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The Hound of Heaven is a crime novel of 72,000 words. It is a story of murder, betrayal, suicide

and the loss of religious faith. The main action takes place in a Catholic monastery in 1963. But

it starts and ends with the breaking of a scandal in the tabloid press in 1992.



THE HOUND OF HEAVEN. A Novel by

MIKE BROWN. ‘I fled Him down the nights and down the days. I fled Him down the

Arches of the years.’ Francis Thompson. ‘The Hound of Heaven.’ (1893) PART ONE:

NEMESIS. CHAPTER 1: JOE BRADLEY. This is a story of

betrayal. A series of betrayals, perhaps. Sometimes it makes me think of Judas giving Jesus

that kiss in the Garden of Gethsemane, the night before Jesus was crucified. But maybe I’m

getting things out of proportion. I tend to do that at the moment. I don’t sleep well these

days. Most mornings I get up early, and come downstairs to drink coffee in the cold and lonely

kitchen. Usually it’s because I’ve woken up, sweating and confused, from a disturbing dream.

My regular nightmare is about getting to the archway leading into the Riding School Courtyard,

and hesitating at the entrance. I always hesitate because I know what I’m going to find inside.

And, sure enough, there he is: Brother Gabriel, lying dead on the wet and slippery cobble

stones of the yard. In my dream, the image is as vivid as if it happened yesterday. I can see his

dead, staring eyes; and I can hear the cascade of diesel fuel splattering against the coarse

stubble of his cheeks. But it’s his eyes which frighten me. In life they were often angry and

discontented. In death they are expressionless pebbles of grey.My other frequent nightmare

features Brother Michael, my former Novice Master. In this dream, I’m back in the monastery:

half-heartedly sweeping the cloisters, lost in a daydream. Suddenly, I hear the rhythmical

swishing of Brother Michael’s long, black cassock. It is an unnerving sound. Michael is still

invisible, hidden beyond a corner of the cloister square. But he is on his way, and getting closer

all the time. And that is my signal to scatter more damp sawdust across the stone floor; and to

sweep harder. For looking busy is the key to survival in our monastery.It is strange that in

dreams I should always hear Michael’s cassock rustling. For, as I remember it, Michael

seemed equally able to glide silently through the gloomy corridors of the Manor. It was like the

way nuns were always said to move, as if on well-oiled castors. Of course, in those days, the

feet of the sisters would be completely hidden by their habits: whereas, with us, our shoes were

partly visible below the cassock. Nevertheless, Brother Michael did possess that light and easy

motion of the contemplative saint. Or was it rather the stealthy movement of the assassin?

Even now, knowing what happened later, I can’t decide which description is more apt.

It’s early August, 1992; and I am sitting alone at the kitchen table, waiting for the

shit-storm (as Tim Jeffrey called it) to break. I’ve never told Rachel much about Brother

Michael, or the other monks at the Manor. So my wife has no idea what happened at the Manor

back in 1963. But I’m going to have to tell her something soon. Already she’s puzzled why I’ve

started having the ‘Daily Mail’ delivered, as well as our usual ‘Guardian’. She knows I’ve always

been extremely scornful of people who read the tabloid press. And she’s beginning to wonder

why, when I do sleep in, I leap out of bed as soon as the newspapers come crashing through

the letter box. “You stay in bed, love” I mutter. “And I’ll bring you a cup of tea.” Then, trembling

with nervous anticipation, I go downstairs to check on the headlines.So far, the 1963 story

hasn’t broken. But it will soon. It’s inevitable. ‘All in God’s good time’, as we Catholics used to

say. Then I’ll have to explain everything. They’ll want to know about the murder; and the

suicide. They’ll ask me what I knew about sexual abuse in the Irish Christian Brothers. After all,

abuse in the Roman Catholic Church is a very fashionable topic these days. You’ll have seen

the headlines. ‘I was the Bishop’s Love Child’. ‘House Keeper was Parish Priest’s Mistress’.

‘Orphaned Children abused by the Sisters of Mercy’. ‘Christian Brother makes Death Bed

Confession’. That sort of thing. Well, what happened at the Manor in 1963 was even more



sensational. It will certainly be front page material. And, I imagine, they’ll expect me to tell them

all about Brother Michael’s part in these events. So this is why I’m on the verge of a nervous

breakdown. Any day now, I’m expecting a visit from a ‘Daily Mail’ journalist; and then all hell will

break loose.As I sit alone in the kitchen, wondering when the Sword of Damocles will fall, two

lines of poetry just pop into my head. ‘My mangled youth lies dead beneath the

heap. My days have crackled and gone up in smoke.’ At first, I can’t recall where

they come from. All I know is that they seem to suit exactly my present feelings of slow and

insidious disintegration. I leave the kitchen, wander through into the living room, and stare at

the shelves of books lining one entire wall. The poetry books are up on the top shelf. Maybe I’ll

find those lines in there somewhere. