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Author’s Note

Since Tom Doherty and Associates first began publishing the Irish Country Doctor series in 2007 for a current total of seven novels with one in press, I have been overwhelmed by the number of kind letters that come to me through my Web site and as comments posted on Facebook. Readers have taken the characters in the books to heart and want to know more about them. A recurrent wish is for the works to appear more frequently. Like the title of the 1982 movie starring Jill Clayburgh, “I’m dancing as fast as I can”—for me read, “I’m writing,” and my publisher is doing his best, but it takes a while to write 140,000 words and to turn them into a paper book.

Sixteen thousand words do not consume as much time, and although this work has had all the technical attention paid to a paper book in terms of editing, design, and cover design, the Internet allows much more rapid publication.

In this long short story, for want of a better term, you will learn how the recent widower Doctor Fingal O’Reilly returns to Ballybucklebo after the Second World War. His attempts to reestablish his practice seem doomed until, in her usual understated but effective way, Mrs. Kinky Kincaid comes to the rescue. 

Although this is not a giveaway—authors all have the same recurrent habits of needing to eat and find shelter—it is well priced and I hope will be regarded as a kind of gift from my publisher and me to help fill the gap before my first work about the Ulster Troubles, Pray for Us Sinners, a story of loss of faith and search for atonement, appears in June and Fingal O’Reilly: Irish Doctor, number eight in the Irish Country Doctor series, is on the shelves in October.

All the citizens of Ballybucklebo and I thank you for your loyalty, encouragement, and patience.

With my very best wishes,

Patrick Taylor

Salt Spring Island, British Columbia

November 2012
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First Impressions Are Things You Don’t Get a Second Chance to Make

Surgeon-Commander Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly, M.B., B.Ch., B.A.O., R.N.R., D.S.C., gave a third hard shove then kept his thumb firmly on the porcelain push of a bell that was mounted on a brass plate. “Get a move on,” he said, and hunched his shoulders. It was nippy out here in the mid-February evening. His ship, HMS Warspite, had been placed in Category C reserve on February 1, 1946, and her remaining crew paid off. As soon as he had completed the formalities of his own demobilisation, O’Reilly had headed for the Liverpool cross-channel ferry to Belfast docks and then the train to Ballybucklebo. From there it had only been a short walk.

An Austin Ruby of early thirties vintage rattled past the Presbyterian church on the other side of Main Street, part of the Bangor to Belfast road. 

He heard a distant ringing and a woman’s soft Cork brogue calling, “I’m coming, so. Take your hurry in your hand now.” 

He stepped back and regarded the familiar front of the big, old, three-storey house where he had been an assistant in general practice before the war had called him away on naval service for six long years. A steam engine whistled, coming from where the tracks of the Belfast and County Down Railway ran along the shore of Belfast Lough. 

When he looked at the house again he saw ground-floor bow windows flanking a green-painted front door—a now-open green door wherein stood a solid woman in her late thirties. Fire flashed in her agate eyes as she squinted into the low sun. She dusted flour off her hands then stood arms akimbo. “You did make the bell sound like the last trump, bye. There’s no need to—” She stepped back, smiling broadly with dimples coming into her cheeks. “Praise all the saints. It’s yourself, sir.” She stepped aside. “Welcome home at last. Come in, come in, come in, Doctor O’Reilly, sir. Come into the dining room and I’ll make you a cup of tea and a plate of hot buttered barmbrack, so, before I see to your dinner. I’ve made roast rack of spring lamb with herb stuffing and caper sauce.”

O’Reilly’s tummy rumbled and his grin was vast. “By God that sounds like manna from heaven.” After years of eating the efforts of Royal Navy cooks, often little more than corned beef sandwiches and cocoa when the ship was closed up at action stations, one of Mrs. Kinkaid’s homemade meals would be bliss. “How are you, anyway, Kinky? I’m sorry I’m a bit late.” On Monday, to let her know he’d be arriving Friday, he’d phoned Mrs. Maureen “Kinky” Kincaid, until recently housekeeper to the late Doctor Flanagan, to whom O’Reilly had been an assistant before the war. The estate had provided for her wages to be paid until the house and practice had been sold—to O’Reilly.

“Och, I’m grand, so, and it’s better late than never, and I’m all the better for seeing yourself back here, sir.” She beamed at him.

“It’s good to be home.” O’Reilly was very glad that she was now going to assume the same housekeeping role for him. He had, while the ship was still in Portsmouth, through his solicitor brother Lars, completed the purchase of the practice and the house and its contents from Doctor Flanagan’s estate. It had taken every penny of O’Reilly’s demobilisation gratuity and a sizable loan from the Bank of Ireland. It was, he thought, a blessing that Kinky had agreed to stay. With her knowledge of the locals she’d help him rebuild the practice, the patients of which must now be seeking their medical advice elsewhere. Doctor Flanagan had had no assistant before or after O’Reilly. 

And neither would he, not for many years anyway. Apart from the need to pay off the loan, O’Reilly was looking forward to running a busy, single-handed practice and seeing a variety of patients and their ailments. He’d not delivered a baby for years and he’d always enjoyed midwifery. He wondered if he’d forgotten all he’d ever learned about diseases of women. Medicine on a battleship with a crew of more than twelve hundred healthy young men had largely been confined to treating accidental injuries—when in port the results of barroom brawls, hangovers, and venereal disease, and when in action, war wounds. He shuddered. He’d rather not think of those.

He cleared his throat. “It’s been quite some time, Kinky,” he said. 

“A donkey’s age, sir, but you do be back so leave your suitcase and overcoat in the hall.”

He took off his navy greatcoat, they’d allowed him to keep it, and hung it on the hall coat stand. He felt lucky to have been demobbed at last. British airmen in Ceylon had gone on strike this month to protest against the slow rate of their release from the armed forces.

“It’s a grand tweed suit the navy did give you,” she said. “Makes a change from a uniform. Now go you into the dining room, sir, and I’ll only be a shmall-little minute, so.” She left.

O’Reilly looked to what he automatically thought of as the port side of the house, then reminded himself he was on dry land now. This was the front parlour but had served old Doctor Flanagan as his surgery, what North American doctors would call their office. It didn’t seem as if much had changed in there. Perhaps not, but he had. Six years of war service would change any man.

He went into the dining room. The furniture had come with the purchase of the house. 

Same old high-backed chairs, long bog oak table, cut-glass chandelier, sideboard. Even the decanters were still there. He’d get a bottle of John Jameson’s Irish whiskey tomorrow. He’d much prefer that to the navy’s traditional tipple of Plymouth gin and Angostura bitters—pink gin.

The front doorbell rang. When he’d been an assistant here, it had been Kinky’s job to answer. Business already? He hoped so. He waited, heard voices, one soft, Cork, female, the other male, raised, harsh, Ulster. “I don’t give a tinker’s toss if he’s only arrived five minutes ago and he’s getting his afternoon tea. His tea can wait. I want til see a doctor and I want til see him right now. Right now. It was in the County Down Spectator last week that a new quack was taking over here and I need til see him, so I do. Now. I’m a very busy man.”

O’Reilly rose. He felt the tip of his boxer’s bent nose grow cold, an indication that it was blanching, which was itself a sure sign that his temper was rising. He needed patients but not rude and demanding ones. He peered through the slightly open door.

Kinky, jaw set, arms folded across the top of her pinafore, stood four square in the front doorway. “I’ve told you, sir, the doctor—”

“I want him and I want him now. Now.”

O’Reilly frowned. How dare this rotund little man in a three-piece blue serge suit and bowler hat speak like that to a woman? O’Reilly took a deep breath. Calm down, he told himself. You’re dealing with civilians. You need to build up a practice. You can’t treat them like naval ratings. And yet echoing in his head was the admonition of Warspite’s senior medical officer, Surgeon-Commander Wilcoxson, R.N., to a young Surgeon-Lieutenant O’Reilly, R.N.R., in 1939. Never, never let the patients get the upper hand. He opened the dining room door. “Can I help you, Mister . . . ?”

The man pushed past Kinky and came into the hall. “I dunno. Can you? Who the hell are you, anyroad?” The man squinted at O’Reilly. “Aren’t you the young pup that worked with Flanagan before the war? O’Rourke or O’Rafferty or something like that?”

Struggling to keep his voice level, O’Reilly said, “I’m Doctor O’Reilly. Yes.” 

“Right. I’m Mister Albert Bishop. I’m a very important man round here, so I am.”

“I’m sure you are,” O’Reilly said in his most placatory voice while thinking about large fish, ugly ones at that, in small if not puddle-sized ponds. “What can I do for you?”

“I need to talk to you, and in private.” He flicked his head dismissively at Kinky, who frowned, sniffed, and turned on her heel. 

“Come into the surgery,” O’Reilly said, overriding his intense desire to throw the man out. Some philosopher had made a crack about a long journey starting with the first step, and O’Reilly had a practice to build. He led the way. He pushed the door closed behind the man.

A swivel chair stood in front of a flat table that had served Doctor Flanagan as a desk. O’Reilly sat in the swivel, stuck a pair of half-moon spectacles on his nose, and waved at one of two simple, hard wooden chairs. “Have a seat.”

Mister Bishop plumped himself down. 

“And what seems to be the trouble?”

“I’m not sick nor nothing.”

And you insisted on seeing me and you were rude to Kinky? O’Reilly told himself again to calm down. “Then what can I do for you?”

“You mind in 1939 we all had til get National Identity Cards?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ve lost mine, and I need one to prove who I am,” he shook his head, “as if everyone round here didn’t know, so I can complete a big contract with the army at Palace Barracks outside Holywood. The stupid buggers that issue the cards say I’ve til fill out this here thing.” He slammed a government form on the table. “And I need a doctor’s signature, so I do. Like on a passport application.”

O’Reilly shook his head and said levelly, but with a touch of steel in his tones, “And for that you barged in here, were rude to Mrs. Kincaid . . .” Never mind not treating a physician with the courtesy custom demanded. 

“I’m in a hurry, so I am.” Clearly O’Reilly’s attempted admonition had had no effect.

For a moment he ached to be back on Warspite. A naval rating who’d behaved like this man might have been up before the executive officer, before his feet had touched the deck, on a charge of insolence to a superior officer. Might have. O’Reilly prided himself that he’d never had to invoke naval law. A few well-chosen words roared in what O’Reilly thought of as his quarterdeck voice and an icy stare over half-moon spectacles had always quelled the most intransigent rating. But this Bishop was a civilian, and, O’Reilly reminded himself, he needed patients, and lots of them, if he was going to make a success of this practice. He took a deep breath. “Give it to me.”

“Sign there.” Bishop pointed.

O’Reilly did, recognising that he had lost the “upper hand.” One day, Mister Bishop, he thought, either you are going to have to find a new medical advisor or you and I are going to rethink our doctor-patient relationship. “Here.” He wondered what the fee was for signing forms. Perhaps Kinky would know. Doctor Flanagan, as far as O’Reilly knew, had handled the practice finances and had paid O’Reilly a salary.

“Right.” Bishop rose and headed for the door.

“I beg your pardon,” O’Reilly called at the departing back.

Bishop stopped, turned. “I never said nothing.”

“Sorry. I thought I distinctly heard you say, ‘Thank you, Doctor.’ ”

There was a small smile on O’Reilly’s face as Bishop snorted, let himself out, and slammed the door.

O’Reilly headed back to the dining room to be met by Kinky, who had just delivered a tray of tea and hot buttered barmbrack. The scent of its spices was mouth-watering.

