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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Doctor Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly and the denizens of Ballybucklebo first appeared in 1995 in my monthly column in Stitches: The Journal of Medical Humour. It was suggested to me that these characters might form the foundation for a novel.

I had just finished Pray for Us Sinners, and hesitating to delve once more into the misery of the Ulster Troubles, I found the idea of something lighter to be appealing. An Irish Country Doctor began to take shape.

Like Only Wounded and Pray for Us Sinners, the book is set in the northeast corner of Ireland, but unlike its predecessors, which I strove to make historically accurate, this story has taken some liberties with geography and time.

The setting is a fictional village, the name of which came from my high-school French teacher who, enraged by my inability to conjugate irregular verbs, yelled, “Taylor, you’re stupid enough to come from Ballybucklebo.” Those of an etymological bent may wish to know what the name means. Bally (Irish, baile) is a townland—a mediaeval geographic term encompassing a small village and the surrounding farms, Buachaill means “boy,” and bó is a cow. In Bailebuchaillbó, or Ballybucklebo—the townland of the boy’s cow—time and place are as skewed as they are in Brigadoon.

Little Irish is spoken in the North, but I have been at pains to use the Ulster dialect. It is rich and colourful, but often incomprehensible to one not from that part of the world. For those who may have some difficulty, I have taken the liberty of appending a glossary.

My attention to the spoken idiom is as accurate as I can make it; however, the purist will note that in 1964, the Twelfth of July fell on a Sunday, not a Thursday, and Seamus Heaney’s first book of poetry was not published until 1966. No salmon river called the Bucklebo flows through north County Down. The nearest is the Shimna River in the Mourne Mountains. But everything else is as accurate as extensive reading and memory permit.

The rural Ulster that I have portrayed has vanished. The farms and villages still look much as they did, but the simplicity of rural life has been banished by the Troubles and the all-pervasive influence of television. The automatic respect for their learning shown to those at the top of the village hierarchy—doctor, teacher, minister, and priest—is a thing of the past, but men like O’Reilly were common when I was a very junior doctor. And on that subject, may I please lay to rest a question I am frequently asked by readers of my column in Stitches? Barry Laverty and Patrick Taylor are not one and the same. Doctor F. F. O’Reilly is a figment of my troubled mind, despite the efforts of some of my expatriate Ulster friends to see in him a respected—if unorthodox—medical practitioner of the time. Lady Macbeth does owe her being to our demoniacally possessed cat, Minnie, and Arthur Guinness owes his to a black Labrador, now long gone but who had an insatiable thirst for Foster’s lager. All the other characters are composites, drawn from my imagination and from my experiences as a rural GP.

PATRICK TAYLOR
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You Can’t Get There 
from Here

Barry Laverty—Doctor Barry Laverty—his houseman’s year just finished, ink barely dry on his degree, pulled his beat-up Volkswagen Beetle to the side of the road and peered at a map lying on the passenger seat. Six Road Ends was clearly marked. He stared through the car’s insect-splattered windscreen. Judging by the maze of narrow country roads that ran one into the other just up ahead, somewhere at the end of one of those blackthorn-hedged byways lay the village of Ballybucklebo. But which road should he take? And, he reminded himself, there was more to that question than simple geography.

Most of his graduating classmates from the medical school of the Queen’s University of Belfast had clear plans for their careers. But he hadn’t a clue. General practice? Specialize? And if so, which speciality? Barry shrugged. He was twenty-four, single, no responsibilities. He knew he had all the time in the world to think about his medical future, but his immediate prospects might not be bright if he were late for his five o’clock appointment, and though finding a direction for his life might be important, his most pressing need was to earn enough to pay off the loan on the car.

He scowled at the map and retraced the road he had travelled from Belfast, but the Six Road Ends lay near the margin of the paper. No Ballybucklebo in sight. What to do?

He looked up, and as he did he glimpsed himself in the rearview mirror. Blue eyes looked back at him from a clean-shaven oval face. His tie was askew. No matter how carefully he tied the thing, the knot always managed to wander off under one collar tip. He understood the importance of first impressions and did not want to look scruffy. He tugged the tie back into place, then tried to smooth down the cowlick on the crown of his fair hair, but up it popped. He shrugged. It would just have to stay that way. He wasn’t going to a beauty contest—it was his medical credentials that would be scrutinized. At least his hair was cut short, not like the style affected by that new musical group, the Beatles.

One last glance at the map confirmed that it would be of no help in finding his destination. Perhaps, he thought, there would be a signpost at the junction. He got out of the vehicle, and the springs creaked. Brunhilde, as he called his car, was protesting about the weight of his worldly goods: two suitcases, one with his meagre wardrobe, the other crammed with medical texts; a doctor’s medical bag tucked under the bonnet; and a fly rod, creel, and hip waders lying in the backseat. Not much to show for someone possessing a medical degree, he thought, but with any luck his finances would soon take a turn for the better—if he could just find Ballybucklebo.

He leant against the car door, conscious that his five-foot-eight, slightly built frame barely gave him enough height to peer over Brunhilde’s domed roof, and even standing on tiptoe he could see no evidence of a signpost. Perhaps it was hidden behind the hedges.

He walked to the junction and looked around to find a grave deficiency of signposts. Maybe Ballybucklebo’s like Brigadoon, he thought, and only appears every hundred years. I’d better start humming “How Are Things in Glocca Morra?” and hope to God one of the little people shows up to give me directions.

He walked back to the car in the warmth of the Ulster afternoon, breathing in the gorse’s perfume from the little fields at either side of the road. He heard the liquid notes of a blackbird hiding in the fuchsia that grew wild in the hedgerow, the flowers drooping purple and scarlet in the summer air. Somewhere a cow lowed in basso counterpoint to the blackbird’s treble.

Barry savoured the moment. He might be unclear about what his future held, but one thing was certain. Nothing could ever persuade him that there was anywhere, anywhere at all, he would choose to live other than here in Northern Ireland.

No map, no signpost, and no little people, he thought as he approached the car. I’ll just have to pick a road and … He was pleasantly surprised to see a figure mounted on a bicycle crest the low hill and pedal sedately along the road.

“Excuse me.” Barry stepped into the path of the oncoming cyclist. “Excuse me.” The cyclist wobbled, braked, and stood, one foot on the ground and the other on a pedal. For a moment Barry wondered if his hopes of meeting a leprechaun had been fulfilled. “Good afternoon,” he said.

He was addressing a gangly youth, innocent face half hidden under a Paddy hat, but not hidden well enough to disguise a set of buckteeth that Barry decided would be the envy of every hare in the Six Counties. He carried a pitchfork over one shoulder and wore a black worsted waistcoat over a collarless shirt. His tweed trousers were tied at the knees with leather thongs that the locals called “nicky tams.”

“Grand day,” he remarked.

“It is.”

“Och, aye. Grand. Hay’s coming along fine, so it is.” The youth picked his nose.

“I wonder if you could help me?”

“Aye?” The cyclist lifted his hat and scratched his ginger hair. “Maybe.”

“I’m looking for Ballybucklebo.”

“Ballybucklebo?” His brow knitted, and the head scratching increased.

“Can you tell me how to get there?”

“Ballybucklebo?” He pursed his lips. “Boys-a-boys, thon’s a grand wee place, so it is.”

Barry tried not to let his growing exasperation show. “I’m sure it is, but I have to get there by five.”

“Five? Today, like?”

“Mmm.” Barry bit back the words “No. In the year 2000.” He waited.

The youth fumbled in the fob pocket of his waistcoat, produced a pocketwatch, and consulted it, frowning and muttering to himself. He looked at Barry. “Five? You’ve no much time left.”

“I know that. If you could just—”

“Ballybucklebo?”

“Please?”

“Och, aye.” He pointed to the road that lay straight ahead. “Take that road.”

“That one?”

“Aye. Follow your nose ‘til you come to Willy John McCoubrey’s red barn.”

“Red barn. Right.”

“Now you don’t turn there.”

“Oh.”

“Not at all. Keep right on. You’ll see a black-and-white cow in a field—unless Willy John has her in the red barn for milking. Now go past her, and take the road to your right.” As he spoke, the youth pointed to the left side of the road.

Barry felt a mite confused. “First right past the black-and-white cow?”

“That’s her,” he said, continuing to point to the left. “From there on, it’s only a wee doddle. Mind you, sir …” He started to mount his rusty machine. Then he delivered the rest of the sentence with the solemnity of a priest giving the Benediction: “… if I’d been you, I wouldn’t have tried to get to Ballybucklebo from here in the first place.”

Barry looked sharply at his companion. The youth’s face showed not the least suggestion that he had been anything other than serious.

“Thank you,” said Barry, stifling his desire to laugh. “Thank you very much. Oh, and by the way, you wouldn’t happen to know the doctor there?”

The youth’s eyebrows shot upwards. His eyes widened, and he let go a long low whistle before he said, “Himself? Doctor O’Reilly? By God, I do, sir. In soul, I do.” With that, he mounted and pedalled furiously away.

Barry climbed into Brunhilde and wondered why his advisor had suddenly taken flight at the mere mention of Doctor O’Reilly. Well, he thought, if Willy John’s cow was in the right field, he’d soon find out. His appointment at five was with none other than Doctor Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly.
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He Flies Through the Air with the Greatest of Ease

Dr. F. F. O’Reilly, M. B., B.Ch., B.A.O.
Physician and Surgeon
Hours: Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to noon.

Barry read the lines on a brass plate screwed to the wall beside the green-painted front door of a three-storey house. A glance at his watch told him that by the grace of Willy John McCoubrey’s black-and-white cow, he had arrived with five minutes to spare. He tightened his grip on his brand-new, black leather bag, stepped back, and looked around.

On either side of the doorway, bow windows arced from grey, pebble-dashed walls. To his right, through the glass, the furniture of a dining room was clearly visible. So, Barry thought, like many country general practitioners, Doctor O’Reilly must run his practice from his home. And if the man’s voice, raised and hectoring, that Barry could hear coming from behind the drawn curtains of the left-hand window was anything to go by, the doctor was in and at his work.

“You’re an eejit, Seamus Galvin. A born-again, blethering, bejesusly bollocks of a buck eejit. What are you?”

Barry could not hear the reply. Somewhere inside, a door banged against a wall. He took a step back and glanced over his shoulder at a gravel walkway leading from the front gate, rosebushes flanking the path. He sensed movement and swung back to face a large man—huge in fact—standing, legs astraddle, in the open doorway. The ogre’s bent nose was alabaster, the rest of his face puce, presumably, Barry thought, because it must be tiring carrying a smaller man by the collar of his jacket and the seat of his moleskin trousers. As the small man wriggled and made high-pitched squeaks, he waved his left foot, which Barry noticed was quite bare.

The large man swung the smaller one to and fro in ever-increasing excursions, then released his grip. Barry gaped as the little victim’s upward flight and keening were both cut short by a rapid descent into the nearest rosebush.

“Buck eejit,” the giant roared and hurled a shoe and a sock after the ejectee.

Barry flinched. He held his black bag in front of himself.

“The next time, Seamus Galvin, you dirty little bugger … The next time you come here after hours on my half day and want me to look at your sore ankle, wash your bloody feet! Do you hear me, Seamus Galvin?”

Barry turned away, ready to beat a retreat, but the path was blocked by the departing Galvin, clutching his footwear, hobbling toward the gate, and muttering, “Yes, Doctor O’Reilly sir. I will, Doctor O’Reilly sir.”

Barry thought of the cyclist who had given the directions to Ballybucklebo and who had fled at the mere mention of Doctor O’Reilly. Good Lord, if what Barry had witnessed was an example of the man’s bedside manner …

“And what the hell do you want, standing there, both legs the same length and a face on you like a Lurgan spade?”

Barry swung to face his interrogator.

“Doctor O’Reilly?”

“No. The archangel bloody Gabriel. Can you not read the plate?” He pointed at the wall.

“I’m Laverty.”

“Laverty? Well, bugger off. I’m not buying any.”

Barry was tempted to take the advice but he held his ground. “I’m Doctor Laverty. I answered your advertisement in the British Medical Journal. I was to have an interview about the assistant’s position.” I will not let this bully intimidate me, he thought.

“That Laverty. Jesus, man, why on earth didn’t you say so?” O’Reilly offered a hand the size of a soup plate. His handshake would have done justice to one of those machines that reduce motorcars to the size of suitcases.

Barry felt his knuckles grind together, but he refused to flinch as he met Doctor O’Reilly’s gaze. He was staring into a pair of deep-set brown eyes hidden under bushy eyebrows. He noted the deep laugh lines around the eyes and saw that the pallor had left O’Reilly’s nose, a large bent proboscis with a definite list to port. It now had assumed the plum colour of its surrounding cheeks.

The pressure on Barry’s hand eased.

“Come in, Laverty.” O’Reilly stepped aside and waited for Barry to precede him into a thinly carpeted hall. “Door on your left.”

Barry, still wondering about Galvin’s ejection, went into the room with the drawn curtains. An open rolltop desk stood against one green wall. Piles of prescription pads, papers, and what looked like patients’ records lay in splendid disarray on the desktop. Above, O’Reilly’s framed diploma dangled from a rusty nail. Barry stole a quick peep. “Trinity College, Dublin, 1936.” In front of the desk were a swivel chair and a plain wooden chair.

“Have a pew.” O’Reilly lowered his bulk into the swivel seat.

Barry sat, settled his bag on his lap, and glanced round. An examining table and a set of folding screens jostled with an instrument cabinet against another wall. A dusty sphygmomanometer was fixed to the wall. Above the blood-pressure machine an eye-testing chart hung askew.

Doctor O’Reilly pushed a pair of half-moon spectacles onto his bent nose and peered at Barry. “So you want to be my assistant?”

Barry had thought so, but after the ejection of Seamus Galvin he wasn’t so sure.

“Well, I—”

“Course you do,” said O’Reilly, pulling a briar from his jacket pocket and holding a lighted match over the bowl. “Golden opportunity for a young man.”

Barry noticed that he kept sliding forward on his seat. Try as he might, he had to brace his feet firmly on the carpet and keep shoving his backside upwards.

O’Reilly wagged his index finger. “Practising here in Ballybucklebo. Most satisfying thing in the world. You’ll love it. Might even be a partnership in it for you. Course you’ll have to do as I tell you for a while until you get to know the ropes.”

Barry hitched himself back up his seat and made a quick decision. He might work here if he were offered the job, but he sensed—no, he knew—that if he didn’t establish his independence immediately, Doctor O’Reilly would walk all over him.

“Does that mean I’ll have to hurl patients into the rosebushes?”

“What?” A hint of pallor returned to the big man’s nose. Was that a sign of temper? Barry wondered.

“I said, ‘Does that mean—’“

“I heard you the first time, boy. Now listen, have you any experience with country patients?”

“Not ex—”

“Thought not,” said O’Reilly, emitting a puff of tobacco smoke like the blast from the funnels of RMS Queen Mary when she blew her boilers. “You’ll have a lot to learn.”

Barry felt a cramp in his left calf. He shoved himself back up his seat. “I know, but I don’t think a physician should chuck patients—”

“Rubbish,” said O’Reilly, rising. “You saw me pitch Galvin into the roses. Lesson number one. Never, never, never”—with each “never” he poked at Barry with the stem of his pipe—“never let the customers get the upper hand. If you do, they’ll run you ragged.”

“Don’t you think dumping a man bodily into your garden is a little—?”

“I used to … until I met Seamus Galvin. If you take the job and get to know that skiver as well as I do …” O’Reilly shook his head.

Barry stood and massaged the back of his leg. He was going to carry on the debate about Galvin, but O’Reilly began to laugh in great throaty rumbles.

“Leg stiff?”

“Yes. Something’s wrong with this chair.”

O’Reilly’s chuckles grew deeper. “No, there’s not. I fixed it.”

“Fixed it?”

“Oh, aye. Some of the weary, walking wounded in Ballybucklebo seem to think when they get in here to see me it’s my job to listen to their lamentations ‘til the cows come home. A country general practitioner, a single-handed country GP, doesn’t have that sort of time.” He pushed his spectacles further up his nose. “That’s why I advertised for an assistant. There’s too much bloody work in this place.” O’Reilly had stopped laughing. His brown-eyed gaze was fixed on Barry’s eyes as he said softly, “Take the job, boy. I need the help.”

Barry hesitated. Did he really want to work for this big, coarse man who sat there with a briar stuck in his wide mouth? Barry saw O’Reilly’s florid cheeks, the cauliflower ears that must have been acquired in the boxing ring, and a shock of black hair like a badly stooked hayrick, and he decided to play for time. “What have you done to this chair?”

O’Reilly’s face broke into a grin that Barry thought could only be described as demonic. “I fixed it. I sawed an inch off the front legs.”

“You what?”

“I sawed an inch off the front legs. Not very comfortable, is it?”

“No,” said Barry, pushing himself back up the seat.

“Don’t want to stay long, do you?”

Barry thought, I’m not sure I want to stay here at all.

“Neither do the customers. They come in and go out like a fiddler’s elbow.”

How could a responsible physician ever take a proper history if his practice ran like a human conveyor belt? Barry asked himself. He rose. “I’m not sure I do want to work here.…”

O’Reilly’s laugh boomed through the room. “Don’t take yourself so seriously, son.”

Barry felt the flush begin under his collar. “Doctor O’Reilly, I—”

“Laverty, there are some really sick people here who do need us, you know.” O’Reilly was no longer laughing.

Barry heard the “us” and was surprised to find that it pleased him.

“I need help.”

“Well, I—”

“Great,” said O’Reilly, putting another match to his pipe, rising, and marching to the door. “Come on, you’ve seen the surgery…. Why our American cousins insist on calling it the office is beyond me …. I’ll show you the rest of the shop.”

“But I—”

“Leave your bag there. You’ll need it tomorrow.” With that, O’Reilly vanished into the hall, leaving Barry little choice but to park his bag and follow. Immediately opposite he could see into the dining room, but O’Reilly charged along the hall, past a staircase with an ornate mahogany balustrade. Then he stopped and flung a door wide open. Barry hurried to catch up.

“Waiting room.”

Barry saw a large room, wallpapered with god-awful roses. More wooden chairs were arranged around the walls. A single table in the centre of the room was covered with old magazines.

O’Reilly pointed to a door in the far wall. “Patients let themselves in here; we come down from the surgery, take whoever’s next back with us, deal with them, and show them out the front door.”

“On their feet, I hope.” Barry watched O’Reilly’s nose. No pallor.

The big man chuckled. “You’re no dozer, are you, Laverty?”

Barry kept his counsel as O’Reilly continued. “It’s a good system … stops the buggers swapping symptoms, or demanding the same medicine as the last customer. Right…” He swung round and headed for the staircase. “Come on.”

Barry followed, up a flight of stairs to a broad landing. Framed photographs of a warship hung on the walls.

“Sitting room’s in there.” O’Reilly indicated a pair of panelled doors.

Barry nodded but looked more closely at the battleship. “Excuse me, Doctor O’Reilly, is that HMS Warspite?”

O’Reilly’s foot paused on the first step of the next flight.

“How’d you know that?”

“My dad served in her.”

“Holy thundering Mother of Jesus. Laverty? Are you … are you Tom Laverty’s boy?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be damned.”

So, thought Barry, will I. His father, who rarely talked about his wartime experiences, had from time to time alluded to a certain Surgeon Commander O’Reilly who had been welterweight boxing champion of the Mediterranean Fleet—that would account for O’Reilly’s cauliflower ears and bent nose. In his dad’s opinion, O’Reilly had been the finest medical officer afloat. This man?

“I’ll be damned. Laverty’s boy.” O’Reilly held out his hand. His handshake was firm, not crushing. “You’re the man for the job. Thirty-five pounds a week, every other Saturday off, room and board all in.”

“Thirty-five pounds?”

“I’ll show you your room.”
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“What’ll it be?” O’Reilly stood at a sideboard that bore cut-glass decanters and ranks of glasses.

“Small sherry, please.” Barry sat in a big armchair. O’Reilly’s upstairs sitting room was comfortably furnished. Three Milliken watercolours of game birds adorned the wall over a wide fireplace. Two walls were hidden by floor-to-ceiling bookcases. From Barry’s quick appraisal of the titles—from Plato’s Republic, Caesar’s De Bello Gallica, Winnie-the-Pooh and its Latin translation Winnie Ille Pu, to the collected works of W. Somerset Maugham, Graham Greene, John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, and Leslie Charteris’s The Saint books—O’Reilly’s reading tastes were wide ranging.

His record collection, stacked haphazardly beside a Philips Black Box gramophone, was equally eclectic. Beethoven’s symphonies on 33 1/3 rpm LPs were jumbled in with old 78s by Bix Beiderbecke and Jelly Roll Morton, along with the Beatles’ most recent LP.

“Here you are.” O’Reilly handed Barry a glass, sat heavily in another armchair, and propped his stoutly booted feet on a coffee table. Then he lifted his own glass, which Barry thought could have done service as a fire bucket if it hadn’t been filled to the brim with Irish whiskey. “I don’t go much for sherry myself,” O’Reilly announced, “but each to his own.”

“I’d have thought it was a bit early for whiskey.”

“Early?” said O’Reilly, taking a gulp. “It’s never too early for a decent drop.”

My God, Barry thought, looking more closely at O’Reilly’s ruddy cheeks; don’t tell me he’s a raging drouth.

O’Reilly, clearly oblivious to Barry’s scrutiny, nodded to the picture window. “Would you look at that?”

Barry looked past the moss-grown, lopsided steeple of a church across the road from O’Reilly’s house, down over the rooftops of the terrace cottages of Ballybucklebo’s main street, and out over the sand dunes of the foreshore to where Belfast Lough, cobalt and white-capped, separated County Down from the distant Antrim Hills, hazy against a sky as blue as cornflowers.

“Jesus,” said O’Reilly, “you couldn’t beat that with both sticks of a Lambeg drum.”

“It’s lovely, Doctor O’Reilly.”

“Fingal, my boy. Fingal. For Oscar.” O’Reilly’s smile was avuncular.

“Oscar, er, Fingal?”

“No. Not Oscar Fingal. Wilde.”

“Oscar Fingal Wilde, Fingal?” Barry knew he was getting lost. He saw a hint of pallor developing on O’Reilly’s nose.

“Oscar … Fingal … O’Flahertie … Wills … Wilde.”

Barry stifled the impulse to remark that if you put an air to that you could sing it.

“You look confused, son.”

Confused, baffled, bewildered, utterly at sea.

The pallor faded. “I was named for him. For Oscar Wilde.”

“Oh.”

“Aye,” said O’Reilly. “My father was a classical scholar, and if you think I got a mouthful, you should meet my brother, Lars Porsena O’Reilly.”

“Good Lord. Macaulay?”

“The very fellah. Lays of Ancient Rome.” O’Reilly took a deep drink. “Us country GPs aren’t all utterly unlettered.”

Barry felt a blush start. His first impressions of the big man sitting opposite might not have been entirely accurate. Lowering his head, he sipped his sherry.

“So, Laverty,” O’Reilly said, clearly ignoring Barry’s discomfort. “What’s it to be? Do you want the job?”

Before Barry could answer, a bell jangled from somewhere below.

“Bugger,” said O’Reilly, “another customer. Come on.” He rose. Barry followed.

O’Reilly opened the front door. Seamus Galvin stood on the doorstep. In each hand he carried a live lobster. “Good evening. Doctor sir,” he said, thrusting the beasts at O’Reilly. “I’ve washed me foot, so I have.”

Barry thought of a grubby Eliza Doolittle saying to Professor Higgins, “I washed me ’ands and face before I come.”

“Have you, by God?” said O’Reilly sternly, passing the squirming creatures to Barry. “Come in and I’ll take a look at your hind leg.”

“Thank you, Doctor sir, thank you very much.” Galvin hesitated. “And who’s this young gentleman?” he asked.

Barry was so busy avoiding the crustaceans’ clattering claws he nearly missed O’Reilly’s reply. “This is Doctor Laverty. He’s my new assistant. I’ll be showing him the ropes tomorrow.”
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Morning Has Broken

Barry woke to the jangling of his alarm clock. His attic room had just enough space for a bed, a night table, and a wardrobe. Last night he’d unpacked, put his few clothes away, and propped his fishing rod in one corner near a dormer window.

He rose, drew back the curtains, and looked out over what must be O’Reilly’s back garden. Then he picked up his toilet kit from the bedside table and headed for the bathroom. As he shaved, he thought about the events of last night. O’Reilly had strapped Seamus Galvin’s ankle, put the lobsters in the kitchen sink, taken Barry back up to the sitting room, and poured more drinks. He’d explained that for the first month they’d work together so Barry could get to know the patients, the running of the practice, and the geography of Ballybucklebo and the surrounding countryside.

Somehow the evening had slipped by, and despite O’Reilly’s steady intake of Old Bushmills Irish whiskey the man might as well have been drinking water. He had given no sign of any ill effects. After two sherries Barry had noticed a certain laxity in his knees and a gentle cotton-woolly feeling in his head, and he had been grateful to be shown to his quarters on the third floor and wished a very good night.

He rinsed his razor and looked in the mirror. Just a tad of red in the whites of his eyes. Had the sherry affected his judgement so much? Certainly he had no recollection of actually agreeing to take the job, but it seemed that once O’Reilly made up his mind, lesser mortals had no choice but to go along. Well, in for a penny…. He dried his face, went back to his garret, and dressed. Best pants, best shoes, clean shirt …

“Move yourself, Laverty. We haven’t got all day,” O’Reilly roared up the stairwell.

Barry ignored the command. This was a medical practice, not the navy, and the sooner Doctor Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly, lately surgeon commander, recognized that Barry was not there to be ordered about like some able-bodied seaman, the better. He knotted his Queen’s University tie, slipped on a sports jacket, and headed for the stairs.
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“Eat up however little much is in it, Doctor Laverty dear.”

Barry looked up from his plate of Ulster mixed grill—bacon, sausages, black pudding, fried eggs, tomatoes, lamb chop, and slices of fried soda bread—into the happy face of Mrs. Kincaid. He saw silver hair done up in a chignon, black eyes like polished jets set between roseate cheeks. A mouth smiled above her three chins.

“I’ll do my best.”

“Good lad. You’ll be having this for breakfast a lot,” she said, setting a plate in front of O’Reilly. “Himself here is a grand man for the pan, so.”

Barry heard the soft Cork lilt of her voice, with the habit Cork folk had of adding “so” at the end of a sentence.

“Go on with you, Kinky.” O’Reilly lifted his knife and fork and dug in with obvious gusto.

Mrs. Kincaid left.

O’Reilly muttered something through a mouthful of black pudding.

“I beg your pardon?”

O’Reilly swallowed. “I forgot to warn you about Kinky. She’s a powerful woman. Been with me for years.”

“Oh?”

“Housekeeper, cook, and Cerberus.”

“She guards the gates of Hades?”

“Like the three-headed dog himself. The customers have to get up very early in the morning to put one past Kinky. You’ll see. Now get stuck into your grub. We’ve to be in the surgery in fifteen minutes.”

Barry ate.

Mrs. Kincaid reappeared. “Tea, Doctor?”

“Thank you.”

She poured from a Belleek teapot and nimbly moved her fourteen stone to where O’Reilly sat mopping up the last of an egg with a slice of fried bread. She poured his tea and gave him a sheet of paper.

“That’s your afternoon calls for today, Doctor,” she said. “Maggie wanted you to drop round, but I told her to come into the surgery.”

“Maggie MacCorkle?” O’Reilly sighed and dabbed at an egg stain on his tie. “All right. Thanks, Kinky.”

“Better she comes here than you drive ten miles to her cottage.” Mrs. Kincaid cocked her head and studied the mess on O’Reilly’s tie. “And take off the grubby thing, and I’ll wash it for you, so.”

To Barry’s surprise, O’Reilly meekly undid the knot and handed the tie to Mrs. Kincaid, who sniffed, turned, and left, remarking, “And don’t forget to put on a clean one.”

O’Reilly finished his tea, rose, and said, “I’ll be back in five minutes; then it’s into the salt mines for the pair of us.”
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“Jesus,” whispered O’Reilly, “would you take a look? You’d need five loaves and two small fishes to feed that bloody multitude.”

Barry, who had no doubt that O’Reilly would be perfectly happy to cast himself in the role of the Deity, craned round the big man and stared through the gap where O’Reilly held ajar the door to the waiting room. It was standing room only. How on earth was O’Reilly going to see so many patients before noon?

O’Reilly opened the door wide.

“Morning.”

A chorus of “Morning, Doctor O’Reilly” echoed from the waiting room.

“I want you all to meet Doctor Laverty,” he said, propelling Barry forward. “My new assistant.”

Barry smiled weakly at the mass of enquiring faces.

“Doctor Laverty has come down from the Queen’s University to give me a hand.”

A voice muttered, “He looks awful young, so he does.”

“He is, James Guiggan. The youngest doctor ever to take the first prize for learning at the university.”

Barry tried to protest that he was no such thing, but his mumbled denial was drowned by a chorus of oohs and ahs. He felt O’Reilly’s hand grip his forearm and heard him whisper, “Remember lesson number one.”

Never let the customers get the upper hand echoed in Barry’s head as O’Reilly said, “Right. How many’s here for tonics?”

Several people rose.

O’Reilly counted. “… Five, six. I’ll take you lot first. Hang on a minute.” O’Reilly turned and headed for the surgery. Barry followed.

He watched as O’Reilly produced six hypodermics, filled them with a pink fluid from a rubber-topped bottle, and laid them in a row on a towel on top of a small wheeled trolley.

“What’s that, Doctor O’Reilly?”

O’Reilly grinned. “Vitamin B12.”

“B12? But that’s not—”

“Jesus, man, I know it’s not a tonic … there’s no such thing. You know it’s not a tonic, but…”—his grin widened—“they don’t know it’s not a tonic. Now, go get ’em.”

“All of them?”

“Every last one.”

Barry headed for the waiting room. Heavens, this was hardly the kind of medicine he’d been taught. He avoided the stares that greeted him and said, “Would all those for tonics please follow me?”

The six victims did so meekly, silently.

His little procession trooped into the surgery where O’Reilly waited by the trolley.

“Along the couch.”

Three men and three women dutifully faced the examination couch.

“Bend over.”

Three trousered and three calico-dressed backsides were presented.

Barry watched, mouth agape, as O’Reilly moved his trolley to the start of the line. He stopped and grabbed a syringe in one hand, a methylated spirits-reeking cotton-wool ball in the other. He dabbed the calico over the first derriere with a ball. “Listerian antisepsis,” he intoned, as he jabbed the needle home.

“Ouch,” yelped a skinny woman. The process was rapidly repeated down the line—dab, jab, “Ouch”—dab, jab, “Ouch”—until O’Reilly stood before his final victim, a woman of massive proportions. He dabbed and stabbed. The hypodermic flew across the room as if propelled by a giant catapult and stuck in the wall, quivering like a well-thrown dart.

O’Reilly shook his head, filled another syringe, and said, “Jesus, Cissie, how many times have I to tell you, don’t wear your stays on tonic day?”

“Sorry, Doctor, I forgo … ouch!”

“Right,” said O’Reilly. “Off you go. You’ll all be running around like spring chickens when that stuff starts to work.”

“Thank you, Doctor sir,” said six voices in unison. The patients filed out and left by the front door.

O’Reilly retrieved the syringe-dart, laid it with the others, turned to Barry, and said, “Don’t look so bloody disapproving, boy. It’ll do them no harm, and half of them will feel better. I know it’s only a placebo, but we’re here to make folks feel better.”

“Yes, Doctor O’Reilly.” There was some truth to what the older man said, and yet… Barry shrugged. For the moment he would keep his counsel.

“Now,” said O’Reilly, planting himself in the swivel chair and putting on his half-moon spectacles, “be a good lad, nip along, and yell, ‘Next.”’
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Barry spent the morning acting as a runner between the waiting room and the surgery, and sitting on the examining couch watching and listening as O’Reilly dealt with a procession of men with sore backs, women and their runny-nosed children, coughs, sniffles, and earaches—the myriad minor ailments to which the human race is heir. Occasionally, O’Reilly would seek Barry’s opinion, always, at least in front of the patients, treating the advice with great solemnity.

Barry noticed that O’Reilly knew every patient by name, rarely consulted a medical record, yet had an encyclopaedic knowledge of every supplicant’s medical history.

At last. The waiting room was empty.

O’Reilly sprawled in his chair, and Barry returned to what now was his familiar place on the couch.

“So,” asked O’Reilly, “what do you think?”

“Not much about you injecting people through their clothes, and I won no prizes at university.” Barry glanced at O’Reilly’s nose tip. No paleness.

O’Reilly produced his briar and lit it. “You’ve a lot to learn, Laverty.” He stood up and stretched. “Country folk are a pretty conservative lot. You’re a young lad. Why should they trust you?”

Barry stiffened. “Because I’m a doctor.”

O’Reilly guffawed. “You’ll find out. It’s not what you call yourself, Doctor Laverty; it’s what you do that counts here. All I did was give you a head start.”

“I suppose that’s what you were doing every time you asked for my advice?’

O’Reilly looked over his half-moons at Barry and said nothing.

Someone knocked on the door.

“See who that is, will you?”

Barry walked stiffly to the door. Head start, he thought. As if he wasn’t fully qualified. He opened the door to a woman in her sixties. Her face was as weathered as a piece of dried dulse. Her upper lip sported a fine brown moustache. Her nose curved down, her chin curved up like that of Punch in a Punch-and-Judy show, and when she smiled he could see that she was as toothless as an oyster. Her ebony eyes twinkled.

She wore a straw hat with two wilted geraniums stuck in the hatband. Her torso was hidden under layers of different coloured woollen cardigans, and under the hem of her rusty ankle-length skirt peeped the toes of a pair of Wellington boots.

“Is himself in?”

Barry felt a presence at his shoulder.

“Maggie,” he heard O’Reilly say. “Maggie MacCorkle. Come in.”

Barry remembered Mrs. Kincaid mentioning the name at breakfast. The new arrival pushed past him. O’Reilly ushered her to the patients’ chair and went and sat on the examining couch.

“This is my assistant, Doctor Laverty. I’d like him to see to you today, Maggie. Nothing like a second opinion.”

Barry stared at O’Reilly, nodded, and strode to the swivel chair.

“Good morning, Mrs. MacCorkle.”

She sniffed and smoothed her skirt. “It’s Miss MacCorkle, so it is.”

Barry glanced to where O’Reilly sat, arms folded. Expressionless.

“Sorry. Miss MacCorkle. And what seems to be the trouble?”

It was her turn to glance at O’Reilly before she said, “The headaches.”

“I see. When did they start?”

“Lord Jesus, they’ve always been acute, but last night they got something chronic, so they did. They were desperate.” She leant forward and said with great solemnity, “I near took the rickets.”

He stifled a smile. “I see. And where exactly are they?” Barry followed the classical history-taking protocol like a minor bureaucrat hewing to his rulebook.

She whispered conspiratorially, “There.” She held one hand above the crown of her flowery hat.

Barry jerked back in his chair. No wonder O’Reilly had sighed when Mrs. Kincaid announced that Maggie was coming. He wondered where O’Reilly kept the necessary forms for certifying that someone was insane.

“Above your head?’

“Oh, aye. A good two inches.”

“I see.” He steepled his fingers. “And have you been hearing voices lately?”

She stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I …” He looked helplessly at O’Reilly, who slipped down off the couch.

“What Doctor Laverty means is, do you have any ringing in your ears, Maggie?”

“Ding-dong or brrring?” Maggie asked, hitching herself up in the uneven chair and turning to O’Reilly.

“You tell me,” he said.

“Ding-dong, Doctor dear.”

O’Reilly smiled at her over his half-moon spectacles.

Clearly encouraged, she continued. “Ding-dong it is. Dingy-dingy-dong.”

An apt description of the woman herself, Barry thought.

“Mmm,” said O’Reilly, looking wise. “Mmm. Ding-dong and two inches above. Now are the pains in the middle or off to one side?”

“Over to the left, so they are.”

“That’s what we call ‘eccentric,’ Maggie.”

That’s what I’d call the pair of you, thought Barry.

“Eccentric? Boys-a-dear. Is that bad, Doctor?”

“Not at all,” said O’Reilly, laying a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Fix you up in no time.”

Her shoulders relaxed. She smiled up at her medical advisor, but when she turned to Barry, her stare was as icy as the wind that sweeps the lough in the winter.

O’Reilly leant past Barry and grabbed a plastic bottle of vitamin tablets from the desk. “These’ll do the trick.”

Maggie rose and accepted the bottle.

O’Reilly gently propelled her towards the door. “These are special, Maggie.”

She nodded.

“You have to take them exactly as I tell you.”

“Yes, Doctor sir. And how would that be?”

O’Reilly held the door for her.

“Half an hour.” His next words were delivered with weighted solemnity: “Exactly half an hour before the pain starts.”

“Oh, thank you, Doctor dear.” Her smile was radiant. She made a little curtsey, turned, and faced Barry, but she spoke to O’Reilly. Her departing words stung like the jab of a wasp. “Mind you,” she said, “this young Laverty fellow … he’s a lot to learn.”
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In a Pig’s Ear

Barry sat back in his dining-room chair and pushed his lunch plate away. Certainly, he thought, O’Reilly’s clinical methods might leave something to be desired, but, he burped gently, he was willing to forgive the man’s eccentricities as long as Mrs. Kincaid’s cooking stayed at its current level.

“Home visits,” said O’Reilly from across the table. He consulted a piece of paper. “Anyone who’s too sick to come to the surgery phones Kinky in the morning, and she gives me my list.”

“The one she gave you at breakfast?”

“Aye, and she tells me to add any who call during the morning.” O’Reilly folded the paper and stuck it into the side pocket of his tweed jacket. “We’re lucky today—just one. At the Kennedys’.” He rose. “Let’s get moving. There’s a rugby game tonight on the telly. I want to get back in time for the kickoff.”

Barry followed down the hall and into the kitchen where Mrs. Kincaid, up to her elbows in a sink full of soapy water, greeted them with a smile and said, “Would you like them lobsters for supper, Doctor dear?”

“That would be grand, Kinky.”

Barry savoured the prospect.

O’Reilly’s forward progress stopped. “Kinky, is tonight your Women’s Union night?”

“Aye, so.”

“We’ll have the lobsters cold. Leave them with a bit of salad and get you away early.”

He charged on, ignoring Mrs. Kincaid’s thanks, opened the back door, and ushered Barry through.

He found himself in a spacious, fenced garden, the one he’d seen from his bedroom window. Vegetables grew in a plot by the left-hand hedge. Some apple trees, heavy with early apples, were bowed over a well-kept lawn—he recognized a Cox’s Orange Pippin and a Golden Delicious. A tall chestnut tree at the far end drooped branches over a fence and shaded a dog kennel.

“Arthur!” yelled O’Reilly. “Arthur Guinness!”

A vast black Labrador hurled himself from the kennel, charged over the grass, and, tail wagging so hard that his backside swung ninety degrees, leapt at O’Reilly.

“Who’s a good boy then?” O’Reilly said, thumping the dog’s flank. “I call him Arthur Guinness because he’s Irish, black, and has a great head on him … just like the stout.”

“Aryouff,” said Arthur.

“Arthur Guinness, meet Doctor Laverty.”

“Arf,” said Arthur, immediately transferring his affections to Barry, who fought desperately to push the animal away. “Ararf.”

“Arthur Guinness is the best bloody gundog in Ulster.”

“You shoot, Doctor O’Reilly?”

“Fingal, my boy, Fingal. Yes. Arthur and I enjoy a day at the ducks, don’t we, Arthur?”

“Yarf,” said Arthur, as he wound his front paws round Barry’s leg and started to hump like a demented pile driver. Keep that up, dog, Barry thought, as he tried and failed to hold the besotted beast at bay. Keep that up, and your next litter will be Labrador-corduroy crossbreeds. “Down, Arthur.” He might as well have kept his mouth shut as the animal redoubled his efforts.

“Get on with you, sir,” said O’Reilly, pointing to the kennel. “Go home.”

Arthur Guinness gave one last thrust, disengaged himself, and wandered off in the general direction of his abode.

“Affectionate animal,” said Barry, as he unsuccessfully tried to brush the mud from the leg of his best trousers.

“If he likes you,” said O’Reilly, as he walked on, “and he obviously does.”

“I’d never have guessed.” Barry made a mental note to avoid the back garden.

“Garage is out here,” said O’Reilly, opening the back gate. He crossed a lane to a dilapidated shed and swung an overhead door upwards. Barry peered inside and saw a black, long-bonnet Rover, one of a line of cars that had not been produced for at least fifteen years.

O’Reilly climbed in and started the engine. It grumbled, spluttered, and backfired. Barry hopped into the passenger seat. O’Reilly put the car in gear and nosed out into the lane. Barry gagged. The car stank of damp dog and tobacco smoke. He wound down a window.

O’Reilly turned left onto the street and drove past his house, past the church with the lopsided steeple, and on along Ballybucklebo’s main thoroughfare. Barry looked around. Terraces of whitewashed, single-storey cottages, some thatched and some with slate roofs, lined the route. They came to a crossroads and halted at a red traffic light. A large maypole, paint peeling, leaning to the left, stood like a huge barber’s pole on the far corner.

“It’s fun here on Beltane—that’s the old Celtic May Day,” said O’Reilly, pointing to the pole. “Bonfires, dancing, the pursuit of young virgins … if there’s still one or two around. The locals aren’t far removed from their pagan ancestors when there’s the chance of a good party.” He revved the engine and gestured at the road to the right. “Go down there, and you’ll end up at the seashore; left takes you up into the Ballybucklebo Hills.”

Barry nodded.

The light changed to amber. O’Reilly slipped the clutch and roared ahead. “Amber,” he remarked, “is only for the tourists.” He paid no attention to a tractor that had been coming in the other direction and now stood with its trailer slewed across the intersection. “Got to get home in time for the game.” He gestured vaguely around. “The throbbing heart of Ballybucklebo,” he said.

Two-storey buildings now. Greengrocer, butcher, newsagent, and a larger building, outside of which hung a sign: The Black Swan. Barry noticed a familiar figure, left ankle bandaged, limping towards the front door.

“Galvin,” said O’Reilly. “Jesus, that one’d drain the lough if it was Guinness.”

Barry turned to watch as Galvin pushed his way into The Black Swan.

“Never mind him,” said O’Reilly, shifting up with a grinding of gears. “I’m meant to be showing you the way around. Now. You can take this road we’re on to Belfast, or if you take a look to starboard … see? You can always take the train.”

Barry glanced to his right to see a diesel train moving slowly along a raised embankment. Interesting, he thought. He might just do that on his day off. It would be cheaper than driving up, and he’d like to visit one of his friends from medical school because—

He was hurled forward as O’Reilly braked. “Bloody cow!” O’Reilly growled.

Barry saw a single black-and-white bovine, eyes soft, reflecting the utter vacuity behind, ambling along the centre of the road, chewing its cud with delicate deliberation.

O’Reilly wound down his window. “Hoosh on, cow. Hoosh. Hoosh.”

The animal lowered its head, emitted a single doleful moo, and budged not one inch.

Barry sat back and watched O’Reilly to see just when the man’s already demonstrated short fuse would burn down. O’Reilly dismounted, slammed the door, and walked to face the cow. “Look, cow, I’m in a hurry.”

“Moo,” replied the cow.

“Right,” said O’Reilly. He took a horn in one hand and pulled. To Barry’s amazement the beast took two paces forward, clearly unable to withstand the force being applied to its head. “Move your bloody self,” O’Reilly roared.

The cow flicked its ears, lowered its head, and skittered to the side of the road. O’Reilly climbed into the car, slammed it into gear, and took off with a screeching of rubber on tarmac. “Jesus Murphy,” he said. “Animals. They’re one of the delights of country practice. You just have to get used to dealing with them.”

“All right,” said Barry. “Fine.” He was quite unaware of how soon Doctor O’Reilly’s words would be shown to be true.
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O’Reilly grunted and then ground the gears. Barry listened to the grumbling of the engine as the rear tires whined and spun—and spun.

“Bugger it,” said O’Reilly. “We’ll have to walk.” He leant over, reached into the back seat, and grabbed his black bag and a pair of Wellington boots. “Out.”

Barry stepped out—and sank to his ankles in a sheugh. He hauled each foot loose from the mud and squelched to the lane’s grassy verge. Blast! His shoes and best pants, already stained from the attentions of Arthur Guinness, were filthy. Barry wondered how much it would cost to have them dry-cleaned.

He turned and stared at a farmhouse at the end of the rutted lane. “Is that where we’re going, Fingal?”

“Aye, that’s the Kennedys’ place.”

“Is there some other way to get there? My shoes …”

“Always bring wellies.” O’Reilly pointed to his own footwear. “Don’t worry about your shoes.”

“But these shoes cost—”

“Christ Almighty! All right, we’ll cut through the fields.” Barry noticed just a hint of pallor in the tip of O’Reilly’s nose. “Get a move on. The match starts in half an hour.” O’Reilly hefted his bag, pushed open a rusting five-bar gate in the blackthorn hedge, and strode off. “Close the bloody gate after you,” O’Reilly yelled over his shoulder.

Barry struggled to haul the gate shut, scratching his hand on the wire loop that had to be used to secure the gate to the gatepost. He sucked his bleeding hand and stared at the ruin of his shoes—his only pair of good shoes. He heard O’Reilly yelling, “Is it today you were coming?”

“Bugger off,” Barry muttered, as he walked to where O’Reilly stood. The grass in the pasture was knee-deep, lush, feathered with seeds. And damp, very damp. As Barry walked purposefully ahead, he knew that the grass seeds would cling to his pant legs, and already he could feel his shins growing moist. Oh, well, he thought, at least the dew would wash off some of the mud.

“What kept you?”

“Doctor O’Reilly,” Barry began, refusing to be intimidated, “I came as fast as I could—”

“Huh.”

“And my shoes and pants are ruined.”

“What,” asked O’Reilly, “do you know about pigs?”

“I fail to see what pigs have to do with my clothes.”

“Suit yourself, but there’s one coming.” O’Reilly started to walk rapidly.

Barry hesitated. Coming towards them was a pink something with the dimensions of a small hippopotamus. It had the same rolling gait as the African animal, but as Barry reckoned such beasts were rare round Ballybucklebo, the creature in question must be a pig, and its eyes—he could see them now that it was appreciably closer—were red and distinctly malevolent. Barry set off at a canter in pursuit of O’Reilly and caught up with him halfway between the gate and the end of the field.

“It is a pig.”

“Brilliant,” said O’Reilly, lengthening his stride. “I’ve read somewhere that domesticated boars can turn ugly.”

“Ugly?”

“Right.” O’Reilly was breathing heavily. “Bloody big teeth.” O’Reilly’s gait moved up to a fully developed trot and opened a fair gap between Barry and himself.

Barry, quite aware that glancing back had cost several Olympic hopefuls a gold medal, nevertheless risked a backward glance. The beast was gaining, and if it had intentions of using its “bloody big teeth,” it was reasonable to assume that the victim would be the first one it hunted down. He began to sprint. Ten yards from the far hedge, Barry passed a flagging O’Reilly. The extra helping of Mrs Kincaid’s steak-and-kidney pudding must be slowing O’Reilly down, Barry thought, as he himself cleared a low gate.

He almost collided with a small grinning man in a flat cap, who stood in the farmyard. Before Barry could begin to explain, the quiet of the afternoon was shattered by sounds of crashing and rending, and he saw O’Reilly break through the blackthorn like an American tank smashing through the hedges in the bocage country of Normandy.

O’Reilly came to a halt, examined the rents in his tweed suit, and tried to control his laboured breathing. Then he marched over to the cloth-capped stranger who, Barry noticed, had a ferocious squint but was laughing heartily.

Although O’Reilly’s cheeks were scarlet, despite his recent exertions his nose tip was alabaster.

“Dermot Kennedy,” he bellowed, “what’s so bloody funny?”

There was no answer. Mr. Kennedy was doubled over, holding his tummy and gasping between hiccups of laughter, “Boys-a-dear, thon was a quare sight to see.”

“Dermot Kennedy.” O’Reilly drew himself up to his full six-foot-two. “You’re a menace to civilized people. What in God’s name are you doing keeping a man-eating boar in an open field?”

Mr. Kennedy straightened, took a hanky from the pocket of his trousers, and wiped his eyes.

“I’m waiting for an explanation,” O’Reilly roared.

Mr. Kennedy stuffed the hanky back. “Thon’s no boar, Doctor dear. Thon’s Gertrude, Jeannie’s pet sow. She only just wanted her snout scratched.”

“Oh,” said O’Reilly.

“Right,” said Barry, still smarting for being yelled at for being tardy. “Animals are, I believe—and please correct me if I’m misquoting you, Doctor O’Reilly—’one of the delights of country practice. You just have to get used to dealing with them.’“

“You can do that if you like, Doctor sir,” said Mr. Kennedy, his laughter quite gone, “but it’s really the farmer’s job. Doctors keep an eye to the sick and”—he hesitated and glanced down at his boots—”I’m powerful sorry for dragging you out here, so I am, but I’m sore worried about our Jeannie. Would you come in and take a wee look at her, sir?”
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More Haste, Less Speed

Barry followed Mr. Kennedy and Doctor O’Reilly to the farmhouse, a single-storey building, whitewashed and thatched with straw that, judging by the patches of moss, had not been replaced for many years. Smoke drifted upwards from a chimney. Barry could smell the tang of burning peat. Black shutters flanked every window.

He heard O’Reilly ask, “How’s the barley coming on this year, Dermot?” and Mr. Kennedy replying, “A treat, Doctor … and I still have the contract with the whiskey distillery at Bushmills.” That, Barry thought, should make O’Reilly happy.

An open-fronted barn built of grey concrete blocks stood at the far side of the yard, bales of hay stacked against one wall and a Massey-Harris tractor parked under the corrugated-iron roof. Cows peered at Barry from their stalls. Chickens and an arrogant rooster pecked in the straw-strewn mud of the yard. A Border collie peered out of its kennel near the front door.

Barry heard Mr. Kennedy say, “Go on in, Doctors.” Barry glanced at his muddy shoes.

“There’s a boot scraper there, sir.” Mr. Kennedy pointed to the scraper beside the door.

Barry cleaned as much muck off as he could and went in. He found himself in a bright kitchen. A black-enamelled cast-iron range hunkered against the far wall. A wisp of steam from a kettle drifted up to the varnished ceiling beams. The floor was tiled.

“The doctors is here, dear,” Mr. Kennedy called.

A woman stood, pouring tea into a cup patterned with daffodils. By the wrinkles in her neck and the slight twisting of the joints of two fingers in her right hand, Barry took her to be in her early fifties. “Thanks for coming, Doctor O’Reilly.”

O’Reilly parked himself at a solid-looking pine table. “It’s no trouble. This is my new assistant, Doctor Laverty.”

Mrs. Kennedy bobbed her head to Barry.

She wore an apron. Her grey-flecked dark hair was untidy, and although she smiled at him, her smile was only on her lips. Her eyes, dark circles beneath, gave away her forced humour.

“Would you like a cup of tea, Doctor?”

“Please.”

“Sit down,” she said. “I’ll fetch another cup.” She moved to a Welsh dresser where blue plates stood in racks and a jam jar filled with scarlet and yellow nasturtiums held pride of place in the centre of the lowest shelf.

Barry pulled out a chair and sat beside O’Reilly. He thanked the woman when she gave him a cup of tea, dark and stewed.

“What do you take?”

“Just milk, please.”

She handed him a jug.

“And you say Jeannie’s been off-colour since yesterday?” O’Reilly’s tone, for the first time in Barry’s short acquaintance with the man, had none of its usual brusqueness.

“Aye, Doctor. She’ll no’ eat nothing. Says her wee tummy hurts.”

“Has she boked?”

Barry smiled at O’Reilly’s use of the country vernacular for “vomited.”

“Just the once. All over the sheets. Jeannie was all embarrassed, so she was. Me and Bridget’s been up with her all night.” He glanced at his wife.

“And she’s burning up, so she is,” Mrs. Kennedy said softly, as her hands gripped the hem of her apron.

“Did you not tell all this to Mrs. Kincaid when you phoned, Bridget?” O’Reilly said. “I’d have come sooner.”

“Och, Doctor dear, we know how busy you are.” Mrs. Kennedy’s hands twisted and crumpled the cloth. “Sure, it’s only a wee tummy upset, isn’t it?”

“Mmm,” said O’Reilly through pursed lips. “Maybe we’d better take a look at her.” He rose.

Mr. Kennedy looked up at his wife. “You go, Bridget.”

“This way, Doctor,” she said, walking to a door.

“Come on,” said O’Reilly, lifting his bag and standing aside to give Barry room. Barry walked after Mrs. Kennedy into a hall and through the door of a small bedroom. Bright chintz curtains framed the window. A beam of sunlight fell on the counterpane of a child’s bed, where a little girl, black hair tied up in bunches, teddy bear clutched to her flushed cheek, lay listlessly against two pillows. She stared at him from overbright, brown eyes.

“This is Doctor Laverty, Jeannie,” Mrs. Kennedy explained.

Barry moved to the corner of the room and watched as O’Reilly grinned at the child and sat on the edge of the bed. The springs creaked under his weight.

“So, Jeannie,” he said, “not so good?”

She shook her head. “My tummy’s sore.”

O’Reilly laid the back of his right hand on the child’s forehead. “Hot,” he remarked. “Can I take your pulse, Jeannie?”

She gave him her right arm.

“Hundred and ten,” said O’Reilly.

Barry mentally added that fact to the rest of the information. With the twenty-four-hour history of abdominal pain, the child not wanting to eat, vomiting, a fever, and a rapid pulse rate, he was already quite sure she had appendicitis. He glanced at Mrs. Kennedy as she stood at the foot of the bed trying to smile at her daughter.

“Can I see your teddy, Jeannie?” O’Reilly asked.

She handed him the stuffed bear, its orange fur worn in places to the net backing, one ear half chewed away. “Now, Teddy,” said O’Reilly, laying the toy on the counterpane, “put out your tongue and say ah.” He bent and peered at the bear’s face. “Good. Now let’s have a look at your tummy.” He nodded his head wisely. “Too many sweeties,” he said.

Jeannie smiled.

“Your turn,” said O’Reilly softly, returning the bear. “Put out your tongue.”

The child obeyed. He bent forward and sniffed. “Have a look at this, Doctor Laverty.”

Barry stepped forward. The tongue was furred, and the child’s breath fetid.

“Can we pull the bedclothes down, Mummy?” O’Reilly asked.

Mrs. Kennedy turned back the covers.

Barry watched as Jeannie’s gaze flickered from her mother to her own stomach and up to O’Reilly’s face.

“Can you point to where the pain started?”

Her finger hovered over her epigastrium, where her lower ribs flared out.

“And is it there yet?”

She solemnly shook her head and pointed to her lower right side.

Barry flinched. The next part of the examination would not be pleasant. One of the signs of appendicitis was rebound tenderness. When the abdominal wall was pushed in and then suddenly let go, the movement of the inflamed layers of the peritoneum would cause intense pain. Worse, the textbooks called for the doctor to examine the patient rectally. He had always disliked paediatrics, the terror of the little patients, the tears, the anguish of the parents who did not understand. He particularly hated having to inflict pain on small people, but understood that it was sometimes necessary.

“Right,” said O’Reilly. To Barry’s surprise, O’Reilly gently pulled the bedclothes up over the small body, covering the Peter Rabbit nightgown. “Jeannie, would you like to go for a ride to Belfast?”

The little girl looked at O’Reilly and then to her mother, who nodded. Jeannie stared into O’Reilly’s craggy face. “All right,” she said. “Can Teddy come?”

“Oh, aye,” said O’Reilly. “Now you just lie there like a good girl. I need to have a wee word with your mummy.” He rose, bent, and smoothed the child’s hair from her forehead; then he straightened and headed for the door.

Barry hesitated. This wasn’t right. O’Reilly had not been thorough. He’d barely examined the patient. The bloody man was in such a hurry to get back to watch his rugby game that he was cutting corners. It wasn’t good enough.

“Are you coming, Doctor Laverty?”

Barry looked once more at the little girl, trying to decide whether he should complete the examination.

“Laverty.”

No, he decided, he’d do nothing at the moment, but he’d have this out with O’Reilly later. Standing by while O’Reilly gave injections of useless medication through patients’ clothes and fobbed off a crazy old lady with vitamins—a woman who in Barry’s opinion needed a thorough psychiatric examination—was one thing. But this cavalier treatment of a little girl who was obviously ill …?

“Bye-bye, Jeannie,” he said, as he left and returned to the kitchen.

Mr. Kennedy stood with one arm around his wife’s shoulder. She dabbed at her eyes with the hem of her apron.

O’Reilly had the phone clapped to one ear. He’d be arranging for an ambulance. That’s it, Barry thought. Send the child to hospital: they’ll take over, and you can get back to your bloody rugby match.

O’Reilly’s voice echoed from the roof beams. “What the hell do you mean, you’ve no beds? I’ve a kiddie with appendicitis here. She’ll be at Sick Children’s in half an hour.… Balls, young man. You get hold of Sir Donald Cromie. … I don’t give a bugger if it is his day off; you tell him that Doctor Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly called … no, not O’Rafferty, you buck eejit. O’Reilly. O … bloody … Reilly … from Ballybucklebo.” He slammed the receiver into the cradle. “Bloody junior medical staff.”

“You’ve called the ambulance already?” Barry asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” growled O’Reilly. “We’ll take her up to Belfast in my car.”

“I thought you wanted to get home to see—”

“Don’t be bloody well daft. Jeannie needs her appendix out. And quick. We haven’t time to wait for an ambulance.”

[image: ]

Once the Kennedys had been delivered to the Royal Belfast Hospital for Sick Children, and O’Reilly was satisfied that Sir Donald Cromie agreed with the diagnosis and would operate immediately, he spoke once more with Mrs. Kennedy, grabbed Barry by the arm, and hustled him to the car.

“Come on, Laverty. If we get a move on, we’ll still be able to watch the second half.”

So, thought Barry, as they walked across the car park, he hasn’t forgotten about the game, nor have I forgotten about what I watched back in the farmhouse. Admittedly, despite his sloppy practices, O’Reilly had been right about Jeannie Kennedy’s appendix, and it had been above and beyond the call of duty to drive the Kennedys to Belfast, but that did not alter how Barry felt.

As O’Reilly drove from the hospital grounds onto Falls Road, Barry said, “Doctor O’Reilly, I think you were very lucky to make the right diagnosis.”

“Oh?” said O’Reilly mildly, “and why would you think that?”

“You didn’t examine the child properly because you were in a hurry.”

“Was I?”

“That’s what it looked like to me.”

O’Reilly swerved to avoid a cyclist. “Daft bugger,” he muttered.

“Are you calling me daft?”

“No,” said O’Reilly, “but I will if you want me to.” He stopped at a red light and turned to Barry. “Son, the diagnosis was as clear as the nose on your face from the minute we walked into the room. You could smell her halitosis.”

Barry looked at O’Reilly’s nose expecting to see the telltale pallor. There was none.

“Did you want me to prod her belly and stick a finger up her backside just because that’s what the book says?”

“Well, I—”

“Well, nothing,” said O’Reilly, driving on. “That wee girl was terrified; there was no need to hurt her anymore.”

“I suppose …” Barry could see O’Reilly’s logic. He also knew that there had been no real need for O’Reilly to take the family to Belfast.

“You just suppose away,” said O’Reilly, “and stick with me, son. You’ll learn a thing or two the books don’t teach you.”
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