouraged her with her gifts: after sixteen years as a ‘lay’ Sister, cheerfully working in the laundry and on house duties whilst only the more educated ‘choir’ Sisters taught in the school, Sister Bridget, who had had to leave school in Ireland at fourteen and had always done domestic work before and after joining the Order, was suddenly allowed to do further training.

Thanks to Sister Frances, the Order had paid for Bridget to go to cookery college, where, as a mature student, she had blossomed, impressing everyone with her bright quickness and her ability to cook, especially her way of baking heart-liftingly delicious cakes; she had then gone on to be the convent cook and a popular part-time domestic science teacher at the school, until she’d retired at sixty to become the parish Sister and cook. Bridget knew, deep down, that kind Father Hugh, God bless him, didn’t really understand just how good she was, but he ate up everything she gave him, and thanked her.

At least her parish bingo players understood: they were all determined to win the first prize of a cake made and donated each week by Sister Bridget, and they were just as important to Sister Bridget as any bishop. She made every cake as well as she could, which was why she knew that the one she had given Thomas would have been good enough for the Pope, and she thanked God she had done her best, because she had had her reward today. She knew that religious life was not about fancy cooking – and that a retired postman had the same status in the eyes of God as a bishop – but it was still a pretty good day when a highly cultured man like the Bishop appreciated and praised your cooking.

Margaret looked at Sister Bridget. It had been hard for Bridget these last weeks without an oven. Thomas had come over to the convent that evening, diagnosed the problem as a short circuit in the element at the back of the oven, removed it, and fixed the blown fuse (Margaret had made a mental note to learn to do that herself as soon as possible – Sister Helen had always been the go-to person for such repairs). Thomas said that he would try to find a replacement element for them, so even if they still didn’t have a working oven, microwave or standard, they did now have four working hobs for Sister Bridget to cook on, and to boil a kettle for a celebratory pot of tea.

‘You know we can’t rely on Thomas to fix everything?’ Margaret said, reluctantly broaching the subject that nobody, including her, wanted to talk about. ‘I’ve asked him to teach me some basic DIY, but the truth is that the problem is too big for one person. Thomas says the whole house needs rewiring and that will cost thousands. I am still waiting for the report from the builders about the damp and the cracks. Sooner or later, we are going to have to sell the convent.’

‘We can’t,’ said Sister Cecilia, firmly. ‘This house was given to us by Edward Mortimer so that we could attend to the spiritual needs of the people of Fairbridge.’

‘But we’ve been through this already. That was back in 1920, Cecilia,’ said Margaret, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. ‘Seventy-five years ago. When there were more of us. When people in Fairbridge needed us.’

‘The Order was founded …’ began Sister Cecilia, but Margaret interrupted, rather rudely, it has to be said.

‘I don’t need a lecture on the foundation of the Order, Sister Cecilia. As deputy head and then as head I gave the same speech to the girls every Foundation Day.’ Margaret stood up and recited from memory:

‘The Order of the Sisters of St Philomena was founded by eight Belgian nuns who had fled to England during the First World War and were given rooms, by Catholic Lord and Lady Mortimer, in a wing of Fairbridge House on the outskirts of Fairbridge, which at that time was mostly given over to the care of injured troops. The nuns volunteered themselves to the family as nurses, and when the First World War ended, after prayer, and in gratitude for their welcome, the nuns decided not to return to Belgium but, with the support of the Bishop, were allowed to settle in England and start a new religious order, dedicated to the moral health and education of the people of Fairbridge. The Sisters of St Philomena took their name from the parish, and in 1920 the new Order moved out of Fairbridge House, settling into the present convent, a house given to the Order by Edward Mortimer, eldest son, in gratitude for surviving the war. This secondary school was built on the land next to it, and has been run by the Sisters of St Philomena up to this day.’

Margaret sat down again. ‘Except that we don’t. We don’t run the secondary school, and we aren’t needed any more.’

‘They still need us, Margaret,’ said Bridget, shocked.

‘They need us more than ever,’ agreed Sister Cecilia. ‘In this day and age.’

Margaret sat and looked at them looking back at her.