“There you are, sir,” she said. “Eat up however little much is in it.”

“Thank you, and Kinky?” He went to the tray and lifted a warm triangle of ’brack.

“Yes, sir?”

“What do I charge for filling in a form?” He bit into the wedge. Delicious.

“Lord bless you, sir, do not worry your head. Next time you see a patient there’s a ledger on the table. Fill in the name and what you did. I send out the accounts every month.”

“Really?”

She must have interpreted his relieved surprise as disbelief because she stiffened and said, “I have my School Leavers Certificate, so. I am not an unlettered woman.”

O’Reilly swallowed his mouthful. “I never thought for one minute you were, Kinky.”

“That’s all right then.” She smiled. “It’s my job to leave you free for the doctoring.”

“I appreciate that.” Another mouthful. He’d missed Irish cooking.

“And will you be starting on Monday?”

“I will. I’m going up to Charles Hurst in Belfast tomorrow to buy a car, then I’m going down to Portaferry to see my mother and brother.”

“Family does be important, so. Most of mine are still in County Cork near Beal na mBláth,” she said wistfully. 

“And you’ll want to see them, I’m sure. I’ll be able to give you time off soon, but I’ll need you for a week or two first, Kinky. My mother has arranged for bits and pieces she’s been storing for me to be brought up here tomorrow. You’ll need to let the movers in—I’ll tell you where things are to go.”

“That will not be any trouble, sir.”

“And I’ll certainly need you here on Monday on my first day as the principal here.”

She smiled. “And I do hope you’ll soon be busy for I remember how much you enjoyed your work when you were last here, so.”

“I hope so too—and I do have to pay the bank.”

“I’ll be here to help, and the patients will come back and bring the fees with them, you’ll see.”

“I just hope they’re more pleasant than that Bishop. I don’t remember seeing him when I was here before, but he is a thoroughly unpleasant man.”

She frowned. “Mister Bertie Bishop is an influential man here and he is a terrible one for bearing a grudge, so.”

O’Reilly wondered if his parting shot had been altogether wise, but damn it all he was going to be the local GP and he’d be damned if anybody was going to ride roughshod over Kinky—or him. He’d never tolerated that kind of thing since the day he used his newly discovered wicked right cross to flatten the school persecutor. O’Reilly had spent the last six years fighting one of the biggest bullies the world had ever known, and he’d be damned if he was going to let anyone get away with it here.
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Home They Brought Her Warrior

O’Reilly drove his black long-bonnetted Rover 16 with all the flair of the pilot of Warspite’s Walrus observation seaplane. The car was a secondhand 1945 model he’d bought on the never-never, as hire-purchase was called. He’d been lucky to get it. New cars could take as long as a year to be delivered and even used models were rare, but those in some occupations, including doctors, were given priority. The motor industry was only now switching back to peacetime production. “Poop-poop,” he shouted in what he thought might be a fair imitation of Mister Toad from one of O’Reilly’s favourite books, The Wind in the Willows. And he drove like Mister Toad. Heavy on the accelerator and brake. 

He passed elms and sycamores growing in hedgerows. The great gaunt trees were leafless, reaching with bony fingers for a cold blue sky from which an occasional snowflake drifted. Black-faced ewes heavy with winter fleeces huddled in the corners of little fields bordered in drystone walls or blackthorn hedges while the lambs, seemingly oblivious to the cold, ran and bounced, full of the joys of spring. Lord, even if real spring was still some weeks away it was good to be back home in Ulster. There had been times in the last six years when it had seemed to him that, like the crew of the Flying Dutchman, he and his shipmates were doomed eternally to sail their great gallant ship through endless growling seas. But he was home. At last. He roared out, 


And it’s home boys home, home I’d like to be

Home for a while in the old counteree

Where the oak and the ash and the bonny rowan tree

Are all growin’ greener in the old counteree.



And in all of Ireland, his own old counteree, here on the shores of Strangford Lough, was the place he loved the best.

Overhead a skein of metallically honking Greylag geese drifted down a gentle wind heading for the islands of the lough that lay to his right. The peace washed round him and if he did hear gunfire, it would only be the report of a wildfowler’s shotgun. A far cry from the islands of the Mediterranean Sea where he’d spent tumultuous parts of 1940, ’41, and ’43, or those of Puget Sound in Washington State where his old ship had gone because a German bomb had blown a great hole in her during the Battle of Crete. After being patched up as best the dockyard could in Alexandria Harbour she had passed through the Suez Canal for her long trip for extensive repairs and modifications in Bremerton Navy Yard and replacement of her worn-out main armament. 

O’Reilly had mixed memories, some sad, some grateful, of Bremerton and the kindness of the Americans.

He sighed. He’d needed kindness, wounded as he’d been, still was, by the death of his wife, Deirdre, in the Belfast Blitz in April 1941. He must try to put it all behind him. Start a new life back here in Ulster. But it hurt. It hurt sore.

“Damnation.” He stamped on the brake pedal. A rusty Massey Ferguson tractor was trundling toward him coming the other way. The horse trailer behind took up more than its share of the road and O’Reilly had to pull onto the verge. As soon as he was past he sank his foot and tore off, hardly noticing the lone cyclist who on the Rover’s approach hurled himself and his bike into the ditch.

He turned on the car radio, fiddled with the dial, and found a BBC man’s Oxbridge voice saying, “And finally in sports news; on Thursday in Paris the International Olympics Committee announced that the 1948 Games will be held in London.” More fiddling before O’Reilly found the classical music he was looking for. He recognised Mozart’s Magic Flute and let the cheerful sounds soothe him. He was able to manage a smile by the time he’d turned into the short drive up to Lars’s home. O’Reilly’d been singing along with Papageno’s “Der vogelfänger bin ich ja” and accompanying the performer’s reed flute with a series of rising “tiddle-iddle-eyes—” and falling “pom-poms.” He noticed a big Armstrong Siddeley near the house. Lars had warned Fingal of Ma’s taste in motorcars. He parked to the final “pom-pom,” got out, and crunched across the gravel to the front door where Lars and Ma stood smiling at him. 

“Fingal, welcome home, son,” Ma said, letting herself be engulfed in his hug. “Thank God you’re safe.”

“And sound,” he said. “You’re looking well.” And she was, in her short tweed jacket and knee-length skirt.

“I do my best,” she said, “but I’m afraid these wartime austerity fashions leave a certain amount to be desired.” She laughed. “I think us ladies complaining about clothes rationing hardly compares with what our troops had to face.”

He picked her up and spun her round. “God, it’s good to see you, Ma.” 

“Put me down, Fingal.” Her laughter filled the hall.

“I’m home, Ma. And it’ll be a long time before I leave again.” He set her down.

“Home is the sailor, home from the sea,” Lars said.

“And the hunter home from the hill. ‘Requiem.’ Robert Louis Stevenson,” O’Reilly said, and shook Lars’s hand. “And how are you, big brother?”

“I’m grand, Finn, and very glad to see you. Come in.”

He followed them into the hall. Something giving off a tantalising aroma was cooking somewhere. A large liver and white springer spaniel rushed up to greet him.

“Sit, Barney,” Lars said, and the dog obeyed.

“Old Barney’s still going strong,” Fingal said, noticing grey in the dog’s muzzle. “Remember when we used to go wildfowling with him? He was a great retriever.”

“Still is,” Lars said.

 “Let me look at you again,” Ma said. She frowned. “You’ve got older, Fingal,” she said, “but you’re still my handsome young son.”

“It’s been nearly six years and I think you need specs, Ma,” he said, “but thank you.” He was expecting to be ushered into Lars’s spacious sitting room overlooking the narrows where the ripping tides had given the lough its Viking name, Strangfjorthr, the turbulent fjord.

Ma said, “That’s a goose you can smell roasting.” She glanced at her watch. “It’ll be ready in about an hour. I’ve things to do in the kitchen. I know how long you’ve been gone, Fingal. There’s so much to talk about, but why don’t you boys give Barney a walk, go down to the Portaferrry Arms, and have a pint before lunch?”

“You sure, Ma?” Fingal said. 

“Of course I am. I’ve waited this long, I can wait a bit longer. We can blether away to our hearts’ content over lunch and in the afternoon. I’ve a feeling it might snow more heavily later so go on and enjoy yourselves before it does.”

“Let me get my coat,” Lars said.

“Do you know,” said Fingal, “I don’t think this place’s changed one bit.” He was striding beside his brother up the face of a low, rounded hill. Gorse bushes grew, spiny green and dotted with chrome-yellow flowers. Their almond scent was carried on the salty air. He sniffed. There was a more pungent aroma too. “You got a badger round here, Lars?”

Lars pointed to a burrow under a bank where brown bracken drooped. “Old Brock has his set in there. He’ll be sleeping now. Leave it, Barney. Don’t want him getting into a fight with the beast. ”

The dog, who had made a beeline for the burrow, now turned aside and began investigating the whins. Two rabbits bolted, ears back, scuts white and bobbing. Barney had been trained to know he was not allowed to chase flushed game. He sat abruptly and watched them go. 

Overhead, small jackdaws and larger rooks that had flocked together cawed and flapped their way inland. A constant twittering was coming from a leafless blackthorn hedge and Fingal saw a flock of brightly coloured goldfinches take wing and whirl away across the field.

He strode alongside his brother across the little fields. When Lars asked a question, Fingal was, like most ex-service men, reticent about the details of his war. He was warmed by Lars’s concern for Fingal’s loss of Deirdre. Lars himself, bachelor solicitor and unable to volunteer because of flat feet, had lived out his war quietly here, keeping an eye on Ma, who’d been terribly busy raising money for the Spitfire Fund and working for a charity for unmarried mothers. No. Lars hadn’t married. His disappointment over a judge’s daughter in Dublin seemed to have put him off the fair sex for life, yet he appeared content to Fingal. Something to think about, because Fingal himself had no intention of becoming romantically involved. Certainly not for a while yet.

He followed Lars and Barney over a stile and onto the shore. A little past the tide’s edge a heron, blue-grey, gangly legged, and with a pigtail of feathers hanging down behind, darted its head into the water and pulled it back, a silver fish wriggling in the bird’s long beak. Across the narrow waters a vee of small geese with grey bellies, narrow white collars, and black heads flew up the lough.

“Atlantic brent geese,” Lars said. “All the way from Greenland and Spitzbergen to winter here. Probably heading up to the Quoile River.”

“You always did know your birds, Lars,” Fingal said.

“To shoot them. But you know, Finn, I’m beginning to think they need our protection. I haven’t been out more than a couple of times this season. I’m thinking of joining the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.”

“Not until after next season, please,” Fingal said. “You’d better be ready to go out once or twice with me. Unless you count my ship chucking everything she had from fifteen-inch shells to 0.5-inch machine-gun bullets at the enemy, I’ve not had a shot,” he laughed, “for nearly seven years. I’d enjoy a day or two out with you for old times’ sake, and,” he said more softly, “it would make a nice change if no one’s shooting back.” 

“I suppose it was pretty grim,” Lars said. 

Fingal took a deep breath. “It had its moments—but it’s over, and I’m home, and I’m home to stay.”

“I’d certainly say you’re glad to be back,” Lars said, picking up a stick and throwing it for Barney to retrieve.

“I am that.” Fingal frowned. “And happy to be.”

“Happy to be back, yes, but I’d say you don’t sound completely happy, Finn. What’s up?”

