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Part 1: The Road, the Woods and the Well
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FATHER BRIAN FLYNN, the curate at St. Augustine’s, Rossmore, hated the Feast Day of St. Ann with a passion that was unusual for a Catholic priest. But then, as far as he knew he was the only priest in the world who had a thriving St. Ann’s well in his parish, a holy shrine of dubious origin. A place where parishioners gathered to ask the mother of the Virgin Mary to intercede for them in a variety of issues, mainly matters intimate and personal. Areas where a clodhopping priest wouldn’t be able to tread. Like finding them a fiancé, or a husband, and then blessing that union with a child.
Rome was, as usual, unhelpfully silent about the well.
Rome was probably hedging its bets, Father Flynn thought grimly, over there they must be pleased that there was any pious practice left in an increasingly secular Ireland and not wishing to discourage it. Yet had not Rome been swift to say that pagan rituals and superstitions had no place in the Body of Faith? It was a puzzlement, as Jimmy, that nice young doctor from Doon village, a few miles out, used to say. He said it was exactly the same in medicine: you never got a ruling when you wanted one, only when you didn’t need one at all.
There used to be a ceremony on July 26 every year, where people came from far and near to pray and to dress the well with garlands and flowers. Father Flynn was invariably asked to say a few words, and every year he agonized over it. He could not say to these people that it was very near to idolatry to have hundreds of people battling their way toward a chipped statue in the back of a cave beside an old well in the middle of the Whitethorn Woods.
From what he had read and studied, St. Ann and her husband, St. Joachim, were shadowy figures, quite possibly confused in stories with Hannah in the Old Testament, who was thought to be forever childless but eventually bore Samuel. Whatever else St. Ann may have done in her lifetime two thousand years ago, she certainly had not visited Rossmore in Ireland, found a place in the woods and established a holy well that had never run dry.
That much was fairly definite.
But try telling it to some of the people in Rossmore and you were in trouble. So he stood there every year, mumbling a decade of the rosary, which couldn’t offend anyone, and preaching a little homily about goodwill and tolerance and kindness to neighbors, which fell on mainly deaf ears.
Father Flynn often felt he had quite enough worries of his own without having to add St. Ann and her credibility to the list. His mother’s health had been an increasing worry to them all, and the day was rapidly approaching when she could no longer live alone. His sister, Judy, had written to say that although Brian might have chosen the single, celibate life, she certainly had not. Everyone at work was either married or gay. Dating services had proved to be full of psychopaths, evening classes were where you met depressive losers; she was going to come to the well near Rossmore and ask St. Ann to get on her case.
His brother, Eddie, had left his wife, Kitty, and their four children to find himself. Brian had gone to look for Eddie—who now found himself nicely installed with Naomi, a girl twenty years younger than the abandoned wife—and had got little thanks for his concern.
“Just because you’re not any kind of a normal man at all, it doesn’t mean that the rest of us have to take a vow of celibacy,” Eddie had said, laughing into his face.
Brian Flynn felt a great weariness. He thought that he was in fact a normal man. Of course he had desired women, but he had made a bargain. The rules, at the moment, said if he were to be a priest then there must be no marriage, no children, no good, normal family life.
Father Flynn always told himself that this was a rule that would one day change. Not even the Vatican could stand by and watch so many people leave the ministry over a rule that was made by man and not by God. When Jesus was alive all the Apostles were married men, the goalposts were moved much later.
And then all the scandals in the Church were surely making the slow-moving conservative cardinals realize that in the twenty-first century some adaptations must be made.
People did not automatically respect the Church and churchmen anymore.
Far from it.
There were hardly any vocations to the priesthood nowadays. Brian Flynn and James O’Connor had been the only two ordinations in the diocese eight years back. And James O’Connor had left the Church because he had been outraged by the way an older, abusive priest had been protected and allowed to escape either treatment or punishment by a cover-up.
Brian Flynn was hanging in there, but only just.
His mother had forgotten who he was, his brother despised him and now his sister was making a trip from London to visit this cracked pagan well and wondering, would it work better if she came on the saint’s Feast Day?
Father Flynn’s parish priest was a gentle, elderly man, Canon Cassidy, who always praised the young curate for his hard work.
“I’ll stay on here as long as I can, Brian, then you’ll be considered old enough and they’ll give you the parish,” Canon Cassidy often said. He meant very well and was anxious to spare Father Flynn from the indignity of having some arrogant and difficult parish priest brought in over the curate’s head. But at times Brian Flynn wondered if it would be better to let nature take its course, to hasten Canon Cassidy to a home for the elderly religious, to get someone, almost anyone, to help with the parish duties.
Admittedly, attendance at church had died off a great deal since he was a young man. But people still had to be baptized, given first Communion, have their confessions heard; they needed to be married and buried.
And sometimes, like in the summer, when a Polish priest came along to help him, Brian Flynn used to think he might manage better alone. The Polish priest last year spent weeks making garlands for St. Ann and her well.
Not long ago he had been at the junior school at St. Ita’s and asked if any of the pupils wanted to become nuns when they grew up. Not an unreasonable question to ask little girls in a Catholic school. They were mystified. No one seemed to know what he meant.
Then one of them got it. “You mean like the movie Sister Act?”
Father Flynn felt that the world was definitely tilting.
Sometimes, when he woke in the morning, the day stretched ahead of him, confused and bewildering. Still he had to get on with things, so he would have his shower and try to pat down his red hair, which always stood in spikes around his head. Then he would make a cup of milky tea and a slice of toast and honey for Canon Cassidy.
The old man always thanked him so gratefully that Father Flynn felt well rewarded. He would open the curtains, plump up the pillows and make some cheerful comment about how the world looked outside. Then he would go to the church and say a daily Mass for an ever-decreasing number of the faithful. He would go to his mother’s house, heart in his mouth about how he would find her.
Invariably she would be sitting at her kitchen table looking lost and without purpose. He would explain, as he always did, that he was her son, a priest in the parish; and he would make her a breakfast of porridge and a boiled egg. Then he would walk down Castle Street with a heavy heart to Skunk Slattery’s newsagents where he would buy two newspapers: one for the canon and one for himself. This usually involved some kind of intellectual argument with Skunk about free will or predestination or how a loving God could allow a tsunami, or a famine. By the time he got back to the priests’ house, Josef, the Latvian caregiver, had arrived and got Canon Cassidy up, washed and dressed him and made his bed. The canon would be sitting waiting for his newspaper. Later, Josef would take the old man for a gentle walk to St. Augustine’s Church, where he would say his prayers with closed eyes.
Canon Cassidy liked soup for his lunch and sometimes Josef took him to a café but mainly he took the frail little figure back to his own house, where his wife, Anna, would produce a bowl of something homemade; and in return the canon would teach her more words and phrases in English.
He was endlessly interested in Josef and Anna’s homeland, asking to see pictures of Riga and saying it was a beautiful city. Josef had three other jobs: he cleaned Skunk Slattery’s shop, he took the towels from Fabian’s hairdressers to the Fresh as a Daisy Launderette and washed them there and three times a week he took a bus out to the Nolans’ place and helped Neddy Nolan look after his father.
Anna had many jobs too: she cleaned the brass on the doors of the bank, and on some of the office buildings that had big important-looking notices outside; she worked in the hotel kitchens at breakfast time doing the washing up; she opened the flowers that came from the market to the florists and put them in big buckets of water. Josef and Anna were astounded by the wealth and opportunities they’d found in Ireland. A couple could save a fortune here.