It would be hard to think of two more different characters for Margaret to look at. Bridget, seventy years old, cook extraordinaire, small, round, pretty, with sparkling Irish eyes and a warm Irish accent, was the sort of person everyone talks to at bus stops. She wore the habit of the Order – a black veil with a white trim, and a simple blue belted dress with a white collar – with such happiness that it was impossible not to feel cheered just looking at her. She was the convent cook but also the cook for the priests of St Philomena’s Church, which for some years had meant only Father Hugh. She ran the bingo and the toddlers’ group, visited the sick, helped on the soup run. She naturally attracted affection to her and had an uncanny habit of winning raffles. Father Hugh claimed that the parish would grind to a halt without her. He was probably right.

And then there was Cecilia, or Sister Cecilia as she expected everyone – fellow Sister or not – to call her, thin, with ivory-coloured skin, hair firmly hidden under her veil, who naturally exuded disapproval from every pore and remained as haughtily aristocratic and stand-offish now, aged ninety, as she had when she first joined the convent as a twenty-year-old. She had taken her vows of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience, and for seventy years she had had no real trouble keeping them. She listened to her Superiors as the voice of God in her life, she was commendably uninterested in money or possessions, and Margaret could not imagine that men had ever loomed large in her life, nor asking Cecilia if they had. Cecilia had had a long career as a feared but fair teacher at the convent school and had spent the thirty years since her retirement sternly helping out in the school when needed until it had closed, meanwhile also building up a reputation as a local researcher of Catholic history and writing articles for the parish magazine. Nobody talked to Sister Cecilia at bus stops. She strode around Fairbridge in her sensible flat shoes, blue overcoat and nun’s veil, as determined and strong-minded as she had ever been, if a little slower in her pace.

And lastly came Margaret herself, at fifty-eight the youngest, reluctantly newly retired as head of St Philomena’s Roman Catholic Convent School for Girls (now amalgamated into the big co-educational Catholic comprehensive, with its going-somewhere glass and metal extension) and reluctantly appointed Superior of St Philomena’s Convent. Cecilia, by the rules of the congregation, was too old to be made the Superior, and it was obvious Bridget was too busy, so Margaret had taken on the role and was not, it had to be said, enjoying it. Dealing with teenage girls was a doddle compared to being in charge of Bridget and Cecilia. Like the others, Margaret still wore a habit, and even though she could imagine choosing to wear ordinary clothes one day, like many other religious sisters were choosing to do, there was a comfort in wearing what the other Sisters wore and had worn more or less (the veil used to be much heavier) since the Order had been founded. Besides, there was no money for clothes shopping, and they had plenty of spare habits, collars and veils to get through, and at least there was no worrying about what to wear each day. Margaret had more than enough decisions to make already.

‘Well, let’s pray,’ said Margaret.

They opened the side door, which connected to the old part of the school, where the chapel was. The polished wooden floors echoed as they walked along the corridor, past the familiar painted statue of Jesus pointing to his heart, past a carved wooden Madonna holding her own Baby Jesus, past the display case of cups and shields won by various school teams over the years, past the black-and-white whole-school photos and photos of drama productions and school trips. There was one of a school pilgrimage to Rome, the last one Sister Helen had been on before she died, and a lovely photo of Sister Helen, Sister Margaret and all the girls at the Keats–Shelley House in Rome with an old girl of the school, Katy Bradshaw, who had been working there for the summer after graduating from university. It had delighted Helen and Margaret, and made them so proud, to bump into a former pupil working in a famous literary museum in Rome. That had been a lovely trip. Then there was the last whole-school photo, with Sister Helen and Sister Margaret sitting in the middle of staff and students. There were so many school photos with Helen and Margaret sitting next to each other in the front, smiling, relaxed, proud.

‘We were a good team,’ thought Margaret, bleakly. ‘For twenty years, we were such a good team, Helen and I.’

There was only one school photo with Margaret as the head. She looked strained, anxious, in a way she hadn’t when she was deputy. Her new deputy, appointed by on high after Helen’s death, looked serious. Maybe even then he already knew the plans of the diocese to amalgamate the boys’ and girls’ schools. Maybe he already knew he would be the head. She had never liked him.