Fingal shook his head and waited for Lars to take the stick and throw it again. “Thank you for handling the conveyance of old Doctor Flanagan’s practice, Lars.”

“It was my pleasure, Finn.”

“I’m excited about the practice . . .” He hesitated then said, “But I’m a bit worried. I haven’t started work yet, but I just hope the old boy’s patients come back. I’ll see on Monday morning if anyone shows up.”

“I suppose all folks starting a small business have the same worry. I know I did. We put our shingle up and pray they come.” He clapped Fingal on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine, Finn. I know you will because you’re an excellent doctor, but don’t be surprised if it’s slow at the beginning.” 

“Thanks.” Fingal warmed inside to his brother’s touch and reassurance, but outside the snow Ma had warned them about had started and the air was as cold as a witch’s tit. And tucked in a corner of his inner glow was a chilly worry that Lars might be wrong and the practice wouldn’t grow. Forget it for today, he told himself. “It’s getting bloody bitter,” Fingal said. “Come on, big brother, call Barney in and we’ll take Ma’s advice and head for the Arms—but I’m buying you a hot half-un. It’s too bloody cold for a pint.”
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Is of His Own Opinion Still

O’Reilly looked at his watch. Ten o’clock on Monday morning and still no patients. He sat in the swivel chair in the surgery, rolling the top of his father’s old desk up and down. It had been delivered on Saturday afternoon. Kinky, as he’d requested, had supervised the moving men in their placing of his few pieces of furniture and leaving packing cases of books in the upstairs lounge. 

O’Reilly had spent Sunday afternoon arranging his volumes on the shelves there, wondering how he’d managed to accumulate so many, but then reading was amongst his foremost pleasures. He’d stood for minutes enjoying the sweeping views past the lopsided steeple of the Presbyterian church with its churchyard full of ancient tombstones and sombre snow-dusted yew trees. Looking farther over the roofs of the village to where gulls wheeled and swooped over the sand dunes, his gaze had taken in the calm, washed-out blue of Belfast Lough and in the dim distance the soft darker blue hills of Antrim rolling down to Carrickfergus and its brooding Norman castle. Only a single coalboat shoved her way steadily to the Central Coal Pier in Bangor Harbour, reminding him of a line in John Masefield’s poem “Cargoes”: “Dirty British coaster with a salt-streaked smoke stack.” No yachts yet, but in the summer he knew the sailors would be out in force.

Later he’d asked Kinky to give him a hand hanging a photograph on the landing wall outside the lounge.

“And that does be your big ship, sir?” she’d asked when they’d finished.

“That’s her,” he said. “HMS Warspite. ‘The Grand Old Lady.’ ” He adjusted the frame to be sure the picture was hanging straight. “The photo was taken when she was anchored in Grand Harbour, Valetta, in Malta.” 

Kinky leant forward to see better. “She does look a very powerful vessel, so.”

“She was, Kinky, she and her four sister Queen Elizabeth class of battleships.” He pointed to the eight fifteen-inch rifles, two each in X and Y turrets aft and two each in A and B turrets for’ard. “You see those big guns above the foredeck?”

“I do.” 

“The dispensary and sick bay where the medical staff worked were two decks below the most for’ard gun barrels. It was like the clap of doom when they were fired over our heads. Their shells weighed 1,950 pounds each, that’s not far off one ton, and she could hurl them for fourteen miles.” 

“From here to Millisle down the Ards Peninsula, bye,” Kinky said, and took her duster to the frame. “I can believe those guns would have made ferocious bangs, so. I’ve seen newsreel of battleships firing at France on D-Day,” she looked him in the eye, “but the war does be over and you can settle down now and enjoy the nice peace and quiet of Ballybucklebo, so.”

Peace and quiet? True enough, but things were a bit too quiet this morning. It wasn’t that he wanted people to be sick, but he needed to work. O’Reilly drummed his fingers on the desktop.

That old piece held memories for O’Reilly of a much younger Fingal who all his life had wanted to study medicine. Father had been sitting at this desk in his study when Fingal had defied him back in ’27, telling him, “I’m not doing nuclear physics.” That stubbornness had led him into the merchant marine and the Royal Naval Reserve before he’d finally gone to Trinity College in Dublin to fulfil his dream. And it was that stint in the reserve had led to his call-up when war had broken out, a war that, as Kinky had remarked, was now over. And the Lord be praised. But now what he needed were patients in his surgery so he could get back to the kind of doctoring he loved.

He rose and for the umpteenth time walked back to the room that had originally been the scullery, but which Doctor Flanagan had used as his waiting room. Not for the first time O’Reilly scowled at the dismal, shiny, green-painted walls. He’d already decided to paper them with something more cheerful. Roses, he thought, roses would do very well. 

The place was as deserted as a Protestant church on a weekday. He bent and lifted a tattered Reader’s Digest from a heap of earlier editions, several Women’s Own magazines, and some issues of a kiddies’ comic book, The Dandy Comic. He smiled at the drawings of Korky the Cat on their front pages. As he was scanning the index of the Digest, the outside door opened and a young woman came in holding the hand of a little girl clutching a well-worn teddy bear. His first real patients. He didn’t count Bertie Bishop. “Good morning,” a smiling O’Reilly said. “I’m Doctor O’Reilly.”

“I’m Kathy Dunleavy, Willie Dunleavy’s wife.”

“Are you related to Charles Dunleavy who owns the Black Swan?”

“He was my da-in-law. He’s gone three years, God rest him. I married his son Willie five years back. He runs the pub now, so he does.”

“Good Lord, the last time I saw your husband he was a bachelor kicking a ball around with his mates and looking for divilment.” O’Reilly shook his head. “Anyway, what can I do for you?”

“I’m worried about wee Mary here.”

“Let’s see what we can do about that.” O’Reilly led Mrs. Dunleavy and the child to the surgery and sat in his chair while she took one of the wooden ones and lifted Mary onto her lap. 

“So, what seems to be the trouble with Mary?”

“The poor wee button’s off her feed for the last couple of days, says she can’t swallow right, and I think she’s got a fever.”

“Mmmh,” said O’Reilly, already formulating his possible diagnoses. “Anything else?”

“No, sir.”

“No convulsions, vomiting, diarrhoea? No pains anywhere? No earache? No sore throat?”

“No, sir.”

At this time of the year he was probably dealing with acute tonsillitis, which could be a recurrent disease. “Has she ever had anything like this before?”

Mrs. Dunleavy shook her head.

He went and hunkered down in front of the girl so his eyes were at the same level as hers. “Hello, Mary.”

She pulled the teddy bear closer and looked at him from big blue eyes, which he noticed were dull.

“Cat got your tongue?” He smiled and said to the bear, “And how old is your mistress?”

“He can’t talk, thilly,” she said. “I’m four.”

“Are you now?” said O’Reilly. “You are a big girl.”

That produced a little smile.

“Can I put my hand on your neck, please?”

She glanced at her mother, who nodded. “Yeth.”

O’Reilly quickly examined her neck. He noted a few enlarged lymph nodes and her skin was warm. It was always tricky taking wee ones’ temperatures so he’d settle for that inexact observation. The findings so far were in keeping with his thoughts. A couple more observations would confirm them. “Could you open wide and stick out your tongue?”

“Yeth.” She did.

O’Reilly produced a pencil torch and shone it into her mouth. Small children always gagged if you tried to use a tongue depressor and he was confident he’d be able to find what he was looking for without one. “Say ‘aaah.’ ”

He saw at once that the very back of the oral cavity, the fauces, were red and inflamed and that both tonsils were scarlet and swollen. There was no evidence of membrane formation so he could stop worrying about diphtheria or a rare condition called Vincent’s angina, also known as trench mouth. “Thank you, Mary,” he said. “You can close your mouth.”

She did.

He patted the teddy on the head and returned to his chair.

“You’ve got tonsillitis, Mary,” he said, but directed his remarks to her mother. “We’ll have you better in three or four days.”

“What do we treat it with, Doctor?” Mrs. Dunleavy asked. “My granny in Coalisland in County Tyrone uses a stocking filled with hot salt wrapped round the neck.”

“Some folks here in County Down use hot potatoes instead of salt,” O’Reilly said, “but do you think you could teach Mary to gargle?”

“Aye, certainly.”

“Good, because I want you to get some aspirin. You’ll not need a scrip. Break a tablet in half and crush one half up in warm water and have her gargle and then swallow the gargle. Do that every eight hours. Keep her in bed until I’ve seen her again and give her lots to drink. That should see her right in no time. If you are worried send for me.” It was a great comfort to know that if simple measures failed he could always fall back on sulphas. Although penicillin had been available to the armed forces, it was not yet in use in civilian practice. The few doses he’d had on Warspite late in the war, like all the doses that had been stockpiled before D-Day, had all been produced in America from fungus taken from a mouldy canteloupe from Peoria, Illinois. “I’ll pop in and see her in a day or two.” And again in three weeks because there was always the risk of rheumatic fever or kidney disease developing if the infecting organism was a haemolytic streptococcus, but he’d not mention that.

“Thank you very much, sir. Say thank you, Mary.”

“Fank oo.”

As Kinky had instructed, he made a quick note in the ledger so she could send out the bill. Mary rose. “And Willy says the next time you’re in the Duck the first pint’s on him, so it is.”

“I’ll look forward to that.” He followed them from the surgery and showed them out through the front door. The snow of Saturday had vanished. Whistling a few bars of Vaughn Monroe’s latest hit, “Let It Snow,” he walked back to the waiting room. His smile widened when he saw a middle-aged man wearing a bowler hat sitting on one of the chairs. “I’m Doctor O’Reilly,” he said, “will you come with me?”

By the time they’d reached the surgery, the man, who was now setting his bowler hat on the second patient’s chair, had aleady told O’Reilly his name. “I was given Hubert, but everybody calls me ‘Wowser,’ so they do. Wowser Ward. I’m connected with the Ward family, a bunch of highheejins. Lived in Bangor Castle. They gave thirty-seven acres to Bangor for a park, Ward Park, and one of their daughters married Lord Clanmorris from the west of Ireland in 1878, so she did. Me? I’m forty-eight, I’m the foreman for Bishop’s Builders, and I was a patient of Doctor Flanagan. I never seen you before the war because I thought you was too young, you know.” He sighed. “But now? I heard you’d given Mister Bishop lip last Friday, but beggars can’t be choosers, so they can’t.”

How flattering, O’Reilly thought, and grinned. He’d take no offence. A patient was a patient. After a short rummage in the desk drawer, he found the man’s old record card. “And you live on Station Road. Number 12.”

“Bingo,” he said, “and if you look at my card you’ll see what ailed me then and what ails me’s again, but worser now, you know. That’s why I’ve come. I want it fixed the day. Right now if you can, sir. The bloody thing aches and aches all day unless I’m lying down.” He unbuckled his belt.

O’Reilly put on his half-moons and read, Tuesday, 11/Aug/42. Cold right groin abscess unchanged. Advised bed rest. May need lancing. He whipped off his spectacles, whistled, and felt the hackles of his neck rising. Back in 1939, Doctor Flanagan had been puzzled by a rare local condition he called a cold groin abscess. Two of the cases he’d lanced in his surgey he explained to O’Reilly had either, “Wind or shite in them and both patients died. It was most puzzling.”

Not to the then-young O’Reilly. His senior colleague had been incising ruptures—inguinal hernias. No wonder he’d released bowel contents. Often such bulgings of the peritoneum through a weakness in the lower abdominal wall did contain small bowel. And after Doctor Flanagan’s ham-fisted efforts, two of his victims must have succumbed to peritonitis following contamination.

“So you think you’ve a groin abscess?” O’Reilly said.

“Think? I’m bloody well sure. Doctor Flanagan knew his stuff, so he did.” Wowser Ward was unbuttoning his fly.

The old doctor had certainly been convinced of his own infallability and had managed to persuade his patients of the same. Such was often the case with that generation of physicians. O’Reilly’s attempt in ’39 to suggest to Doctor Flanagan that these were hernias and not abscesses had been met with scorn and anger. And back then, death after surgery was, if not accepted, at least understood by the laity. 

Now, with no real local reputation, O’Reilly was going to have to try to contradict the late and omniscient Doctor Flanagan for the sake of the patient. “All right, Mister Ward. Stand up and lower your pants.”

The man did.

Even from where he sat O’Reilly could see a bulging in the fold between the belly and thigh on the right. “Cough,” he said.

“Cough? It’s my groin, not my chest’s the trouble.”

“Please?”

The man did, and O’Reilly had no difficulty observing a visible impulse under the skin. A hernia, no doubt, and one that should be repaired surgically. A third-year student could have made the diagnosis without any further examination. Its exact nature would need to be delineated by a surgeon but it was beyond the powers of a GP to fix. O’Reilly coughed and said, “I think I must tell you, Mister Ward, I believe medicine has moved on since Doctor Flanagan’s day.”

“How?” There was acid in the one word.

This was going to take diplomacy and tact, but if the Ard Rí himself—the High King of all Ireland—appeared and thought he could order O’Reilly to incise an inguinal hernia here in the surgery, his Royal Highness would have another thought coming. “Mister Ward, I believe that what you have is called a hernia and—”

“Why? Hernia? Amn’t I a man? If it should be called anything, it should be a hisnia, and it’s not nothing like that anyroad. It’s a groin abscess and I want it fixed, Doctor.” He shook his head. “You call sitting there and getting a fellah to cough is an examination? Jasus, a horse trader would look more carefully at a horse, so he would.”

“Mister Ward, I really want to get a second opinion from a specialist at the Royal Victoria Hospital.” Two of O’Reilly’s friends from Trinity, Charlie Greer and Donald Cromie, were surgeons there.

“Aye. Well. You can want. I’ve no time til be buggering about in Belfast, and them specialists cost a brave wheen of money, so they do. Why will you not do it here for me?” 

“I’m sorry,” said O’Reilly, realising that he was going to be sending away a dissatisfied customer. Better that than a dead one; although, oddly enough, if he acceded to the patient’s request and that gloomy outcome occurred he was more likely to be forgiven by the locals than if he turned the man down. Never mind. The patient’s health came first. “I wish you could under—”

The man and the colour in his cheeks both rose. He pulled up his pants and began to close his fly.

O’Reilly flinched.

“I understand that you’re useless til me, Doctor.”

“Lancing your hernia might kill you,” O’Reilly said.

“Away off and feel your head.” He buckled his belt, grabbed his bowler, headed for and opened the door. “Hernia, my aunt Fanny Jane. If you won’t fix it, I’ll just thole it, so I will, but just you wait till I put out the word you never even examined me properly, never mind put me right.” Country patients had great faith in the powers of the examination—and of the X-ray. “I’m paying you nothing, neither. You don’t know your arse from your elbow.” He buckled his belt and slammed the door behind him as he left. 

O’Reilly fished out and lit his pipe. He needed a minute to think. He’d been consulted three times and had only sent one customer away satisfied, and although Kathy Dunleavy was a nice young woman she’d hardly be rushing round telling the world how wonderful the newly returned doctor was. What he’d done for her Mary was routine. What would Bishop and Ward be saying and to whom? That neither had paid was not his real concern. The damage they might be doing to his reputation—he blew out a cloud of smoke—hardly bore thinking about.

Setting his pipe in an ashtray he walked back to the waiting room. Empty. No patients. Patience, he told himself and smiled. The words had the same Latin root, patiens, which meant “waiting” or “suffering,” and both described what he was doing right now. He could only hope that by waiting a bit longer his worry, which in fairness could hardly be called suffering, would be over and his surgeries full. He brightened, remembering Kathy Dunleavy’s parting remark. Maybe before supper he’d pop into the Black Swan, or Mucky Duck as the locals called their pub.
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And Everything in Its Place

The tips of O’Reilly’s ears tingled after his short walk from Number One, past the maypole, and across the Main Street to its junction with Station Road, the corner site of the Black Swan Pub. In the icy, darkening evening, the snow that had stopped falling on Saturday had returned. The flakes were large and damp and barely lay on the pavement.

He heard the sounds of laughter and chatter even before he pushed through the pub’s doors. Once inside he felt as if he’d walked into a wall of warmth coming from a blazing turf fire and a web of tobacco smoke from pipes and cigarettes. As he brushed flakes from and then unbuttoned his coat he waited for his eyes to become accustomed to the dim lighting. 

The single, narrow room had not changed since his last visit almost seven years ago. There was still sawdust on the plank floor, still the low black ceiling beams, and a few tables and occupied chairs in front of a long bar counter. Bottles of spirits on shelves behind the bar kept company with two barrels of the product of Mister Arthur Guinness and Sons, Saint James’s Gate, Dublin, lying on their sides. Each had a brass spigot for drawing off the stout hammered into its bung hole near the bottom of the lower rim. A spile to regulate the release of carbon dioxide had been driven into the middle of each barrel at the top of its upper circumference.

O’Reilly’s ears were assailed by a loud hum of men’s conversation. Women were not permitted in public bars in Ulster, and the Duck boasted neither a snug nor a lounge bar where women could go—if escorted. Dogs, however, were allowed in, and O’Reilly noticed a border collie under one table, a lurcher—a collie greyhound cross much favoured by poachers for its intelligence and speed in pursuit of game—under another. Its owner had bright carrotty hair. Maybe, O’Reilly thought, one day he’d get himself a Labrador—but not until the practice was busier. 

The rising and falling tides of noise stopped as if a sluice gate had been closed, and he was aware of every eye being fixed on him. “A very good evening to this house,” he said, but he might as well have been talking to a room full of deaf men for all the response he got. He’d seen Western films where a stranger comes to the town saloon and is ignored. It was often the setup for a fight scene—in Westerns and in the slums of Dublin where ruggy-ups, bare-knuckle fights, were commonplace, but not in a quiet little place like Ballybucklebo. 

There was space at this end of the bar so he moved there, smiled at a big man in an army greatcoat and duncher—probably recently demobbed like O’Reilly—and took his place leaning on the bar top and putting one foot up on a brass rail beneath. He looked more closely at his companion. “You’re Declan Finnegan,” O’Reilly said. “I set a broken arm for you in ’39. You were going to join the Tank Regiment when I left here for the navy.”

The general level of conversation had risen to its previous levels.

“That’s right, Doctor O’Reilly.” Declan smiled. “And my arm mended rightly. You done a great job. And I was a tanker. I fought in Sicily and I drove a Cromwell tank in Normandy, so I did, but I was demobbed in late ’45 and come home, you know. I heard you were coming back. It’s good to have you here, sir, so it is. I wonder,” he hesitated, “I wonder if I could ask you a wee doctoring favour, sir?” 

O’Reilly hesitated. He generally refused such requests on social occasions and had no intention of letting his pub become an annex to his surgery. After all, he was on his own time here, but for just this once said, “Fire away.” He’d get an opportunity sooner or later to make his position on pub consultations clear.

“What’ll it be, Doctor O’Reilly?” a voice said from behind the bar counter.

O’Reilly turned to see the barman. Willie Dunleavy had packed on the beef since his soccer-playing days. He’d be about thirty. He wore a flowery waistcoat and his shirt sleeves were held up by satin-covered elastic garters. 

“I mind my da, God rest him, who used to own this place, saying you were fond of your pint when you worked here before the war.” He held out his hand. “Welcome back, sir, and thanks for seeing our wee Mary.”

O’Reilly shook hands. “Thank you. I was sorry to hear about your father.”

Willie shrugged. “Aye,” he said. “Thon cancer’s not nice, but . . . och . . .” He took a deep breath. “And will it be a pint, sir?”

“Please.”

“You’re on,” said Willie, went to the two barrels, and started to pour.

O’Reilly turned back to Declan Finnegan. “You were going to ask a favour, Declan?”

“I wonder, maybe someday soon, if I could bring the missus til see you? We think she’s pregnant.”

“Of course, of course. Send her round about nine tomorrow.”

“Fair enough.”

“Fine.” 

Declan hesitated. “I’ll come too,” he said. “Melanie doesn’t speak much English yet. She’s learning, but—”

“Melanie? She’s French?”

Declan nodded. “Aye. I met her in 1944, near Mont Pinçon. She’d volunteered to help the army doctors. I’d been wounded, only a toty wee scratch, like. I was back on my feet in time to rejoin my squadron and fight at Falaise and go the whole way to the Rhine River, but I never forgot Melanie Devereux, so I didn’t. Her and me got married last May, after the war in Europe was over.”

“Good for you both. More power to your wheels. And the French won’t be a problem. Moi, je parle un tres petit peu.”

“Merveilleux,” Declan said. “Moi aussi.”

“And that’s enough of the oul parley-voo from you, Declan Finnegan, so it is,” Willie said with a grin. “Here’s your pint, Doctor O’Reilly, sir, and like Kathy said, it’s on the house. A wee welcome home. I hope you’ll take a brave wheen more in here over the years.”

 “I’m beginning to think I will,” O’Reilly said, hoping this and his easy conversation with Declan were more small steps to his gradual reacceptance in the village and townland. He lifted his pint, said, “Sláinte,” and took a hefty pull. “Mother’s milk,” he said, grinned, and fished out his pipe. 

The Murray’s Erinmore Flake tobacco was going well when it was time for his second pint and the one he bought for Declan Finnegan. 

“I mind you was quare nor keen on the rugby football, sir,” Declan was saying. “You should have a wee word with my younger brother, Fergus. He plays for the Ballybucklebo Bonnaughts’ Junior Fifteen.”

“So you’ve got the club going again?” Most athletic pursuits had been interrupted by the war. 

“Och aye. The marquis of Ballybucklebo’s their patron. He’s played for Ireland, you know.”

O’Reilly felt a draught as someone opened the door, half-turned, and saw Bertie Bishop followed by Wowser Ward, of all people. 

O’Reilly ignored them and said to Declan, “I did know about his Lordship’s caps.” O’Reilly had three of his own for representing his country, but it would be boastful to say so. Joining the club would increase the circle of his acquaintances—and possible patients—and put him back in touch with a game he loved. “I will join, Declan. How’d I get ahold of your brother?”

“He’s no phone in his house. He’s a jockey. Rides for the marquis. I’ll tell him to come and see you, sir.”

“Thank you.”

O’Reilly glanced over. A table that he’d noticed upon arriving had been occupied by three obviously working-class men in dunchers and with mufflers wrapped round their necks, one man smoking a clay pipe. They now vacated their places in favour of the great Panjandrum and his friend. O’Reilly had a quick mental image of Mister Bertie Bishop saying, “I’m a very important man round here, so I am.”

“’Scuse me.” A tall, narrow-faced patron pushed past O’Reilly to get to the bar and call an order. “Pint and a packet of crisps, please, Willie.”

“Right, Archie.”