They had a five-year plan, they told Canon Cassidy. They were saving to buy a little shop outside Riga.
“Maybe you’ll come to see us there?” Josef said.
“I’ll look down on you and bless your work,” the canon said in a matter-of-fact tone, anticipating the best in the next world.
Sometimes Father Flynn envied him.
The old man still lived in a world of certainties, a place where a priest was important and respected, a world where there was an answer for every question asked. In Canon Cassidy’s time there had been a hundred jobs a day for a priest to do. And not enough hours to do them. The priest was wanted, expected and needed at all kinds of happenings in the lives of the parishioners. Nowadays you waited to be asked. Canon Cassidy would have gone uninvited and unannounced to every home in the parish. Father Flynn had learned to be more reticent. In modern Ireland, even a town like Rossmore, there were many who would not welcome the appearance of a Roman collar on the doorstep.
So as Brian Flynn set out down Castle Street, he had half a dozen things planned to do. He had to meet a Polish family and arrange the baptism of their twins the following Saturday. They asked him, could the ceremony take place at the well? Father Flynn tried to control his annoyance. No, it would take place at the baptismal font in the church of St. Augustine.
Then he went to the jail to visit a prisoner who had asked for him. Aidan Ryan was a violent man whose wife had finally broken the silence of years and admitted that he had beaten her. He showed no sorrow or remorse, he wanted to tell a rambling tale about it all being her fault, as many years ago she had sold their baby to a passerby.
Father Flynn brought the Blessed Sacrament to an old-people’s home outside Rossmore with the ridiculous name of Ferns and Heathers. The owner said it was nicer in a multicultural Ireland not to have everything called by a saint’s name. They seemed pleased to see him and showed him their various gardening projects. Once upon a time all these homes were run by the Church, but this woman Poppy seemed to be making a very good go of it.
Father Flynn had an old battered car to take him on his travels. He rarely used it within the town of Rossmore itself since the traffic was very bad and parking almost impossible. There were rumors that a great bypass would be built, a wide road taking the heavy trucks. Already people were in two minds about it. Some were saying that it would take the life out of the place, others claimed that it would return to Rossmore some of its old character.
Father Flynn’s next visit was to the Nolans’ house.
The Nolans were a family that he liked very much. The old man, Marty, was a lively character full of stories about the past; he talked about his late wife as if she was still here, and often told Father Flynn about the miracle cure she had once got from St. Ann’s Well that gave her twenty-four years more of a good life. His son was a very decent man, he and the daughter-in-law, Clare, always seemed pleased to see him. Father Flynn had assisted the canon at their marriage some years back.
Clare was a teacher at St. Ita’s and she told the priest that the school was full of gossip about the new road that was coming to Rossmore. In fact she was asking her class to do a project on it. The extraordinary thing was that from what you heard or could work out, the road would be going right through here, through their own property.
“Wouldn’t you get great compensation if it did go through your land?” Father Flynn said admiringly. It was pleasing to see good people being rewarded in this life.
“Oh, but, Father, we’d never let it go through our land,” Marty Nolan said. “Not in a million years.”
Father Flynn was surprised. Usually small farmers prayed for a windfall like this. A small fortune earned by accident.
“You see, if it came through here it would mean they’d have to tear up Whitethorn Woods,” Neddy Nolan explained.
“And that would mean getting rid of St. Ann’s Well,” Clare added. She didn’t have to say that this was the well that had given her late mother-in-law another quarter-century of life. That fact hung there unspoken.
Father Flynn got back into his little car with a heavy heart. This insane well was going to become yet again a divisive factor in the town. There would be still more talk about it, more analyzing its worth, claims and counterclaims. With a deep sigh he wished that the bulldozers had come in overnight and taken the well away. It would have solved a lot of problems.
He went to call on his sister-in-law, Kitty. He tried to visit at least once a week, just to show her that she hadn’t been abandoned by the whole family. Only Eddie had left her.
Kitty was not in good form.
“I suppose you’ll want something to eat,” she said ungraciously. Brian Flynn looked around the untidy kitchen with its unwashed breakfast dishes, the children’s clothes on chairs and a great deal of clutter. Not a home to welcome anyone.
“No, I’m great as I am,” he said, searching for a chair to sit on.
“You’re better not to eat, I suppose, they feed you like a prize pig in all these houses you visit—it’s no wonder you’re putting on a bit of weight.”
Brian Flynn wondered, had Kitty always been as sour as this? He couldn’t recall. Perhaps it was just the disappearance of Eddie with the sexy young Naomi that had changed her.
“I was in with my mother,” he said tentatively.
“Had she a word to throw to you?”
“Not many, I’m afraid, and none of them making much sense.” He sounded weary.
But he got no sympathy from Kitty. “Well, you can’t expect me to weep salt tears over her, Brian. When she did have her wits, I was never good enough for her marvelous son Eddie, so let her sit and work that one out for herself. That’s my view.” Kitty’s face was hard. She wore a stained cardigan and her hair was matted.
For a fleeting moment, Father Flynn felt a little sympathy for his brother. If you had the choice of all the women around, which apparently Eddie had, Naomi would have been an easier and more entertaining option. But then he reminded himself of duty and children and vows, and banished the thought.
“The mother can’t manage much longer on her own, Kitty, I’m thinking of selling up her house and moving her into a home.”
“Well, I never expected anything out of that house anyway, so go ahead and do it as far as I’m concerned.”
“I’ll talk to Eddie and Judy about it, see what they think,” he said.
“Judy? Oh, does her ladyship ever answer the phone over there in London?”
“She’s coming over here to Rossmore in a couple of weeks’ time,” Father Flynn said.
“She needn’t think she’s staying here.” Kitty looked around her possessively. “This is my house, it’s all I have, I’m not letting Eddie’s family have squatters’ rights in it.”
“No, I don’t think for a moment that she’d want to…to…um…put you out.” He hoped his voice didn’t suggest that Judy would never stay in a place like this.
“So where will she stay, then? She can’t stay with you and the canon.”
“No, one of the hotels, I imagine.”
“Well, Lady Judy will be able to pay for that, unlike the rest of us,” Kitty sniffed.
“I was thinking about Ferns and Heathers for our mother. I was there today, the people all seem very happy.”
“That’s a Protestant home, Brian, the priest can’t send his own mother to a Protestant place. What would people say?”
“It’s not a Protestant home, Kitty.” Father Flynn was mild. “It’s for people of all religions or no religions.”
“Same thing,” Kitty snapped.
“Not at all, as it happens. I was there yesterday, bringing them Holy Communion. They are opening a wing for Alzheimer’s patients next week. I thought maybe if any of you would like to go and look at it…” He sounded as weary as he felt.
Kitty softened.
“You’re not a bad person, Brian, not in yourself. It’s a hard old life what with no one having any respect for priests anymore or anything.” She meant it as a kind of sympathy, he knew this.
“Some people do, just a little bit of respect,” he said with a watery smile, getting up to leave.
“Why do you stay in it?” she asked as she came to the door.
“Because I joined up, signed on, whatever, and very occasionally I do something to help.” He looked rueful.