‘I did my best,’ she thought defensively, and was annoyed to find tears springing to her eyes.

She pushed open the door to the chapel, felt for and switched on the lights and checked the porch as they went through. She had a mean moment of satisfaction when she saw all the Mass sheets piled untidily from the day before. When it was just girls, the whole school could just about fit in the convent chapel, but the new, bigger comprehensive had whole-school Masses at St Philomena’s Church. They still wanted to use the chapel, however, and Father Hugh had arranged that he would come and celebrate Masses for individual year groups there. The leaflets had been in a mess since yesterday’s service, but she had ignored them. It was none of her business any more.

‘We would never have left them in such a state,’ she muttered, but this time she straightened them up anyway and put them away in the cupboard as Sister Cecilia and Sister Bridget blessed themselves and went on ahead.

The chapel itself was still and silent, the familiar lingering smell of incense from Mass mixed with the scent of flowers and candles. The tea light in the red tabernacle lamp on the wall flickered. As Margaret entered, she almost imagined for a moment that Helen was sitting in what had been her usual place, that she turned around and smiled at her in the way she always had, shifting along the polished wooden pew to make room. Margaret blinked, and shook her head. The pews were empty apart from Cecilia and Bridget. It was just the three of them.

‘Well, not just the three of us – you are here too, of course, Lord,’ she corrected herself in her head as she genuflected and took her place.

Sister Margaret sat alone after Night Prayer. Sister Cecilia and Sister Bridget, still clearly elated after the Bishop’s dinner triumph, had just left to go to bed, but Margaret had stayed behind for a private moan.

‘I know this is petty, Lord,’ Margaret prayed, ‘and I am not proud of this, but I need to talk to you about Sister Cecilia’s false teeth. It’s the way they whistle when she prays, Lord. I feel like I cannot stand one more hour of it. It made praying tonight absolutely impossible.’ She paused as she looked up at the simple cross on the altar and became aware, in the quiet, that perhaps she had not been entirely honest.

‘I suppose prayer wasn’t actually impossible,’ she conceded. ‘To be honest, it’s not so much the teeth – it’s her. It’s really because you know, and I know, that whilst her teeth are whistling, she is praying about the numbers for her blessed lottery ticket, and I don’t agree with it. I can’t believe you do either.

‘Please don’t let her win tomorrow. I know she will be disappointed again. I don’t like to see her miserable every Saturday. But she just won’t give up, that’s the problem. She just won’t listen to me. I should have nipped it in the bud right at the start, but with everything going on I wasn’t on top of it. She claims you inspire her to carry on in spite of everything, and it doesn’t help that Sister Bridget calls the parish bingo, and wins every raffle she enters. As a church, we’re hardly consistent about gambling, after all. I know that. But I really do think you should have a word. Put her right.’

The red light in front of the tabernacle flickered, the little wooden Madonna at the side cuddled her baby, and in the absence of any direct revelation, Sister Margaret felt obliged to continue.

‘It’s not really about the lottery either. It’s just that it irritates me that just because Cecilia chooses the numbers from saints’ days, she seems to think that there isn’t a religious problem. But the point is, it isn’t actually up to her to decide that. Some people think it is a sin to gamble. She should have asked me if I agreed, Lord. Since Helen died I am the Superior, not that I wanted to be. And if you have made me Superior you should at least inspire Cecilia to listen to me. Sorry – but as I am trying to be honest, I think you should know that. Not that you don’t already. You know everything. I know you do. But it helps me to say it. Not that I have a clear position on gambling anyway, but … that’s not the point. You understand. It’s about authority.’

Emboldened by the albeit rather one-sided conversation, Margaret continued.

‘And what’s all this about our furniture, Lord? She’s got a bee in her bonnet about that, too. She is sure that one of our chairs or tables will come up on Antiques Roadshow and be worth a fortune and save the convent. She claims it was you who told her. It’s driving me to distraction. Even if we do manage to sell some chairs or desks, they will hardly raise the money we need.’