O’Reilly had to think. Archie. Archie. Got it. “Hello, Mister Auchinleck,” he said. The man shared a surname with a famous British general of Ulster stock who’d taken over command of the British Army in the Middle East after Warspite had left for Bremerton.

“Doctor O’Reilly. It’s yourself. I hardly noticed you there. It’s a bit dim in here. I heard you was coming back, so I did. Mrs. Kincaid’s been putting the word around. If me or the missus or our wee lad get sick we’ll come and see you, so we will.”

Good for you, Kinky, O’Reilly thought. “The surgery’s open every morning at nine o’clock,” he said. He felt a tugging at his sleeve, turned, and saw Bishop. “Yes, Mister Bishop.”

“I’ve not time for til come til your surgery. Bend you your head so I can whisper.”

O’Reilly stooped to the shorter man, who said what he had to say. 

No. Bloody well no. Declan’s polite request had been one thing, this demand another entirely. This was a perfect opportunity to establish that unless someone was bleeding to death or having a heart attack, Doctor O’Reilly was off duty inside the Duck. “Certainly, Mister Bishop,” he bellowed in his quarterdeck voice, which could be heard above a howling Atlantic gale. He paused. The falling of a pin would have been as noisy as the eruption of Krakatoa, so silent had the Duck become. “Just slip off your trousers and climb up on the counter so I can examine you.” The falling of a single downy feather would probably have registered on the Richter scale. Silence hung until a clearly furious, puce-faced Bishop yelled, “My trousers? Here? Have you taken a fit of the headstaggers? Do you not know it’s a feckin’ pub!”

“Well, Mister Bishop . . .” O’Reilly had deliberately lowered his voice so that his audience would have to strain to hear. “I thought you didn’t know. After all, you insisted on consulting me in here for something that can wait until the surgery opens tomorrow. I didn’t think you’d mind being examined in here. But if it upsets you, I’ll be happy to see you tomorrow. Tomorrow.” 

Bishop spluttered. “By God, O’Reilly, you’ve a quare brass neck, so you have. Telling a fellah til take off his pants in public.”

“I think,” said O’Reilly, “the cervical alloy of copper and zinc is all yours.” He turned back to Archie and Declan as a wave of laughter swept through the room. I’ve not made a bosom buddy, O’Reilly thought, but there is a limit. And for the moment, and God bless Surgeon Commander Wilcoxson for his sage advice, the upper hand was back where it belonged. Nor would he be pestered in here in the future by other patients.

He glanced over to where Bishop and Ward had their heads together. Ward looked over at O’Reilly. The man’s eyes were narrowed, his teeth clenched. He shook his fist and mouthed, “You wait, O’Reilly. Just you wait.” 

O’Reilly turned away. He had clearly offended two locals, but surely the laughter at Bishop’s discomfiture signified that there was support for the newly returned doctor too?

“It’s my shout, Doctor,” Declan Finnegan said. “And well done putting Mister Bishop in his box. I’m sorry I asked you a medical question. I never thought—”

“You didn’t ask me a question. You asked if you could bring your wife to see me. That’s entirely different.”

“Thank you, sir. Now, would you like that pint, and maybe one for you, Archie?”

O’Reilly shook his head and buttoned his coat. If Archie said yes, then the “my shout” circle would begin where everyone in the party had to buy a round. He smiled. “Maybe next time, Declan. It’s time I was home.”

Declan nodded. “I understand, sir.” He lowered his voice. “See that there Bertie Bishop? His head’s full of hobbyhorse shite, so it is.” He spat into the sawdust. “Pay him no heed and never you worry, sir, me and Melanie’ll be in first thing tomorrow.” 

O’Reilly smiled and said, “I’ll expect you.” And to hell with Bertie Bishop and Wowser Ward. O’Reilly hoped that the Finnegans would be the start of a steadily growing trade. “Good night to this house,” he called, and was gratified by a few, although not everybody’s by any means, “Good night, Doctor.”
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Have You No Bowel, No Tenderness?

O’Reilly pushed away his plate, empty save for a squeezed lemon slice. Not long before a pair of famous Craster kippers had lain, blissfully brown and seductively, steamingly scented. Utterly delicious. While drinking his second cup of tea, he finished reading a story in Tuesday’s The Northern Whig. It seemed that fifteen alleged Soviet spies had been arrested in Canada. He wondered what they’d be spying on in that far cold country, tutted, put down the paper, rose, and crossed to the surgery.

He opened his doctor’s bag, went to a cupboard, took out an ampoule of aminophylline, and put it into the bag to replace the one he’d used yesterday for a seven-year-old boy who was having a severe asthmatic attack. That home visit and a case of influenza had been the sum of the day’s caseload. What had Lars said? “Don’t be surprised if it’s slow at the beginning.” Slow? Glaciers moved more quickly. Still, O’Reilly thought, Declan Finnegan and his French wife were coming today. He headed for the surgery. 

Declan and a petite but obviously swollen-bellied woman with glossy brown hair sat side by side. And across the room, perched like a gargoyle on a cathedral on one of the hard-backed chairs, was Albert Bishop. Before O’Reilly could even say good morning and invite them to come to his surgery, the man announced, “The Finnegans don’t mind if I go first, O’Reilly.” As Bishop strode past the couple, Declan raised his eyes to heaven and shook his head.

O’Reilly was sure Bishop had bullied his way past the Finnegans, but did not want to make a fuss about it—yet. He followed him along to the surgery, where Bishop had already seated himself. O’Reilly closed the door. “Good morning, Mister Bishop. I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” To tell the truth I was not expecting to see you ever after last night, O’Reilly thought, as he took the swivel chair. This was something he’d learned from Doctor Corrigan, his senior in general practice in Dublin. That not every patient and their doctor would get along. Sometimes it was better to come to the parting of the ways and have them seek medical advice elsewhere. He recognised that may have been at the back of his mind when he’d deliberately embarrassed Bishop last night.

“Aye, nor me you, but I’ve still not gone since I tried to have a wee quiet word with you. I’ve been seeing a Doctor Robbins in Bangor, but it’s far too far to drive just because I’m bound. My missus, Flo, says she til me, she says, ‘Go on, give O’Reilly a try.’ I says til her that I tried to tell you on Monday night that I needed a strong laxative, but, no, you were too high and mighty to do me a favour, so you were. Sometimes my Flo does talk sense, but. Says she til me, ‘O’Reilly worked here before. He never killed nobody then.’ ”

Now there was a backhanded compliment.

“‘And it’ll take you an hour til drive til Bangor, see Robbins, and drive back. Go on, try O’Reilly.’ So here I am. And it’s your last chance with me, so it is. I’ve already heard you wouldn’t treat Wowser Ward, so you’d better see me right or else.”

O’Reilly frowned. “Or else what, Mister Bishop?” O’Reilly had been trained to understand that patients were not always as polite as they might be and to be prepared to make allowances, but this pompous little man didn’t seem to recognise how close he was to being thrown out—physically. “Or else what?”

“Wowser and me’ll put out the word you’re no bloody good.” He leant back, smiled, and folded his arms across his chest.

To give himself a moment to consider his reply O’Reilly fished out a pair of half-moon spectacles and perched them on his nose. Decision time. Could he afford to tell Bishop to go to hell, behave like that Anglo-Dubliner the Duke of Wellington and his famous, “Publish and be damned”? That would alienate this man when the practice was in an embryonic state. And how much harm could he and Wowser Ward do? Probably quite a lot. On the other hand, if O’Reilly simply ignored Bishop’s rudeness and threats, he had no doubt that the man would proudly spread the word around that O’Reilly was so weak he couldn’t beat the skin off a rice pudding, and he couldn’t afford that either. Half a doctor’s ability to treat lay in the esteem in which he was held by his patients. O’Reilly recognised that he was on the horns of what one of his naval patients had called a dilly-ma-ma.

But—but—he had to struggle to conceal a grin. There was a way to appear to acquiesce but give Bishop a not-so-subtle message that Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly, Doctor Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly, once called by an old Dublin friend The Wily O’Reilly, was not a man to be threatened—ever. “I see,” he said levelly. “Then I’ll have to make sure you are treated properly, won’t I?” 

“That’s more like it,” Bishop said.

O’Reilly steepled his fingers. He’d learnt long ago that the makers of patent laxatives had taught the great public that their bowels must move once a day. It wasn’t true, but such was the power of advertising. “When was the last time you went?”

“Saturday morning, and that’s three whole days.”

“I see, and has this kind of thing happened before?”

“Aye, and Robbins gives me castor oil.” He screwed up his face. “Tastes like shite. I thought you being younger—”

“I’m sure I do have something better for you, but I need to make sure there’s no underlying disease. Have you any belly pains?” 

“Nah.”

“No vomiting?” 

“No, I’ve not boked. I’m rightly otherwise, so I am. It’s just I’m bound.”

No pain, no vomiting, so no suggestion of anything obstructing the bowel. “Anything else bothering you?” Constipation if a symptom of something serious was invariably accompanied by other symptoms of distress, and Bishop looked the picture of overweight health.

“Are you deaf? I just told you. Not at all.” 

“I see,” said O’Reilly, gritting his teeth and remembering Ward’s anger at not having been examined . . . “I’d still better take a look.”

It was a simple matter to examine Bishop’s tubby belly, which O’Reilly did, finding nothing amiss. “All right,” he said. “Get dressed.” He went to his desk and found a prescription pad. His old teacher Doctor Micks had preached, It may be dangerous to give a purgative but never to withold one. Not in this case. Bishop appeared to have nothing physically wrong with him. There was nothing to worry about, O’Reilly was quite sure. He removed a fountain pen from an inside pocket, scribbled, and handed the prescription to Bishop. “Take that to the chemist. It’ll do the trick.”

Bishop took the scrip, scowled, and said, “Thank you. It had better work.”

“It will,” said O’Reilly. “I promise. Now,” said O’Reilly, rising. “I’m sure you’re a very busy man and in a rush.” Not half the hurry you’re going to be in after you’ve taken your medicine, he thought, hiding a grin. 

“Aye. I am.” 

He took Bishop by the elbow, helped him stand, and began propelling him to the door.

“Take a teaspoonful of that as soon as you get home—and don’t go out.”

“Right.”

“Good,” said O’Reilly, letting Bishop out of the surgery. Only when the door was shut did he allow himself to chuckle. His prescription of Tinct. Crotonis Oleum, tincture of croton oil, was for the strongest purgative available. During the war, the U.S. Navy had added it to the alcohol fuel used in their torpedoes. The violent laxative effects were meant to discourage sailors from draining and drinking the fuel. It was also believed that a number of U-boat patrols from French ports had been abandoned because the French fishermen who supplied the German fleet had packed sardines in croton rather than olive oil. The effects on a U-boat’s crew in a vessel with only two heads hardly bore imagining.

The self-important Mister Bishop was not going to enjoy himself today. He’d be spending a fair bit of it all alone in a small room. But he’d be hard-pressed to complain. He’d explicitly asked for a “strong” laxative and had demanded effective treatment. And he probably would have sufficient insight to recognise that messing about with Doctor O’Reilly was a less than smart thing to do. 

He opened the ledger, noted, B. Bishop. Consultation, then headed for the waiting room where another patient, a young woman, had joined the Finnegans.

“Your turn, Mister and Mrs. Finnegan.” He smiled at the newcomer. “I’ll not be long.”

Once in the surgery and with Declan sitting on one chair, his wife on the other, Declan said, “Good morning, Doctor O’Reilly. This here’s Melanie, so it is.”