“I’m always glad to see you anyway,” said the charmless Kitty Flynn, with the heavy implication that she was probably the only one in Rossmore who might be remotely glad to see him anywhere near her.
 
HE HAD TOLD LILLY RYAN that he would call and tell her how her husband, Aidan, was getting on in prison. She still loved him and often regretted that she had testified against him. But it had seemed the only thing to do, the blows had become so violent that she ended up in the hospital and she had three children.
He didn’t feel in the mood to talk to her. But since when was all this about feeling in the right mood? He drove to her little street.
The youngest boy, Donal, was in his last year at the Brothers School. He would not be at home.
“Aren’t you a very reliable man, Father?”
Lilly was delighted to see him. Even though he had no good news for her it was at least consoling to be considered reliable. Her kitchen was so different from the one he had just left. There were flowers on the windowsill, gleaming copper pans and pots; there was a desk in the corner where she earned a small living by making up crosswords: everything was in order.
She had a plate of shortbread on the table.
“I’d better not,” he said regretfully. “I heard in the last place that I was as fat as a pig.”
“I bet you did not.” She took no notice of him. “Anyway can’t you walk it all off you in the woods above? Tell me, how was he today?”
And with all the diplomacy that he could muster, Father Flynn tried to construct something from his meeting with Aidan Ryan that morning into a conversation that would bring even a flicker of consolation to the wife he had once beaten and now refused to see. A wife that he seriously believed had sold their eldest baby to a passerby.
Father Flynn had looked up newspaper accounts from over twenty years ago of the time that the Ryan baby girl had been taken from a pram outside a shop in town.
She had never been found. Alive or dead.
Father Flynn managed to keep the conversation optimistic by delivering a string of clichés: the Lord is good, one never knew what was going to happen, the importance of taking one day at a time.
“Do you believe in St. Ann?” Lilly asked him, suddenly breaking the mood.
“Well, yes, I mean, of course I believe that she existed and all that…” he began, blustering and wondering where this was leading.
“But do you think that she is there listening at the well?” Lilly persisted.
“Everything is relative, Lilly, I mean, the well is a place of great piety over centuries and that in itself carries a certain charge. And of course St. Ann is in heaven and like all the saints interceding for us…”
“I know, Father, I don’t believe in the well either,” Lilly interrupted. “But I was up there last week and, honestly, it’s astonishing. In this day and age all the people coming there, it would amaze you.”
Father Flynn assembled a look of pleased amazement on his face. Not very successfully.
“I know, Father, I felt the same as you do, once. I go up there every year, you know, around Teresa’s birthday. That was my little girl, who disappeared years before you came to the parish here. Usually it’s just meaningless, but somehow last week I looked at it differently. It was as if St. Ann really was listening to me. I told her all the trouble that had happened as a result of it all, and how poor Aidan had never been right since it happened. But mainly I asked her to tell me that Teresa was all right wherever she is. I could sort of bear it if I thought she was happy somewhere.”
Father Flynn looked mutely at the woman, unable to summon any helpful reaction.
“But anyway, Father, I know people are always seeing moving statues and holy pictures that speak, and all that kind of nonsense, but there was something, Father, there really was something.”
He was still without words but nodded so that she would continue.
“There were about twenty people there, all sort of telling their own story. A woman saying so that anyone could hear her, ‘Oh, St. Ann, will you make him not grow any colder to me, let him not turn away from me any more…’ Anyone could have heard her and known her business. But none of us were really listening. We were all thinking about ourselves. And suddenly I got this feeling that Teresa was fine, that she had a big twenty-first birthday party a couple of years ago and that she was well and happy. It was as if St. Ann was telling me not to worry anymore. Well, I know it’s ridiculous, Father, but it did me a lot of good, and where’s the harm in that?
“I just wish that poor Aidan could have been there when she said it or thought it or transferred it to my mind or whatever she did. It would have given him such peace.”
Father Flynn escaped with a lot of protestations about the Lord moving in mysterious ways and even threw in the bit of Shakespeare about there being more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamed of in your philosophy. Then he left the little house and drove to the edge of Whitethorn Woods.
As he walked through the woods he was greeted by people walking their dogs, joggers in tracksuits getting some of the exercise he obviously needed himself, according to his sister-in-law. Women wheeled prams and he stopped to admire the babies. The canon used to say that a playful greeting of “Who have we here?” was a great get-out when you came across a child in a pram. It covered both sexes and a failing memory for names. The others would fill you in and then you could take it up from there—grand little fellow, or isn’t she a fine little girl?
He met Cathal Chambers, a local bank manager, who said he had come up to the woods to clear his head.
He had been flooded by people wanting to borrow money to buy land around here so that they could sell it at a huge profit once the new road was given the okay. It was very hard to know what to do. Head Office said he was the man on the ground so he should have a feel for what was going to happen. But how could you have a feel for something like that?
He said that Myles Barry, the solicitor, was exactly in the same predicament. Three different people had come in to him asking him to make an offer to the Nolans for that farm they had. It was pure greed, speculation and greed, that’s what it was.
Father Flynn said it was refreshing to meet a banker who thought in such terms, but Cathal said that was not at all the way they looked at things at the Head Office.
Skunk Slattery was walking his two greyhounds and came up to sneer at Father Flynn.
“There you go, Father, coming up here to the pagan well to hope that the gods of olden times will do what today’s Church can’t do,” he taunted the priest, while his two bony greyhounds quivered with what seemed like annoyance as well.
“That’s me, Skunk, always one for the easy life,” Father Flynn said through gritted teeth. He nailed the smile to his face for the few minutes it took before Skunk ran out of rage toward him and moved the trembling dogs onward.
Father Flynn also went onward, his face grim as he headed for the first time ever on his own to visit St. Ann’s Well. He had been here as part of parish activities, always resentful and confused but never voicing his opinion.
A few wooden signs carved by pious local people over the years pointed to the well, which was in a big, rocky, cavernous grotto. The place was damp and cold; a little stream ran down the hill behind and around the well and it was muddy and splashed where many of the faithful had reached in to take scoops of the water with an old iron ladle.
It was a weekday morning and he thought that there would not be many people there.
The whitethorn bushes outside the grotto were festooned, yes, that was the only word Father Flynn thought suitable, literally festooned with bits of cloth and notes and ribbons. There were medals and holy cures, some of them encased in plastic or cellophane.
These were petitions to the saint, requests for a wish to be granted; sometimes they were thanks for a favor received.
“He’s off the drink for three months, St. Ann, I thank you and beg you to continue to give him strength…”
or
“My daughter’s husband is thinking of getting the marriage annulled unless she gets pregnant soon…”
or
“I’m afraid to go to the doctor but I am coughing up blood, please, St. Ann, ask Our Lord that I be all right. That it’s only some kind of an infection that will pass…”
Father Flynn stood and read them all, his face getting redder.
This was the twenty-first century in a country that was fast becoming secular. Where did all this superstition come from? Was it only old people who came here? A throwback to a simpler time? But many of the people he had met even this very morning were young, and they felt the well had powers. His own sister was coming back from England to pray here for a husband, the young Polish couple wanted their babies baptized here. Lilly Ryan, who thought she heard the statue tell her that her long-disappeared daughter was all right, was only in her early forties.
It was beyond understanding.