The chapel remained silent, and Margaret felt no nearer to a decision.

‘What am I to say to her, Lord?’ she asked. ‘How can I convince her that she should stop praying for some miracle? How can I convince her that the money just isn’t going to come and that we should sell the house? That it’s time to admit there are only three of us left, that the Order of St Philomena is finished, and to see if we can join another Order? How can I tell her that you haven’t been giving her hope, that it’s all just wishful thinking?’

Her prayers petered out to a defeated end.

‘It would help, Lord, if you gave me a more direct answer to prayer sometimes,’ she said.

No angelic voices, no vision, nothing. Not that Sister Margaret had ever had them before in her religious life. But then, until these past few years, she had never felt quite so abandoned and lost before, so much in need of a sign.

‘Maybe I just need to bless her,’ she thought. ‘That’s what Father Hugh said in his sermon last week. Bless your enemies. Not that Cecilia is my enemy, of course. But we should certainly bless each other. Perhaps that’s what you want me to do, instead of complaining about her and her teeth. I’m sorry I am complaining so much. I should count my – our – blessings. I suppose I should at least thank you that you haven’t let her win the lottery.’

Sister Margaret knelt.

‘Please bless Cecilia this coming week,’ she prayed. ‘Please may she feel happy about the future, welcome new directions – be enthusiastic, even. I know that is asking for a miracle, Lord, but after all,’ she said with some exasperation, ‘miracles are what you do.’




TWO
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Around the corner from the Victorian church of St Philomena and the slightly shabby but still grand Georgian presbytery lived in by Father Hugh, and while Sister Bridget was inside bribing the Bishop with a delectable meal, George Sanders and Dr Matthew Woodburn were having a drink in the Swan on Market Street. As members of Fairbridge Choir, they were having their usual Friday-night drink after rehearsal, though as the others they normally went with had unexpectedly had other things to do (papers to mark, babies to bath, birthday parties to attend), they were on their own.

‘Are you not rushing off?’ said George (bass, small, forty, very handsome, dark eyes, dark hair, adventurous, poetic, musical, untidy, talkative, funny in groups, stressed travel agent, carer to an elderly mother and incredibly, howlingly lonely), trying not to sound too desperate to Matthew (tenor, tall, thirty-eight, neat, bespectacled, fair, university lecturer in art history, quiet in groups but with a wide social circle, calm, modest, musical, cautious, and loving to a fault).

‘No, no. No one is home. Sarah is meeting friends. I’m in no rush,’ said Matthew, whose shy heart had lifted when he saw that it would be just him and George. Such evenings were rare. He would not tell Sarah. He did not want his twin sister putting two and two together and making five.

They discussed music, and the choir and concerts they had recently seen, and George made Matthew laugh, as he always could, and as he delighted in doing. There was something about the way Matthew’s serious face lit up when he was amused – his laugh was so joyful that George always wanted to provoke it. As the evening wore on, and with just the two of them in the quiet corner of the noisy pub, George told Matthew funny stories about his life teaching English in Spain after university, and then, after more drinks than normal, how he had had a partner who had died two years earlier, and how, because of his elderly mother’s needs, he had come back to England. He had bought a travel agency with a flat above it, had adopted a cat, and was trying to keep a close eye on his mother, but caring for her, as well as running a business full-time, was wearing him out.

And Matthew had listened for hours, his heart aching for this lovable, hurting man. George had even cried. He was always careful, however, to keep the name of his dead partner hidden; even grief had to be censored, and nobody in his family or English circle knew. Matthew, when George did not mention a name, did not ask for one.

Back in the presbytery, the evening had ended and prayer was taking place. Father Hugh, having waved off the Bishop after the roast-lamb dinner Sister Bridget had cooked for them, and ignoring his ever-expanding waistline – he had also helped himself to an unnecessary but mouth-watering biscuit (why had God made Sister Bridget so talented?) – had decided on an early bedtime, if only to get away from the biscuit tin. He had sat and said the official Night Prayer, gone upstairs, changed into the large blue comfortable drawstring pyjamas his sister had sent him for Christmas, and knelt stiffly down by the bed, and now was humbly praying extra, and very particular, prayers for help.

‘I love her meals, dear Lord, but there’s only one of me. She needs to be cooking for so many more. I want to ask her to stop making treats for me to eat, but I am afraid of hurting her feelings. She keeps saying I need building up, but you and I both know that I really, really don’t.

‘I know I’m weak. You know that too. I couldn’t turn down the second helping, and I didn’t need that biscuit. I’ll never be able to judge another for giving in to temptation, and I suppose that’s a blessing. But I’ll die of a heart attack before that dear woman stops, and surely you don’t want that? We haven’t enough priests to go round as it is.

‘And please may the Bishop send the curate to us, not St Anne’s. He seemed very happy with Sister Bridget’s cake tonight, God bless her. Thank you. I just don’t want her to bake another for me, just yet, and I don’t know how to stop her. It nearly killed her when I gave up sweet things for Lent, but it’s nearly killing me now we’re back to normal. Please help.’

Father Hugh got painfully off his knees and climbed into bed. All he needed was a week off, and time to rehearse what he was going to say. Every night he would plan to talk to her the next day and ask her for lighter meals, no more sweet treats, but somehow, by the time he saw Sister Bridget she always had a new cake or some freshly made biscuits, and she was so enthusiastic he couldn’t bear to disappoint her, or, for that matter, himself.

‘I just don’t know what to do about her, Lord,’ he said, as he switched off the light. ‘I need a miracle.’

‘What about you, Matthew?’ George was saying in the Swan, in the haze of more alcohol than normal, noticing how blue and kind Matthew’s eyes were. ‘Have you always found love easy?’

‘No,’ said Matthew. ‘Relationships … are not easy. Friendships, yes. My family. I love them … but—’

‘You’re lucky,’ interrupted George, bitterly, self-pityingly. ‘My mother looks at me … she looks at me, Matthew, and she sees … she sees a failure. That’s what I am, Matthew.’

‘I’m sure you’re not,’ said Matthew, gently.

‘She is so disappointed, Matthew,’ continued George, slightly slurring his words. ‘I bet you don’t disappoint your mother. I’m not an academic, like you. You have that house on the London Road, your Sarah to go home to – I’ve got a little flat and a travel agency, a cat, but no nice wife. She thinks … she thinks I’m a failure. And maybe I am.’

And Matthew looked at him and sighed, and wished a wild wish that George – witty, sensitive, clever, neurotic, exasperating, funny and oh so lovable George, with his wild curly hair and his big brown eyes and ridiculous ongoing jokes about his height and weight – could see himself through Matthew’s eyes, and wondered … but he was too shy.

The bell for last orders came and went.

‘Come on, George,’ Matthew said. ‘You are not a failure. It’s late. We’d better go.’

George’s flat above the travel agency was just around the corner and on Matthew’s way home.

‘I’m sorry for going on and on,’ said George, throwing his arms around a surprised Matthew as they got to George’s door. He slurred his words again and stepped back. ‘You and the choir … and you, Matthew, mean everything to me.’

‘Thank you,’ said Matthew, and waited patiently as George fumbled with his key and let himself in. He did not follow.

‘Goodnight, George,’ he said.

Matthew stood outside and looked up until he saw the light come on in the flat upstairs. He sighed, then wandered home.

‘It looks like a lovely day for it, thank God,’ said Sister Bridget happily over breakfast in the kitchen the next day. Through the open window the birds could be heard thoroughly celebrating spring, and Sister Bridget was just as chirpy. She had a little pile of post next to her, including a brown paper parcel covered in Irish stamps, as she chatted. ‘The weather forecast says there might be showers in the morning, but by the afternoon it will be sunny.’

‘Day for what?’ asked Margaret distractedly, her heart sinking as she opened her own letter. She had asked a builder to give a quote for all the repairs, and she didn’t really want to see the final number in black and white.

‘Sister Frances’s first anniversary, of course!’ said Sister Bridget, a little shocked. ‘Father Hugh says he will be over at three to bless the grave, so we have plenty of time to get the flowers ready. Monica Wells was going to save some lovely blooms from the church arrangements and we can pick them up after Mass. I was wondering, as we haven’t yet got the headstones for Sister Helen and Sister Basil, if we could put little bouquets on their graves too? I know it isn’t in the Order’s Constitution as such, but until they have their own markers, they look a little neglected.’

‘Nobody in that graveyard is neglected,’ said Sister Cecilia, firmly. ‘There are no weeds on any of the Sisters’ graves.’

‘Of course, Sister,’ Bridget rushed to reassure her. ‘I know you and Thomas are keeping it spick and span. I just meant that they don’t have the gravestones the others have. The little wooden crosses are lovely, of course, but it would be nice to see their names. Sister Margaret, do we know when we can start organising the headstones?’

Margaret was looking with horror at the number on the sheet in front of her. She knew they were in trouble, but this was beyond her worst estimates. All this work had to be done just to keep the fabric of the house intact, but it was over £2,000. Where in heaven’s name would they ever get an amount like that? Lord, help us.

‘I don’t know, Sister Bridget,’ she said, and got up to pour herself a glass of water and collect her thoughts. Gazing out of the window, Sister Margaret could see that the blossom had come out again in the orchard down in front of the convent graveyard, as it came each spring. Sister Bridget, who, to be honest, rather annoyingly at times, could always find something to praise in any season, had already been enthusing about how beautiful it was, but this year Sister Margaret found absolutely no desire to walk down and pray underneath it, even though she and Sister Helen had done so every spring for years. Sister Cecilia was still religiously keeping the statue of Our Lady free of weeds, but without anyone saying anything, Sister Margaret hadn’t joined Sisters Bridget and Cecilia last week when, encouraged by a beautifully sunny spring day, they had sat and happily prayed the rosary on the bench in front of her. The blue forget-me-nots around the statue, now opening again, were welcome patches of colour, and still lovely to look at, but even they reminded her of how much more beautiful the garden had been. When she had ventured out in it last week to call Thomas in for a cup of tea, the out-of-control rose bushes, dense and prickly, and not yet in flower, had caught at her habit as she passed. She had not been out again.

‘Well, anyway, today is a lovely day. Will you be reading the Anniversary Prayer?’ said Sister Bridget, cutting into her thoughts. ‘Shall I get all that organised?’

‘I … yes. Thank you, Sister.’

‘I said I would help with the flower arrangements after Mass. It seems only fair when we are getting the bouquets free for Sister Frances and the others,’ continued Sister Bridget. ‘Then I am going to make Father Hugh’s lunch, so I am going to leave some soup ready on the hob, and some bread on the side, so that you won’t have to wait. I’ll have a proper meal ready tonight. Is that all right for you both?’

‘I will be going to the library after Mass to do some research on Edward Mortimer,’ said Sister Cecilia, ‘so that will be very convenient. Thank you.’

‘Thank you. I can take it on a tray in the office,’ said Margaret.

‘Oh, Sister, you need to have a break from the office,’ said Sister Bridget. ‘Sit and eat in the kitchen. Oh, now, that’s grand,’ she exclaimed, as the package was revealed. ‘My sister has sent me some back copies of the Sacred Heart Messenger, and I know Bridie Kenny is desperate for some. She has some old Ireland’s Owns she can pass on to me, and I’ll pass them on to Nora Brennan, God help her, in the hospital next week. She’s suffering terribly with her heart.’

Margaret felt an ache in hers. Nine months since Sister Basil’s death, and six months since Sister Helen had died, and nothing had been done about their headstones. Where was the money going to come from, on top of everything needed to fix the house? Thomas had made some simple crosses, and in some monasteries she knew that all the nuns or monks were commemorated like that, but the Sisters of St Philomena had always had gravestones with the date of birth, the date of final vows and the date of death for each Sister.

‘She went to Rome and she saw the Pope!’ exclaimed Bridget, as she read her sister’s accompanying letter. ‘Oh, I would have loved to have been there.’

There was a longing tone in Bridget’s voice that Margaret had never heard before, and it gave her a shock. Bridget never normally complained
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