O’Reilly made a little bow. “Enchanté, Madame Finnegan.”

She smiled, but her torrent of heavily Norman-accented French overwhelmed O’Reilly. “Je m’excuse,” he said, “mais moi, je parle Français comme une vache Espagnole. If faut que vous parleriez tres lentement, madame, s’il vous plaît.”

She laughed and said, “D’accord, monsieur. Je comprend.”

“No harm til you, Doctor, but you done very good. And you do not speak French ‘like a Spanish cow,’ ” said Declan, chuckling at the way native French speakers referred to those who hadn’t mastered the language. “Not one bit. What you just done was set her at her ease that she can talk to you even if she does have to speak more slowly—and I’ll help too.” He turned to his wife, rapidly translated, and was rewarded with a beaming smile that lit up her ebony eyes.

“I’m sorry you got bumped,” O’Reilly said.

“See that there Bishop?” Declan said. “He thinks he’s no goat’s toe, but he puts his trousers on one leg at a time just like ordinary people.” He lowered his voice. “If you ask me, he’s full of shite.”

But not for much longer, O’Reilly thought, but said, “I am sorry you had to wait, and please explain that to Melanie and help me to ask her some questions.”

With some of his own French and with Declan translating where needed, O’Reilly soon finished his history-taking and, after Melanie had climbed upon the couch, her physical examination. He’d noted that he was going to be looking after a twenty-three-year-old with no history of serious illness, who was today at about the twenty-sixth week of her first pregnancy and thus was due to deliver in late May. When he’d worked at the Rotunda in Dublin in the late 1930s, the master had begun to institute routine antenatal care aimed at trying to prevent stillbirth and foetal abnormality and screen women for high blood pressure. O’Reilly intended—when more started showing up—to follow that protocol with his patients. At least since 1936, with the advent of Red Prontosil, the first antibiotic, and since the war much better blood transfusion services, the risks of the two great killers of pregnant women, infection and haemorrhage, were being brought under better control.

In his very best French, O’Reilly, with Declan helping, explained that everything seemed to be fine, that he’d like to see her in a month, and to get hold of him if she was worried about anything. 

“Merci, monsieur le medeçin. Je suis très content.” And those deep eyes smiled at him again.

O’Reilly cleared his throat, then said, “There is one thing.” Full obstetrical care was expensive and O’Reilly felt he had an obligation to warn Declan.

“Aye?”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to charge you eight guineas,” he rushed on, “but that includes antenatal visits, delivery, and postpartum care.” O’Reilly looked at his desktop. “I’m sorry.”

“What the hell for?” Declan said. “For God’s sakes, Doctor dear, the workman’s worth his hire. I don’t work for free. How much on account?”

“Four guineas, but we’ll be sending out the bills at the end of the month.”

“Fair enough.”

 “Thank you,” O’Reilly said, and made an entry in the ledger. Not only did it allow him to keep his accounts straight, it would enable him when the time came to apportion to HM Inspector of Taxes his statutory thirty percent. And with the imminent introduction of Pay as You Earn, PAYE, this would, in O’Reilly’s case, have to be paid monthly. 

“We’ll be running along, sir,” Declan said, then, “Viens, Melanie, and she’ll see you in a month, sir. And your Mrs. Kincaid told the ladies at the Woman’s Union last night that you took special training in midwifery in Dublin too.” He winked. “Never mind that ould git Bishop. I’ll give you five til one Melanie isn’t the only pregnant woman you’ll be seeing soon, sir. You’ll be sucking diesel before you know it, so you will.”

O’Reilly accompanied the couple to the front door and let them out, turned, and went back toward the the waiting room. “Sucking diesel?” That was a new one, but by the inflexion in Declan’s voice O’Reilly reckoned it was akin to being on the pig’s back or in clover. It was comforting for Declan to say so.

He headed back to the waiting room where another patient awaited. Perhaps things were looking up.
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There Are More Things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio

O’Reilly finished his roast pheasant and pushed his plate away. Somehow, despite Kinky’s magic way with game birds, he had not relished his dinner. On Tuesday he’d hoped that things were looking up, but they were not. To be sure Tuesday had yielded two more patients after the Finnegans, but from Wednesday until today, Friday, he’d seen only another three, four if he counted a home visit yesterday to Mary Dunleavy. She and her family lived over the Duck, and after he’d reassured himself and her mother that Mary was well mended, he’d not been hard to persuade to have another pint with mine host. Willie had been more reserved than usual and had obviously had to steel himself before he’d been able to ask in a low voice, “Seeing lots of patients, Doc?”

O’Reilly had shaken his head. Willie’s next words were indelibly imprinted.

“Aye, well no harm til you, sir, but thon Mister Ward was in here a couple of nights ago. He was telling everybody that you’d refused til treat him right, and that you’d near killed Mister Bishop. I telt him to shut his yap or I’d bar him.”

O’Reilly had thanked Willie. And finished his pint.

It looked as if the damage had been done, and although O’Reilly’s main reason for wanting the practice to expand was because he really enjoyed his work, there was no escaping the fact that the bank would be expecting his first loan repayment soon.

There was talk that the government was going to introduce a National Health Service by which all citizens would be insured and GPs would be paid monthly by a government agency so there would be no need for money to come between doctors and their patients. It couldn’t be implemented fast enough for O’Reilly. He disliked the need to send bills, particularly to poorer patients, and was sure many of them avoided visiting a doctor because they simply could not afford to. Some found other ways round the difficulty.

He managed a smile. And once the practice did grow—if it did grow—he’d not object to gifts in lieu of cash. The chicken in return for a linament for a sore back, the brace of mallard instead of the surgery visit fee for a patient with acute conjunctivitis, and the lobster for strapping a sprained wrist he’d been given when he’d worked here before had been most acceptable. 

On Wednesday, the father of a young, carotty-haired buck-toothed lad, Donal Donnelly, had offered O’Reilly a brace of pheasants to pay for his treatment of the boy’s middle ear infection. The birds had almost certainly been “borrowed” from the marquis’s estate, but taking a leaf from another sailor’s book, O’Reilly had turned a blind eye. Slices of one of them with roast potatoes, seasonal brussels sprouts, and carrots had been his dinner tonight.

The barter system appealed to O’Reilly and wasn’t taxable, and as far as he was concerned what the eye didn’t see the heart didn’t grieve over. But until his debt was fully discharged, he did need hard currency too, and that would only come when he had full surgeries. 

Kinky had used her best endeavours to bolster his reputation. The kind words of Declan Finnegan had been comforting, but his French-speaking wife was hardly in a position to shout O’Reilly’s praises from the rooftops, at least in words comprehensible to the average villager. And he couldn’t advertise. The General Medical Council, the disciplinary body of his profession, regarded that as unethical and could take away his licence if he tried to. 

Bertie Bishop and Wowser Ward must have succeeded in blackening O’Reilly’s name, of that he had no doubt, none whatsoever. Did he regret having given Bishop a laxative that if compared to usually prescribed ones was the atomic bomb of purgatives? Not one bloody bit. It might have been foolhardy, but O’Reilly had consciously decided to accept the risk. Bullies were bullies and had to be checked.

He rose, went to the sideboard, and poured himself a John Jameson. Sipping the Irish whiskey, he headed for the door, intending to go upstairs to the lounge and finish reading The Captain from Castille, one of last year’s bestsellers.

The door opened and Kinky came in carrying a tray of polished silver. “Doctor O’Reilly,” she said, “you do have a face on you like a Lurgan spade, as I’ve heard the locals say—although it would mean nothing in County Cork, so.”

He shrugged and exhaled. 

“Would you take it ill, sir, if your housekeeper was to ask you if everything is all right?”

He hesitated. O’Reilly was not one to cry on other people’s shoulders, but tonight . . . “I’d not take it that way at all, Kinky,” he said, and in truth he’d welcome a friendly person to tell his troubles to. His closest friends, Doctors Charlie Greer and Donald Cromie, both surgeons, were up in Belfast. His best naval friend from Warspite days, Tom Laverty, was a career naval officer and was God knew where, still on active service. “Will you sit down?”

She frowned. It wasn’t commonplace for servants to sit down with their employers.

“Kinky,” he said, “if I’m going to talk to you like a friend I’m going to treat you like one.”

She blushed and said, “That does be greatly appreciated, so.” She sat and put the tray on the table.

“Another thing,” he said as he sat, “I got used to calling you Kinky when I was first here because that’s what Doctor Flanagan called you. Would you prefer to be Maureen, or Mrs. Kincaid?”

“Lord bless you, sir, Kinky’s just grand. My late husband, Paudeen Kincaid, God rest him, gave it to me as a nickname because of how I used irons back then to curl my hair. It has a nice familiar sound, so. Kinky it is—but I appreciate your asking. It does be the act of a real gentleman. Now,” she smoothed her apron, “can I offer a guess why you are upset?”

“Go right ahead.”

“I knew from when you were here before the war that it wasn’t the money you worked for. You were simply happy at your work.”

“I’ve wanted to be a doctor since I was thirteen.” O’Reilly shrugged. “Doctor Flanagan paid me well enough, I had my room here, and . . .” He grinned at her. “I had the best cook in all of Ireland feeding me.”

“Go ’way out of that, sir,” but her grin was one of enormous pleasure, “and be serious now. You are worried because not enough people are coming to see you, isn’t that so?”

He pursed his lips and nodded. “True.”

“And there are one or two who I’ll not name who are blackguarding you round the village.”

“How do you know?”

“Huh,” she said, “there’s precious little goes on here I don’t know. Haven’t I been here nearly twenty years and isn’t everyone under that age one of Doctor Flanagan’s babies except for the ones delivered by yourself when first you were here?”

“Of course.”

“And don’t I know their mammies and daddies and grannies and grandpas?”

O’Reilly realised what an important source of information Kinky would be. “I don’t suppose there is much goes on without you knowing.”

“There is not. Now, would it help if I told you not to worry?”

He shook his head. “It would be a kindness, but how would you know? Have you heard something?”

“More seen.” She leant forward and said very quietly, “Now, sir, it does be said in the village that I am a wise woman.”

“And are you?” O’Reilly felt the hairs on his forearms bristle.

“From time to time I do find myself in a thin place.”

“A what?”

“The old Celts believed that for some people in some places or times the gap between this earth and the other world becomes very thin and things can pass between. That is called a thin place. It can give some people, like my ma, it can give them the gift.”

“Are you telling me you’re fey, Kinky?”

She stared at a spot near infinity off to the left of the cut-glass chandelier, her face became expressionless, her voice far away. “I was there last night, so.”

The hackles rose on the back of his neck.

“I saw you in church. I saw people amazed. I felt—” She closed and reopened her eyes. “I knew all was well.”

O’Reilly shivered as if a goose had walked on his grave. What was she trying to tell him? 

“So, sir,” she said in her usual voice, “it would give me great pleasure if you’d come to morning service with me on Sunday. It would not hurt for the villagers to see that you are a Christian gentleman.”


With the cross of Jesus going on before.



O’Reilly bellowed out the last line of “Onward Christian Soldiers,” a cheerful hymn with which the congregation had filled the barrel-vaulted nave of First Ballybucklebo Presbyterian Church. Sunlight streamed through stained-glass windows. He inhaled the mustiness of two hundred years and the overpowering perfume of Old Spice aftershave coming from a man in the pew behind. Cissie Sloan, whom O’Reilly had seen for acne in 1938, finished with triumphal chords on the harmonium. She and her cousin Aggie Arbuthnot were two of Kinky’s friends.

The service was progressing and so far none of the amazement Kinky had predicted had occurred.

As O’Reilly sat, his foot nudged the doctor’s bag he had set on the floor when he had taken this pew. It had been a habit of both Doctor Corrigan and Doctor Flanagan to go nowhere without their bag. One never knew when an emergency might occur. He patted the left pocket of his jacket to make sure his stethoscope was there too.

He paid attention to the service. Today Mister Wilson, the septuagenarian minister, was being assisted by a young cleric, a Mister Robinson who, Kinky had told O’Reilly, had recently received the call to be taking over the parish when the older man retired in August. This morning Mister Robinson was to preach the sermon.

He ascended into a carved pulpit and began, “The text for today is from the Gospel According to Saint Mark, 12:31. ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.’ ” He smiled down at Kinky. O’Reilly, who was sitting next to her, wondered if she’d persuaded Mister Robinson to use that text. 

He half-listened and gazed ahead. When they’d arrived this morning, he had simply followed Kinky to her usual place three rows from the front, a place where, Kinky had solemnly assured him on their way to church, that when in good fettle preaching fire and brimstone, Mister Robinson’s spits could be felt. 

Bertie Bishop must not mind the salivary showers. His place was in the very front pew immediately facing the pulpit. He was accompanied by a dumpy woman wearing a pink cloche hat, presumably Mrs. Bishop. There didn’t seem to be any little Bishops.

O’Reilly unobtrusively half-turned and stole another look over the congregation. Here and there were people he recognised, either from his previous time in the village or because he’d noticed them in the Duck, or, and he reckoned he could count them on one hand, because they’d recently been patients. There was Alfie Corry in a pew halfway down the nave adjacent to the aisle. The strapping unmarried farmer of, O’Reilly had to calculate—the man had been sixty-four in 1939 when he’d first consulted O’Reilly, so Mister Corry’d be seventy-one now. When O’Reilly and Kinky had arrived this morning to walk to their pew, Alfie’d greeted O’Reilly with a hushed “Nice til see you back, Doc.”

At least somebody thought so.

And there was no mistaking Mister and young Donal Donnelly’s carrotty hair. Archie Auchinleck sat farther down the nave beside an auburn-haired woman and a little boy of about Donal Donnelly’s age. 

O’Reilly’d not been surprised that the Finnegans weren’t here. Finnegan was a Catholic name and the odds of finding a Protestant bride in rural Normandy would be pretty long indeed.

O’Reilly decided he’d better pay attention to the sermon. 

“And where else better to love our neighbours than a little place like our own dear Ballybucklebo?”

Where else indeed, thought O’Reilly. Yet it is such a little place. Perhaps I should have found a practice in Belfast?

“Sweet Jesus, what’s happened?” A woman’s startled voice behind O’Reilly had stopped the sermon.

Another voice, “It’s Alfie Corry. He’s taken a wee turn. I’ll run til get the doctor.”

That was enough for O’Reilly. He leapt to his feet. “Excuse me, excuse me,” he said, and forced his way along the pew and down the aisle. Fainted? The man had had a series of anginal attacks when he’d been here in 1939. O’Reilly shook his head.

As he pushed forward a man’s voice said, “The doctor’s already here, you eejit. Bide where you’re at.”

The crowd parted to let O’Reilly get at Alfie Corry, who must have pitched sideways out of the pew to land on his back in the aisle. His face was dusky, his eyes open, but glazed, with their pupils dilated, and he was not breathing. Almost certainly the man had just had a fatal coronary thrombosis.

“Excuse me,” O’Reilly said to a heavyset woman who wore a hat with pheasant tail feathers and who was taking the victim’s pulse.

“I’m a first-aider,” she said. “He’s no pulse, you know. Could you try Holger-Neilsen artificial respiration, sir.”

“I’m sorry,” O’Reilly said, “that’s only for people who are nearly drowned. Now if you’d just—?”

She needed no further bidding to move aside.

He unbuttoned the man’s shirt and saw a farmer’s chest, chalky white save for a tanned vee at the throat and upper chest. It was not moving. If he was right and the man had had a heart attack, there were no means of resuscitating such a patient nor any wonder drug to inject. Despite the accelerated progress of medicine brought about by the war, doctors were still helpless when it came to lethal heart attacks, and O’Reilly stifled a curse of frustration.

News of what had happened seemed to be spreading throughout the congregation by a series of loud whispers punctuated by, “Och, dears,” and a, “Dear love, Alfie. Sound man. Sound man, so he is.”

O’Reilly fished out his stethoscope, put the earpieces in, and clapped the bell over the left chest.

“Everybody wheest now,” the first-aid lady said. “The doctor’s trying til listen in, so he is.” 

Meanwhile, O’Reilly had felt in the angle of the jaw for the pulse of the carotid artery. There were no audible heart sounds and no pulse. O’Reilly fished out his pencil torch and shone it into each of the victim’s eyes. Neither pupil contracted nor, he bent his head to Alfie’s mouth, was there any evidence of breathing. Poor Alfie Corry, looking like a stunned mullet, was dead. Dead as mutton. And there was no treatment. None at all. 

O’Reilly blew out a long breath against pursed lips. It wasn’t as if he was a stranger to death—by disease, natural causes, and accident in peacetime, of the young, but mostly of the old. And death by fire, scalding, drowning, hypothermia, bullets, and explosives in wartime. Senseless, bloody senseless, and the victims so pathetically young. And while O’Reilly had tried to steel himself, had become inured by familiarity, there was always regret when a fellow human died in his hands, a sense of failure.

He started to rise and heard a familiar voice saying, “I think poor oul Alfie’s gone, so I do.” Bertie Bishop, not to O’Reilly’s surprise, had forced his way to the front of the rubbernecking crowd. His wife stood just behind him. Bertie was a man who had to be at the centre of everything. He’d not have been satisfied at a wake if he wasn’t the corpse. “But then, you’d not expect O’Reilly to have saved him, would youse?” 

No one else in the congregation spoke. O’Reilly stiffened, and for a moment wondered, was the lack of response in his favour or against him? He took a deep breath, and like the navy he’d served in when attacked, prepared to defend himself with every weapon he possessed. But then an idea pushed into his mind. “Kinky, bring my bag,” he roared. “Your man’s gone.” And nothing, nothing O’Reilly could do could bring him back. And yet . . . He heard shuffling of feet as a passage was cleared for her.

“Here, sir.” Kinky gave him the leather bag.

“Requiescat in pace,” O’Reilly muttered, “and please forgive me for what I’m going to do.” He hoped his conscience would forgive him too, but the late Alfie might just perform a vital service for the living Fingal O’Reilly. He ripped open the bag, found a hypodermic syringe, filled it from a bottle of whatever was nearest to hand—the label said “sterile water”—plunged the needle into Alfie’s left breast over the heart, and injected one third of the contents of the syringe. 

The stethoscope was still in O’Reilly’s ears so he put the bell over Alfie’s chest. O’Reilly put an entirely forced look of awe on his face. “Praise be. He’s got a heartbeat.” No one could gainsay that.

O’Reilly looked up at a sea of faces, many with hands over their mouths, all of the people with wide, staring eyes. He smiled, put the stethoscope back on the chest. “Och, no,” he said, letting his feigned anguish show. “No. He’s going again.” Another third of the syringe was injected like the first and the bell reapplied. O’Reilly took a long count before he whispered, loudly enough for the nearest of his audience to hear, “It’s beating again.” 

Even with the earpieces in place he heard a voice yell, “Somebody send for an ambulance.” That was no bad thing. Unless Alfie had recently been under a doctor’s care it was a statutory requirement that a postmortem examination had to be performed to establish the cause of death, so the departed would have to go to the hospital mortuary anyway. 

O’Reilly listened again, and knowing the effect his next utterance would have in here loudly said, “Damnation,” and injected the remaining sterile water. There was no need for any further explanation and by the loud “tch, tching” and “tut-tutting,” he could hear, even though his word was disapproved of, the message had got through.

He waited and this time made a display of taking the wrist pulse and letting a tired smile play on his face. Once more, judging by the communal indrawing of breath, the message of another success had been clearly received. 

O’Reilly waited for what he considered to be a reasonable time, never letting go of Alfie’s wrist before frowning mightily, clapping the stethoscope back on the corpse’s chest, deepening his frown, and shining his torch into the nonresponding eyes. O’Reilly shook his head ponderously, stood slowly still shaking his head, before taking a very deep breath and saying, “I’m sorry. I did my best. I couldn’t save him.”

Now what?

“Och, dear,” and “God rest him,” and “At least he went easy” rose above the murmuring. 

“May I speak, your reverence?”

O’Reilly recognised Kinky’s voice.

“Certainly, Mrs. Kincaid.” Mister Robinson was now standing behind Bertie Bishop.

She climbed up on a pew and was facing the crowd. “You said some powerful things, Reverend Robinson, about loving your neighbour. I think there’s nobody here—” She glanced at Bertie Bishop. “—who would disagree.”

There was a murmuring of agreement.

“But I know some malicious things have been said about Doctor O’Reilly here. You heard one now about not expecting Doctor O’Reilly to have done any good, so.” She fixed Bertie Bishop with a stare O’Reilly thought would have done justice to Balor the one-eyed Fomorian, whose gaze could turn men to stone. 

O’Reilly saw Bishop’s wife give him a ferocious dig in the ribs.

Kinky continued, “And you all know the saying about giving a dog a bad name. Now I mean no irreverence, your reverences, but we all know the story of how our Lord raised Lazarus from the dead.”

There was a loud muttering of agreement.

“And didn’t Doctor O’Reilly, who could have gone anywhere in the world such a good doctor is he, so.”

O’Reilly did something he didn’t do often. He blushed. 

“Didn’t he choose to come back to us here?” 

More muttering.

“And while Lazarus was brought back once, didn’t Doctor O’Reilly bring back poor old Alfie Corry three times?”

O’Reilly heard a number of “Ayes,” and “Right enoughs.”

“Not once, not once, but three times—three times? I think we do be very lucky and I think it’s about time when any of you need a doctor that you remember what you saw here this morning.” Kinky smiled at O’Reilly. “I’ll say no more, so,” she said, and clambered down.

“Thank you, Kinky,” he mouthed and was going to say it aloud when a woman’s harsh voice rang out, “See you, Bertie Bishop? See you, you great glipe?”

O’Reilly recognised Mrs. Bishop by her hat.

“See you and your ‘That doctor what’s come back is only a quack?’ You were trying for til drive him away, so you were. You and that Wowser Ward. Pair of bollixes, so youse are.”

Bertie Bishop glared at his wife. “Hould your wheest, woman.” The man was blushing.

O’Reilly saw a number of the congregation look at Bishop and shake their heads before turning to smile at O’Reilly.

Bishop, dragging his wife by the hand, headed for the narthex and the way out.

O’Reilly took off his jacket and respectfully covered the dear departed’s face. “Perhaps,” he said, “some of you men could give me a hand to carry Mister Corry to the vestry to wait for the ambulance. Will that be all right, Reverend Robinson?”

“Please. I’ll come too. Say a few words. Reverend Wilson, will you please get everyone else back in their pews. Perhaps a hymn? ‘Amazing Grace’?” 

There was no lack of volunteers to carry Alfie. His corpse was laid on a bench and covered with a minister’s robe that was hanging in the vestry so O’Reilly could recover his jacket.

Everyone there bowed their heads as the minister prayed for the soul of the departed. 

All joined in the “Amen.” 

From the church proper came


Twas grace that caused my heart to fear.

And grace my fears relieved . . .



And after a moment’s silence in the vestry Mister Robinson said, “Thank you for acting so quickly, Doctor.”

O’Reilly, knowing full well it had all been a charade for his own benefit, hung his head and muttered, “It’s my job.”

“Nevertheless . . .” The minister let the sentence hang and then said with a smile, “And I think under the circumstances,” he glanced up, “He will forgive your little indiscretion, and bless your continuing work here among us.”

“I’m sorry,” O’Reilly said, could have kissed the minister, and inside was grateful he’d only said “damnation.” He’d had a full naval repertoire to choose from. 

“We’d best be getting back,” Mister Robinson said.

“Aye, but,” one of the men said, “that was quare nor quick thinking, Doc. Me and the rest of the lads here,” he glanced round at the other three ruddy-cheeked men, all probably farmers, “hope you’ll stay on like. Isn’t that right?”

“Aye,” said one, and held out a callused hand, which O’Reilly shook. “Thank you,” he said, and in his heart also said, “I’m sorry, Alfie Corry, but thank you. And bless you, Maureen Kinky Kincaid. Bless you. Bless you.” Things looked like they were going to be all right after all, and he remembered Lars’s recent quotation, “Home is the sailor, home from the sea.” For Fingal Flahertie O’Reilly, recently Surgeon Commander, R.N.R., D.S.C., and now simply Doctor O’Reilly, this town and these people who would become his patients were his home—and always would be.





Afterword

by Mrs. Maureen Kincaid,

Lately Housekeeper to Doctor Thomás Flanagan

Now in That Capacity to Doctor F. F. O’Reilly

We’re back from all that excitement at the church now. I thought Mister Wilson did a fine job of getting everyone calmed down after poor Alfie Corry passed. The Reverend Robinson even finished the service. I was pleased to see how many of the congreation said kindly things to Doctor O’Reilly after. I think he need not worry anymore about his future here, so I told him as much.

Says he, “Kinky, I think you are right about the future, I thank you, and I’m in your debt.” Then he surprised me when he went on, “And I want to be further in. I don’t want a part of the past to suffer either. I meant it when I said you were the best cook in Ireland . . .” the ould soft-soaper, “but I’d hate to think of your recipes getting lost to posterity.”

“So what would you like me to do?”

“Could you please start writing them down?”

“I will,” says I, and here I am, pen in fist, getting the recipe for the first dinner I made for him when he came back after serving on that big ship where he had only men cooking for him, the poor soul. I hope you’ll enjoy my roast rack of lamb too, so.


Roast Rack of Lamb with Herb Stuffing and Caper Sauce

2 racks of trimmed lamb

Salt and pepper to season

1 teaspoon chopped rosemary 

2 teaspoons of mild-tasting mustard (Dijon)

1 teaspoon of fresh herbs (mint, parsley, and thyme)

1 tablespoon breadcrumbs



Preheat the oven to 200˚ C/400˚ F/gas mark 6.

Heat a large roasting pan in the oven. Season the lamb and rub over with a little butter and some chopped rosemary. Place in the pan and cook for about 18–20 mins or longer if you like it less rare.

Remove from the oven and coat the outside with a mixture of the mustard, crumbs, and herbs. Crisp under a hot grill for 2–3 mins, making sure not to let it burn.

Stuffing


75 g/2½ oz./[image: image] cup butter

2 shallots, chopped small

75 g mixed herbs (mint, parsley, and thyme)

50 g/2 oz./¼ cup chopped dried apricots

100 g/3½ oz./½ cup breadcrumbs



Melt the butter in a pan over a gentle heat. Add the shallots, herbs, and chopped apricots. Cook gently for about 5 mins, stirring frequently so as not to let it burn. Then add the crumbs and keep warm till needed.

Caper Sauce


50 g/2 oz. butter

1 tablespoon flour

½ cup lamb stock

50 ml/¼ cup cream

Juice of half a lemon

3 tablespoons capers

1 tablespoon chopped parsley



Salt and pepper

Place the butter in a saucepan and cook gently until it browns slightly and smells slightly nutty. Remove from the heat and work in the flour. Cook for a minute and whisk in the lamb stock, cream, and lemon juice with the seasoning. Simmer gently for about 5 mins and add the chopped parsley and capers.

Himself thinks this is a grand feast altogether, so, and likes me to serve it with buttery mashed potatoes, brussel sprouts, and mashed and mixed carrots and parsnips.





Glossary

In all the Irish Country books I have provided a glossary to help the reader who is unfamiliar with the vagaries of the Queen’s English as she may be spoken by the majority of people in Ulster. It is a regional dialect akin to English as spoken in Yorkshire or on Tyneside, American English used in Texas or the Bronx, or Canadian English in Newfoundland or the Ottawa Valley. It is not Gaeilge, the Irish language. It is not Ulster Scots, which is claimed to be a distinct language in its own right. I confess I am not a speaker.

Today in Ulster (but not in 1946 where this book is set) official signs are written in English, Irish, and Ulster Scots. The washroom sign would read Toilets, Leithris, and Cludgies respectively.

I hope what follows here will enhance your enjoyment of the work and unravel some of the mysteries of Ulsterspeak, although, I am afraid, it will not improve your command of Ulster Scots.


anyroad: Anyway.

away off and . . . : Go away, or you are being stupid. Often succeeded by feel your head or chase yourself.

bar: Refuse admission, as from a public house.

barge: Force your way through a crowd. Verbally chastise.

barmbrack: Speckled bread. (See Kinky’s recipe, Irish Country Doctor p. 340)

bide (where you’re at): Stay (where you are). 

boke: Vomit. 

bollix: Testicles (impolite). May be used as an expression of vehement disagreement or to describe a person of whom you disapprove.

bonnaught: Irish mercenary of the fourteenth century.

bonnet: Hood (when applied to a car).

both legs the same length: Standing about uselessly.

bowler hat: Derby hat.

brass neck: Chutzpah. Impertinence.

brave: Large or good.

brave wheen: Large number of.

capped/cap: A cap was awarded to athletes selected for important teams. Equivalent to a “letter” at a U.S. university.

but: Ulster folks have a habit of putting “but” not at the beginning of a sentence but at the end.

cracker: Excellent.

crisps: Potato chips. In 1946 there was only one flavour and the salt came in a little bag of blue greaseproof paper.

currency: In 1946, well prior to decimilization, sterling was the currency of the United Kingdom, of which Northern Ireland was a part. The unit was the pound, which contained twenty shillings, each made of twelve pennies, thus there were 240 pennies in a pound. Coins and notes of combined or lesser or greater denominations were in circulation often referred to by slang or archaic terms: halfpenny (two to the penny), threepenny piece (thruppeny bit), sixpenny piece (tanner), two-shillings piece (florin), two-shillings-and-sixpence piece (half a crown), ten-shilling note (ten-bob note), guinea coin worth one pound and one shilling, five-pound note (fiver). In 1946 one pound bought nearly three U.S. dollars.

demob: Demobilise. Be honourably discharged from the armed forces. Ulster was an anomaly in the Second World War. Unlike the rest of the United Kingdom there was no conscription there. Ulster members of the peacetime reserve forces like the Territorial Army, Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve, and Royal Naval Reserve were called up to fight, but all other Ulstermen, and indeed Irishmen, like RAF fighter pilot Paddy Finucane, were volunteers. 

desperate: Immense, or terrible.

divil: Devil.

divilment: Mischief.

donkey’s age: A very long time.

dote/doting: Something (person or animal) adorable/being crazy about or simply being crazy (in one’s dotage).

duncher: Cloth cap, usually tweed.

eejit: Idiot.

face like a Lurgan spade: The turf-cutting spade particular to the town of Lurgan and surounds was longer than most, so, having a very long face.

feck, and variations: Corruption of “fuck.” Its scatalogical shock value is now so debased that it is no more offensive than “like” larded into teenagers’ chat. Now available at reputable bookstores is the Feckin’ Book of Irish . . . series of ten books by Murphy and O’Dea. 

feel your head: See away off.

ferocious: Extremely bad or very upsetting.

fey: Having the gift of second sight.

git: Corruption of “got,” a short form of “begotten.” Often expressed as “hoor’s (whore’s) git” or bastard.

give lip: Be cheeky or insulting to.

glipe (great): stupid (or very stupid) person.

go ’way (out of that): I don’t believe you, or I know you are trying to fool me.

head (nautical): Lavatory.

headstaggers: A disease of sheep where a parasite invades the brain causing the animal to stagger and fall.

highheejin: Upper-class person.

HMS: His/Her Majesty’s Ship.

hobbyhorse shite: Literally sawdust. Rubbish.

hot half un: Measure of spirits, usually whiskey, to which is added sugar, lemon juice, cloves, and boiling water.

hould your wheest: Keep quiet.

kipper: A butterflied and gutted herring, pickled or salted and cold smoked, usually over oak chips.

knows his onions: Is very knowledgeable about.

more power to your wheel: Words of encouragement.

no goat’s toe: Has a very high and usually misplaced opinion of onesself.

no harm to you: An expression used prior to delivering bad news or disagreeing with the person being addressed.

no mission: Hopeless.

on your bike: Forceful “go away.”

put in his box: Taken down a peg or two.

quare: Queer. Used to mean very strange, or exceptional.

R.N./R.N.R.: These letters following a name indicate either Royal Navy for someone who has joined in a career capacity or Royal Navy Reserve for merchant seamen who volunteered for extra training with the Royal Navy during peacetime and who, in times of emergency, were liable for call-up to active service.

scrip: Prescription.

see: See you, him, me. Drawing emphasis to the person “seen.” It does not actually mean that they are in sight. 

shit: Verb.

shite: Noun.

shout: In a bar, the person named’s turn to buy.

shut your yap: Shut up.

so (so it is): Much used at the ends of sentences for emphasis in County Cork. (The same in Ulster.)

soft-soaper: Flatterer.

sound (man): Reliable or very good (man).

stunned mullet: To look stupid, surprised, or absolutely out of touch. A mullet is an ugly saltwater fish.

sucking diesel: Hitting paydirt. Probably in reference to siphoning tractor fuel.

telt: Told.

thole: Put up with. Suffer in silence. 

thon (der): That person or thing (over there). 

thran: Bloody-minded.

tinker’s toss/damn/curse: Tinkers were itinerant menders with tin of pots and pans. Their attributes were not highly prized.

to beat Ban(n)agher: Far exceed realistic expectations or to one’s great surprise.

toty: Very small.

turn: Faint.

warm: Have lots of money.

wee: Small, but in Ulster can be used to modify almost anything without reference to size. A barmaid, an old friend, greeted me by saying, “Come in, Pat. Have a wee seat and I’ll get you a wee menu, and would you like a wee drink while you’re waiting?”

wee man: The devil.

well mended: Recovered from a recent illness.

wheen: An indeterminate number.

wheest: Shut up or be quiet.

wind: Bowel gas.

you know: Verbal punctuation often used when the person being addressed could not possibly be in possession of the information.

your man (I’m): Someone either whose name is not known, “Your man over there? Who is he?” or someone known to all, “Your man, van Morrison.” (I agree and will go along with whatever you are proposing.)

you’re on: I will do what you ask or I accept the wager.

youse: You plural.
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