He went inside the grotto, where people had left crutches and walking sticks and even pairs of spectacles as a symbol of hope that they would be cured and able to manage without them. There were children’s bootees and little socks—meaning who knew what? The desire for a child? A wish to cure a sick baby?
And in the shadows, this huge statue of St. Ann.
It had been painted and refurbished over the years, making the apple cheeks even pinker, the brown cloak richer, the wisp of hair under the cream-colored veil even blonder.
If St. Ann existed she would have been a small dark woman, from the land of Palestine and Israel. She would not have looked like an Irish advertisement for some kind of cheese spread.
And yet kneeling there in front of the well were perfectly normal people. They got more here than they ever did in St. Augustine’s Church in Rossmore.
It was a sobering and depressing thought.
The statue looked down glassily—which was a bit of a relief to Father Flynn. If he had begun to imagine that the statue was addressing him personally, he would really have given up.
But oddly, even though the saint was not speaking to him, Father Flynn felt an urge to speak to her. He looked at the young troubled face of Myles Barry’s daughter, a girl who had failed to get into law school to her father’s great grief. What could she be praying for with her eyes closed and her face so concentrated?
He saw Jane, the very elegant sister of Poppy, who ran the old-people’s home. Jane, who, even to Father Flynn’s untutored eye, seemed to be wearing high-fashion designer clothes, was mouthing something at the statue. A young man who ran an organic vegetable stall in the marketplace was there too, his lips moving silently.
As he gave a last look at what he considered an entirely inappropriate representation of the mother of the mother of Jesus, he wished he could ask the saint through the statue whether any of these prayers were ever heard and ever answered. And what did the saint do if two people were seeking conflicting favors?
But this way fantasy lay, and madness. And he was not getting involved.
He stroked the walls of the cave as he left the grotto, damp walls with messages carved into them. He made his way past the whitethorn bushes crowding the entrance, bushes that no one had cut back to give easier access because they felt the hopes and prayers and petitions of so many people were attached to them.
Even on the old wooden gates there was a note pinned:
“St. Ann, hear my voice.”
All around him Father Flynn could almost hear the voices. Calling and begging and beseeching down the years. He heard himself make up a little prayer.
“Please let me hear the voices that have come to you and know who these people are. If I am to do any good at all here, let me know what they are saying and what they want us to hear and do for them…”


The Sharpest Knife in the Drawer
Neddy
I’ve heard people say about me, “Oh, Neddy Nolan! He isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer…” But, you see, I never wanted to be the sharpest knife in the drawer. Years ago we had one sharp knife in the kitchen and everyone was always talking about it with fear.
“Will you put the sharp knife up on a shelf before one of the children cuts the hands off themselves,” my mam would say, and “Make sure the sharp knife has the blade towards the wall and the handle out, we don’t want someone ripping themselves apart,” my dad would say. They lived in fear of some terrible accident, and the kitchen running red with blood.
I was sorry for the sharp knife, to tell you the truth. It wasn’t its fault. It didn’t set out to frighten people, that’s just the way it was made. But I didn’t tell people how I felt, they’d just say again that I was being soft.
Soft Neddy, they called me.
Because I couldn’t bear to hear a little mouse squealing in a mousetrap, and I had cried when the hunt came near where we lived and I saw the eyes of the fox as it fled by and I shooed it into Whitethorn Woods. Yes, I suppose other fellows thought it was soft but the way I looked at it, the mouse hadn’t asked to be born in the scullery instead of out in a field where he could have lived peacefully to be an old happy mouse. And the lovely red fox certainly hadn’t done anything to annoy all those hounds and horses and people dressed up in red who galloped after him with such fury.
But I’m not quick and clear at explaining things like that, so often I don’t bother. And nobody expects too much from Soft Neddy so I more or less get away with my way of looking at things.
I thought it would be different when I grew up. Adults didn’t get all silly about things and sorry for them. I was sure this would happen to me too. But it seemed to take a very long time.
When I was seventeen a crowd of us—me, my brother Kit and his pals—all went off from Rossmore in a van to a dance, oh, miles away beyond the lakes, and there was this girl. And she looked very different to the others, like they were wearing dresses with straps over their shoulders, and she was wearing a thick polo-necked jumper and skirt, and she had glasses and frizzy hair, and no one seemed to be asking her to dance.
So I asked her up, and then when the dance was over she shrugged and said, “Well, at least I got one dance out of tonight.”
So I asked her again, and then again; and then I said at the end, “You got fourteen dances out of tonight now, Nora.”
And she said, “I suppose you want the going home.”
“The going home?” I asked.
“A court a ride,” Nora said in flat, resigned tones. This would be the price she would pay for having been asked to dance fourteen times.
I explained that we were from the other side of the lakes, from near Rossmore, and we’d all be going home together. In a van.
I couldn’t work out whether she was relieved or disappointed.
The others were slagging me in the van.
“Neddy’s in love,” they kept singing all the way home.
There was very little singing four months later, when Nora and her dad turned up at our place and said that I was the father of the baby she was carrying.
I could not have been more shocked.
Nora didn’t look at me, she just looked at the floor. All I could see was the top of her head. Her sad frizzy perm. I felt a great wave of pity for her. Even more pity when Kit and my other brothers laid into Nora and her dad.
There was no way, they said, that their Neddy had spent ten seconds alone with Nora. They had a hundred witnesses for this. They were going to get Canon Cassidy to come to the house as a character witness. Red-faced, they confronted Nora’s dad and swore that I hadn’t even kissed the girl good-bye when they were bundling me into the van. This was the greatest scam they had ever heard.
“I never made love with anyone,” I said to Nora’s dad. “But if I had, and it resulted in a child being conceived, then I’d certainly live up to my responsibilities and I would be honored to marry your daughter, but you see…that’s not the way things happened.” And for some reason everyone believed me. Everyone. And the situation was over.
And poor Nora raised her red, tear-stained face and looked at me through her thick glasses.
“I’m sorry, Neddy,” she said.
I never knew what happened to her.
Somebody once said that it was all the fault of her grandfather, but because he was the money of the family, nothing had been done about him. I didn’t know if her child got born and if she brought it up. Her family lived so far away from Rossmore, there was never anyone to ask. And our family didn’t encourage me to inquire.
They were very scathing about it all.
“A bold rossie,” my mam said.
“Palming off someone else’s bastard on our Neddy,” my granny said.
“Sure, not even Soft Neddy could fancy that poor ibex,” my dad said.
And I felt a lump in my throat for the poor young woman, who had said so proudly that at least she had got one dance out of the night and offered herself to me in abject thanks for having had the luxury of fourteen dances.
It was all very sad.
Not long after this, I left Rossmore and went off to London in England to work on the buildings with my eldest brother, Kit. He had found a flat over a shop, there were three of them there already and I made the fourth. It wasn’t very clean or tidy or anything but it was near the Tube station and in London that’s all that mattered.
At first I just made the tea and carried things for people on the site, and they had such cracked, broken old mugs that on the day I got my first wages I went to a market and got a dozen grand new ones. And they were all a bit surprised at how I washed the mugs properly and got a jug for the milk and a bowl for the sugar.
“A real gent is Neddy,” they said about me.
I’m never quite sure whether people are praising me or not. I think not. But it’s not important anyway.
But there was this way they had of doing things on the site, like every sixth dustbin wasn’t filled with rubbish at all—there were bags of cement and bricks and spare tools. Apparently it was some kind of system, an arrangement, but nobody told me, so naturally I pointed out to the foreman that perfectly good stuff was being thrown away and I thought everyone would be pleased.
But they weren’t.
Far from it.
And Kit was the most annoyed of all. I was ordered to stay in the flat next day.
“But I’ll be sacked if I don’t go in to work,” I begged him.
“You’ll be flayed alive by the other fellows if you do go in.” Kit was very tight-lipped. It was better not to argue with him.
“What will I do here all day?” I asked.
Kit always knew what everyone should do. Not this time.
“Jesus, I don’t know, Neddy, do some bloody thing, clean the place up a bit. Anything. Just don’t come near the site.”
The other lads didn’t speak to me at all, which made me realize how serious this whole dustbin thing had been. I sat down to think. It wasn’t working out nearly as well as I had thought it would.
I had been planning to save lots of money in London. So that I could get my mam a holiday and my dad a good overcoat with a leather trim. And here I was being ordered not to go in to work.
Clean the place up a bit, they said. But with what? We had no cleaning stuff. No bleach for the sink or the bath. No polish for the furniture. No detergent to wash any sheets. And I only had nine English pounds left.
I got an idea and I went down to the shop where the Patels worked hard day and night.
I picked out cleaning stuff and a tin of white paint worth ten pounds in all and put them in a box. Then I spoke to Mr. Patel.
“Suppose I was to clear up your yard there for you, sweep it, stack all your boxes and crates. Would you give me those cleaning things as a wage?”
He looked at me thoughtfully, as if adding up and weighing the cost and the amount of work I would do.
“And would you clean the shop window as well?” he bargained.
“Certainly, Mr. Patel,” I said with a big smile.
And Mr. Patel smiled too. A slow, unexpected smile.
Then I went to the launderette and asked them if I could paint their door, which looked a bit scruffy.
“How much?” Mrs. Price, the woman who ran the place, was wise in the ways of the world.
“I want to have two loads of washing and extra drying,” I said.
It was a done deal.
When Kit and the lads came back from the site they couldn’t believe the transformation.
They had clean beds, the shabby linoleum on the floor was polished, the steel sink was gleaming. I had painted the cupboards in the kitchen and the bathroom.
There were more jobs I could do for the Patels next day, I told them, and they would give me a thing that restored the enamel on baths. And there was more painting to be done in the launderette, and that meant we could have loads of things washed there—shirts, jeans, anything—and I’d take the bags of stuff and pick them up again, what with not being able to go to the site and everything.
And because they all seemed to have calmed down and become so admiring of the nice new clean flat, I felt I could dare to ask them about the other business. Had the foreman cooled off any?
“Well, he has, apparently,” Kit said. “He can’t believe that you would sell me out, your own brother! I put it to him that no one would do a thing like that, nor the lads you lived with. That he’d have to look elsewhere for the culprits. So now he is looking elsewhere.”
“And do you think he’ll find them?” I asked, excited.
It was like living in a thriller.
They looked at one another, confused. There was a silence.
“Probably not,” Kit said after a time.
“And will I come back to work next week?” I wondered.
Another silence.
“You know, you’re doing such a great job here, Neddy, making this a real smart place for us to live, maybe this is what you should do. Do you know?”
I was very disappointed. I thought I’d be going out to work with them every day like mates.
“But how will I earn my living, my deposit on a house, if I don’t have a job at all?” I asked in a low voice.
Kit leaned towards me and spoke to me man-to-man.
“I think we should regard ourselves as a company, Neddy, and you could be our manager.”
“Manager?” I said, feeling overawed.
“Yeah, suppose if you were to cook us a breakfast, even make us a packed lunch and keep this place looking shipshape. And of course handle our finances, put our money in a safe place for us. Then you’d be taking a load off our backs and we’d all kick in with a wage for you. What do you think, lads? Nice clean place for us to live in, we could even bring people back here once Neddy puts his mark on the place.”
And they all thought it was a great idea and Kit ran out for fish and chips for everyone to celebrate the day I became their manager.
It was a great job altogether and much less confusing really than working on the site because I made my own arrangements and knew what I was doing. I wrote all this on my weekly letter home and I thought Dad and my mam would be pleased. But they sent me warning letters telling me to be sure that Kit and the others didn’t work me too hard and make use of me.
“You’re such a decent, gentle boy, Neddy,” my mam wrote, “you must look out for yourself in this life. You’ll promise me that, won’t you?”
But actually it wasn’t hard at all because everyone was so nice and I could make everything fit in. After serving a good, cooked breakfast for the lads, I’d take the Patel children to their school. Then I’d open up the launderette because Mrs. Price, who had a lot of men friends, wasn’t good in the early morning.
Then I’d go back to the Patels and help them stack shelves and take their rubbish down to a dump. Then I’d get to work on the flat, clean it all up, and every day I tried to do something new for them, like put up a new shelf or do a bit of cleaning in the television repair shop in exchange for a secondhand telly. Then Kit found a video that had fallen off a lorry but hadn’t got broken so it was like having our own cinema in the kitchen-sitting room.
I’d pick up the Patel children from school; do the shopping for Christina, an old Greek lady who made our curtains in return.
And every year I would organize the tickets back to Ireland. Kit and I went back home to the little farm outside Rossmore to see the family.
The place changed all the time, the town was growing and spreading out very far. There was even a bus now that came to the corner of our road. I never heard a word about that poor girl Nora and her problems. Kit said it was wiser not to ask.
I always did a bit of work in the house when we came home for the two weeks. Well, Kit would be out at dances, and he didn’t really notice anything wrong, like the place getting shabby and needing a coat of paint here, a few shelves there. Dad was out with the cattle and he hadn’t the time or the energy to do it.
I would suggest to Kit that we get them a nice television set or maybe even a washing machine, but Kit said we weren’t made of money and to stop pretending we were returned millionaires, which was enough to give everyone the sick.
I used to worry about our mam. She had been delicate always, but she always said that St. Ann had given her those extra years to watch her family grow up and she was very grateful. One summer I thought she looked very frail, but she said that I was not to worry about her, as everything was fine and they lived comfortably now that Dad had sold off a field and had fewer cattle, so he was at home more often to hand her a cup of tea. She had no worries about anything except would Dad be all right when she eventually did go.
And then Kit and I went back for Mam’s funeral.
And all our friends in London sent flowers because I had told them about Mam. People said that Kit must be very well thought of over in London to have so many friends. Actually they were my friends, but it didn’t matter anyway.
Poor Dad looked like a bloodhound. His face was all set in lines of sadness as he waved us good-bye.
“You look after young Neddy now,” he instructed Kit at the railway station. Which was odd, really, as I did all the looking after.
“Wouldn’t you think he’d have given us our fare,” Kit grumbled. But I had our fare so it didn’t matter.
And then because I fixed up all Mr. Patel’s sheds for him to give him more storage, the Patels let us have another entire room included in the same rent, and one of the lads had moved out and got a girlfriend and a real shacked-up relationship so now we were only three in the flat and we had a room each.
The others brought girls back sometimes, nice girls all of them, and they’d have breakfast and be very nice to me.
And honestly it was all so very busy that the time just passed by and I was thirty-seven years old but I’d been saving for nearly twenty years so I had a fortune in the building society. I mean, if you’re putting away twenty pounds a week at first and then that goes up to thirty and fifty, well, it all adds up to a huge sum.
I managed to get Kit to come back home with me every year, which wasn’t always easy. He said being in Rossmore was like spending time with the living dead. So this particular year, anyway, when we went back home our dad really wasn’t well. He hadn’t mended the fences of the chicken run and the fox had all the hens. He wasn’t able to go to the market anymore and relied on people coming to him and making an offer for the beasts, which broke his heart.
He’d grown very in on himself and wasn’t keeping the place right at all. I said to Kit that he couldn’t live much more on his own like this. Kit said that he’d hate to be sent to the County Home. As if I’d send our dad to the County Home!
No, I said, I thought I should come back and mind him. Try to run the place for him.
“And take all our inheritance for yourself?” Kit said in a horrible voice.
“Oh no, Kit, I’d get someone to value the place, maybe Myles Barry, the solicitor in town, and then give you and the others your share. Wouldn’t that be fair?”
“You’d live here with Dad?” Kit was openmouthed.
“Someone has to,” I explained, “and anyway, I might get married soon if I could find a nice girl.”
“Buy this house? Give us all a share? In your dreams,” Kit laughed.
But I could buy it and I did, the very next day, and my dad was delighted but Kit wasn’t pleased at all.
He had no savings, he said, and yet I, who had never done a day’s work in my life, was able to put my hand in my pocket and draw out enough to buy a small farm and a gentleman’s residence. It was a strange state of affairs.
“But what do you mean I’ve never done a day’s work in my life, wasn’t I your manager?” I cried, very upset at the false accusation.
He didn’t seem to accept that explanation.
“I was your manager,” I insisted. Because I was. I had been a great manager, made a smashing flat for them all to live in. I would have put their money away every week like I put my own, if they’d only have given it to me. It had to go into accounts with a whole lot of different names, something to do with accounting, apparently. But I couldn’t snatch the money from them on a Friday if they were going up west to clubs or taking girls out or buying classy gear.
The reason I was able to save was because I didn’t drink. I bought my clothes at the thrift shop and anyway I worked so many hours that I didn’t have time to go out and spend money—so I saved it for a house.
And I told all this to Kit patiently and explained it to him carefully in case he hadn’t understood. I watched his face and he stopped being angry. You could see it. His face got all soft and kind like it was the night he had made me manager. The night he had gone out for the fish and chips. And he put out his big hand and laid it over mine.
“I’m sorry, Neddy, I spoke out of turn. Of course you were our manager and a very good one. And I don’t know how we’ll replace you if you come back here. But then we’ll have a lump sum from this place and we’ll know Dad’s being looked after and that will be a great relief in itself.”
I smiled with relief. It was all going to be all right again.
“You know, the getting-married bit might be harder, Neddy, you won’t get upset if that isn’t as easy for you as everything else. Women are very difficult to understand. Hard to work out. You’re a great fellow but you’re not the sharpest knife in the drawer and you wouldn’t be up to what women want these days.”
He was being kind so I thanked him as I always thanked people for advice whether I understood it or not. And I set about finding a girl to marry.
It took seven months. Then I met Clare.
She was a schoolteacher. I met her when she came home to our parish church outside Rossmore for her father’s funeral. I thought she was very nice indeed.
“She’s too bright for you,” they all said.
Well, my dad didn’t say that because he loved living with me, and he didn’t want to say anything that would annoy me. I made him porridge every morning, and I employed a man to look after the few cows we had. I minded the chickens and the ducks. I went for walks with him up to the woods to keep his legs mobile. Sometimes he went to the well to thank St. Ann for all those extra years he had with my mam. And I brought him to the pub every day to meet his friends and have a pint and a hot lunch.
Dad used to say about me, “Neddy’s not soft as you all think…”
And Dad thought Clare would be fine for me. He said I should spend money on a few nice shirts and get my hair properly cut in the salon in Rossmore. Imagine Dad knowing words like salon.
Clare was ambitious, she told me this from the start. She wanted to get on in teaching and maybe become a principal sometime, and I said that would be fine because the way I saw it I could be the manager in the house and have everything done when she got home. And suppose, just suppose, we had a little baby, I could look after the baby while Clare went out to work. And to my delight she said it all sounded very good and very restful and she’d be honored to be my wife.
Kit wasn’t able to come to the wedding, because he was in jail in England over some misunderstanding. The real culprits weren’t found this time either.
And Dad was much stronger and better now. All it had been, really, was loneliness and neglect that had him feeling so low.
So we got in a great builder and fixed a price and he did a marvelous job dividing up the house so that Clare could feel that, when she came to live here when we were married, she would have her own home for herself and myself and not that she had come to live with Dad and me. And this way everybody would be happy.
I encouraged Dad’s friends to come and see him of an evening. And I bought him a great big television, which they all loved when the sport was on.
Our wedding day in Rossmore was just great.
Canon Cassidy did the actual wedding bit, but the new curate, Father Flynn, was very helpful too. And we had a reception in the hotel, where people made speeches.
My dad said that as far as he was concerned his beloved wife, who had been cured by St. Ann, was in this room with us to celebrate the day and I was the best son in the world and would be the best husband and indeed father too when that time came.
I made a short speech and said that I wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. I wanted people to know that I knew that’s what they said. But I was the luckiest knife. I had got everything I wanted all my life and I could ask for no more.
And Clare said that she would like to make a speech. She knew it wasn’t usual for the bride to speak but there was something she wanted to say.
I had no idea what it was going to be.
She stood up in her beautiful dress and said to everyone in the room that the drawers were full of sharp awful old knives. So many that she had almost despaired of opening a drawer again. And that then she had found me and her whole life turned around. And as I looked around the big room in the hotel I saw everyone was half crying as they clapped and cheered and it was simply the happiest day of my life…
Gold-Star Clare
When I was at school at St. Ita’s, Rossmore, I used to get the gold star every week.
Once when I had the flu, another girl, my friend Harriet Lynch, got it but otherwise it was always mine.
I used to take it off my school tunic every Monday morning and lay it back on the principal’s desk and then an hour later, when the gold stars in each class were being read out, I would get it back again.
It was a reward for a combination of good marks, good behavior and school spirit. You couldn’t just get one for studying hard. No, you had to be an all-rounder, a balanced person, as they saw it.
And it was easy, really, to make them see it like that. Because I liked being at school. I was in early and I left late. They had plenty of time to see me and my good school spirit in their environment. I mean, if you came from my home, any environment was preferable. Who wouldn’t prefer to be at school than at home?
It wasn’t entirely my mother’s fault. Not entirely.
Women were different then, they did literally everything not to rock the boat, no matter how dangerous and unpleasant that boat was. Any marriage was better than no marriage, any humiliation was better than the ultimate humiliation of being an abandoned wife. They went up to St. Ann’s Well to pray that things might get better but they didn’t try to make them better themselves.
And I wasn’t the only child in the school that had trouble like that at home. There was a poor girl—Nora something—who was a bit soft in the head. In her case it was her grandfather who bothered her. And she got pregnant and she said that it was some fellow she had met at a dance, but apparently the fellow brought all his brothers and proved that he was never with her alone. And poor Nora went to the nuns, had her baby and gave it up for adoption and her grandfather went on living in that home. And they all knew. All the time. And said nothing.
Like they knew about my uncle Niall in our home. And said nothing.
I put a lock on my bedroom door and no one asked me why. They knew too well that my father’s brother fancied me. But he owned most of the farm, so what could they do?
I asked God a lot if he could stop Uncle Niall from trying to do these things. But God was busy back in those days or there were a lot of cases worse than mine, I suppose. The really hard thing was that they all knew and did nothing. They knew why I did my homework up at the school lest he approach me when the house was empty, and why I didn’t come back until I was certain that my mother had come back from the creamery where she worked and my father in from the fields and that there would be other people to protect me. Sort of, anyway.
I was both proud and ashamed when I was a schoolgirl. Proud that I was able to stay out of my uncle’s messy clutches. And ashamed because I came from a family that wouldn’t look after me but left me to fight my own battles against things I didn’t understand.
And I suppose it did make me grow up quickly. And then, when I passed my exams, I announced firmly that I was going to university miles away.
There was a bit of grumbling about this. Where would they get the money to pay for all this? my father wondered. He had worried about money all his life, it was his greatest curse.
Why couldn’t I stay at home and do a secretarial course and mind my sister? my mother said, as well she might.
My sister, Geraldine, did need to be minded, and I would warn her well before I left. Maybe I’d go to the bad in a big city? Uncle Niall said that, even though he knew and I knew and my parents knew, I’d go to the bad much quicker here had I not got a lock on my bedroom door.
But I was much tougher than they all thought.
I was really quite grown up for my years.
I’d survive, I told them, I’d get a job to pay for a flat and my fees. I was a gold-star girl. An all-rounder. I could turn my hand to anything.
And I did. I went to Dublin two weeks before term started and I fixed myself up in a flat with three other girls, and got a job in an early-morning breakfast place, which was terrific because I had nearly a day’s work done and a huge breakfast eaten by the time I went to my 10 a.m. lectures, and then I worked a shift in a pub from six to ten every night, which kept me out of the way of spending money and I had the whole day to myself.
And because of Uncle Niall and all that sort of thing I wasn’t all that keen on fellows, like my flatmates were, so I could put my mind to my studies as well. And at the end of the first year I was in the top five of the whole group, which was an achievement.
I never told them any of this when I went back home to Rossmore. Except for my sister, Geraldine, because I wanted her to know we could do anything, anything, if we wanted to.
Geraldine thought I was wonderful and she told me too that she was well able to deal with Uncle Niall now by shouting aloud, “Oh, there you are, Uncle Niall, what can I do for you?” at the top of her voice, alerting the whole house, and he would slink away. And she had announced one day in front of everyone that she was putting a giant padlock on her door.
And then in the middle of my second year at university a lot of things went wrong. My mother got cancer and they said they couldn’t operate. My father coped with it all by drinking himself senseless every night.
My sister went to stay with my friend Harriet Lynch’s younger sister in order to study and to get away from Uncle Niall since there was no one to protect her.
Back in Dublin they put up the rent on our flat. Seriously high. And just then I met Keno, who ran a nightclub down a little cobbled street in Dublin and asked me to dance there. I said, nonsense, I couldn’t dance, and he said there was nothing to it. And I said it would be dangerous, wouldn’t it be sort of flaunting yourself at people and then not letting them touch you?
But Keno had bouncers who looked after all that sort of thing.
And then my mother died.
Yes, it was awful, and I tried to mourn her properly but I could never forget that she had turned aside and left Geraldine and me to our fate. And shortly after the funeral Uncle Niall sold the farm over my father’s head and Geraldine hadn’t done any work at school because she was so upset about everything and if I did do the bloody dancing it meant I could have my own flat in Dublin, finish my university degree, put Geraldine into school and keep an eye on her. So I said okay to Keno and wore this ludicrous thong and danced around a pole every night.
It was silly. Just mainly silly and a bit sad, really.
And the music sometimes would do your head in.
But the tips were enormous, and the bouncers were great and there was always a taxi home at 3 a.m. and God, why not?
I told Geraldine that it was a gambling club, and I was a croupier taking in the money, and that the law said she was too young to come in, and that was fine. And then one night of course, wouldn’t you know, Harriet Lynch’s father and some friends were there and recognized me. They nearly dropped dead.
I went to their table to have a drink and said very sweetly that everyone earned their living and took their pleasures in an entirely individual way and I didn’t see any need to inform Harriet Lynch’s mother or daughters back in Rossmore of the nature of these business trips to Dublin. They got the message and Keno told me afterwards that I was the brightest girl he ever had in his stable. I didn’t like the word stable. I felt we were all like performing prancing horses or something. But I did like Keno. A lot. He was very respectful to us all and he was doing all this because he had a very poor family who needed support back in Morocco. He would really like to have been a poet but there was no money in poetry. His little sisters and brothers wouldn’t have had an education if he were busy writing verses so he had this club instead.
I understood so well.
Sometimes we’d have a coffee, Keno and myself—my friends from college thought he was gorgeous. He always talked about poetry so they thought he was some kind of student. He never told any actual lies, I noticed, but he never told the whole truth either.
But I wasn’t going to criticize him for that, I didn’t want him to tell my friends from the BA honors group that he knew me from my dancing nearly naked five nights a week in his club.
He was the same with Geraldine, who was now also at university, and mercifully having too good a time to want to investigate my so-called life as a croupier in a casino. I didn’t fancy Keno and he didn’t fancy me, but we often talked about love and marriage and what it might be like. He was cynical that any romance ever really lasted. His business experience told him so much the contrary.
He said he would like children and in fact he had a child, a daughter in Marrakesh. But she was being brought up by her grandmother. Her mother was an exotic dancer in one of his clubs there. That was the first time I knew he had any other establishments than the one where I worked in Dublin.
But I said nothing and never brought the matter up again.
“You’re a great girl, Clare,” he said to me often. “A real star.”
“I was a gold star at school,” I explained, and he thought that was very endearing.
“Little Gold-Star Clare! Give up this nonsense of becoming a teacher and manage my club for me instead,” he begged.
But I told him that in fact when I did become a teacher I’d actually give up the club. Too much danger that the pupils’ fathers might see me!
“Well, as you said yourself, they shouldn’t be there,” he laughed.
He came to my graduation and sat at the conferring ceremonies with Geraldine. I smiled as I took my parchment in my hand. If they knew that the girl with the First Class honors was a topless dancer…Only Keno knew and he was clapping loudest of all.
A year later I was a full-fledged teacher with my diploma and I got into exactly the kind of school I wanted to. I took Keno out to lunch to say good-bye. He didn’t believe it when I told him what I was going to be earning. For me it was plenty.
Geraldine had won a scholarship, I had my savings and hardly any outgoings.
I thanked him from the bottom of my heart for having made it all possible. He was dark and moody-looking, and he said I was ungrateful.
“Over the years, Keno, if there’s anything I can do to help you I will,” I promised, and I meant it.
I didn’t hear from him for three years. And by the time he got in touch again, a lot had changed.
After years of drinking, my father eventually died, and at the funeral I met an old man in a wheelchair called Marty Nolan, who had known my father once. Like back in the days when it had been possible to talk to my father. A long time ago. A nice old man. His son, who was pushing the chair, was a really good-natured fellow called Neddy. Neddy had worked in England on the buildings, he said, well, more as manager for his brother and their friends, and now he had come home and looked after his father.
He was an oddly restful person and I liked talking to him.
Harriet Lynch said to me I should see his elder brother Kit, a real hunk. Take the sight out of your eyes, he would. And where was he now? I wondered. Apparently he was banged up in jail for something, Neddy was the one who had the decent streak in that family.
Not the brightest mind, a bit slow, a minute late, she said. Harriet Lynch was always sorry she had volunteered this information to me.
Very sorry.
I saw Neddy again because I came back to Rossmore over and over to get what I considered were Geraldine’s and my just portions of my father’s estate. If you could use a word like estate to describe what was owing to a drunk who had died in the County Home. Over the years I had tried to contribute to my father’s keep from my earnings in Keno’s club, but the doctor told me to save my breath. He said that my father didn’t know where he was and would only spend any money that came his way on cider. People had been discouraged from giving him anything at all.
I faced my uncle Niall after the funeral, when he was busy accepting sympathy about his unfortunate poor brother. The one with the drink problem, people said, shaking their heads sadly.
I asked for his attention for a moment.
He looked at me witheringly.
“And what can I do for you on this sad day, Miss Clare?” he said.
“Just a third of what you got for the family farm,” I said to him pleasantly.
He looked at me as if I were mad.
“One third is fine. I have written down the bank account number.”
“And what makes you think I am going to give you one single euro?” he asked.
“Let me see, I think you won’t want Geraldine and myself to tell the local doctor, the priest, half of Rossmore and, even more important, a top lawyer the reason why she and I had to leave home at a very young age,” I said.
He looked at me, unbelieving, but I met his stare and eventually it was his eyes that moved away.
“It will be no problem, there’s a new young curate here who would give Canon Cassidy the courage to stand up to you. Mr. Barry would get us a hotshot barrister from Dublin, the doctor will confirm that I asked his help to get Geraldine away from your clutches. The world has changed, you know. The days are gone, Niall, when the uncle with the money can get away with anything he likes.”
He spluttered at me. I think my calling him “Niall” was about the clincher.
“If you think for one moment…” he began.
I interrupted him. “One week from now, and a decent gravestone for my father,” I said.
It was surprisingly easy. He paid the money into my account.
It was blackmail, of course, but I shrugged. I didn’t see it as that.
Then I was going out with Neddy. He came to Dublin once a week to see me. And I went down to see him once a week. And we hadn’t slept together because Neddy wasn’t like that.
And in the middle of things in Dublin, which were always a bit pressurized, he was very restful indeed.
And then I heard from Keno.
They really needed me back at the club, he wouldn’t ask if he wasn’t desperate. He’d been having a bit of trouble with some of the girls from abroad. Visas and red tape and form-filling. He needed someone reliable to be in there, dancing, yes, and keeping an eye on things for him.
I explained how impossible it was for me, or I tried to explain. I even told Keno about Neddy and the kind of man he was. I shouldn’t really have told Keno about Neddy.
When he put the pictures down on the table, he mentioned Neddy.
I hadn’t known there were any pictures being taken, and it was very obviously me, and the positions were very suggestive indeed. It was sickening, looking at them.
It didn’t bear thinking what the board of the school or dear innocent Neddy would make of them.
“It’s blackmail,” I said.
“I don’t see it as that,” Keno said, shrugging.
“Give me a week,” I said. “You owe me that.”
“Right.” Keno was always agreeable. “But you owe me too. For your start in life.”
During the week, of course, wouldn’t you know, Neddy asked me to marry him.
“I can’t,” I said. “Too much baggage.”
“I don’t care about the past,” Neddy said.
“It’s not just the past. It’s the future,” I said.
And I told him. Everything. Every single thing—like my awful uncle Niall and Geraldine and how boring and tiring the dancing had been. I had left the envelope of pictures on the table and he just threw it into the fire without opening it.
“I’m sure you are very beautiful in the pictures,” he said, “and why shouldn’t people pay to look at you?”
“He’ll have more,” I said in a despairing kind of voice.
“Yes, of course he will, but it won’t matter.”
“Ah, come on, Neddy, these are nice respectable girls I teach—do you think anyone would let me near them if they saw those pictures?”
“Well, I was hoping that if you married me you’d come back to Rossmore and teach nearby.”
“But he could still show them,” I said. I wondered if Neddy might really be soft in the head.
“But you could tell them in advance. You could say at the interview you had to pay your way through college by doing various jobs, including exotic dancing,” he said.
“It won’t work—we won’t get away with it, Neddy.”
“It will work because it’s true.” He looked at me with his honest blue eyes.
“I wish things had been different,” I said to him.
“Would you have said yes and married me if it weren’t for this little problem?” he asked me.
“It’s a big problem, Neddy.” I sounded weary.
“Would you, Clare?”
“Well, yes, I would, Neddy. I would have been honored to marry you.”
“Right, then—we’ll sort it out,” he said.
And he came with me to Keno’s that night. We walked right through the dancers and the punters to the office at the back. To say Keno was surprised is putting it mildly.
I introduced them formally and then Neddy spoke.
He told Keno that he sympathized with the situation, and how it must be hard running a business with all the staff problems and everything, but it wasn’t fair to take away my dream, as I had always wanted to be a teacher ever since I was a schoolgirl.
“Clare was a gold star at school,” Keno said, more to make conversation, I think, than anything else.
“I’m not at all surprised,” Neddy said, beaming at me proudly. “So, you see, we can’t make Clare do anything else except concentrate on her teaching. Neither of us can.”
Keno pulled a big brown envelope from his desk drawer.
“The pictures?” he said to Neddy.
“They’re very beautiful. Clare showed them to me earlier tonight,” he said.
“She did?” Keno was amazed.
“Of course, if we are to be married we must have no secrets. I have told Clare about my brother Kit, who has been and still is in prison. You can’t keep quiet about things that are part of you. And I know that Clare is very, very grateful for the start you gave her. So that’s why we are here.”
“Why exactly are you here?” Keno was totally bewildered.
“To know if there was any other way we could help you.” Neddy said it simply as if it were obvious.
“Like what way, in God’s name?”
“Well, I have a great friend who does wrought iron, he could do you really nice windows outside, which would look well and also be good and strong against unwelcome visitors. And let me see, what else could we do? If the dancing girls were tired and wanted somewhere to stay, it’s very peaceful by the woods where we live…Perhaps some of your dancers might need a nice restful holiday. They could come to stay with us. There’s lots to see in Rossmore. There’s even a wonderful well in the woods. People can wish there and it comes true.” His good-natured face was straining with good ideas for Keno.
I begged God not to let Keno mock him, or tell me I was marrying a simpleton. I spoke to God very strongly in my mind. “I never bothered you about things, did I, God? I didn’t go up to that well rabbiting on to your grandmother, St. Ann, now did I? No, I sorted out my own problems and looked after my little sister. I didn’t go round doing much sin, unless the dancing is a sin? But it’s so silly, it can’t really be a sin, can it? And now I want to escape from all this and marry a good man. So that’s the kind of thing you’re meant to be for, isn’t it, God?”
And God listened. This time.
Keno turned on the shredder and put the pictures into it.
“There aren’t any more,” he said. “Get your wrought-iron man to give me a ring, Neddy. And now get the hell home, the two of you, to plan your wedding. I have an ailing business to run here.”
And we walked out of the club together hand in hand and down the cobbled street.
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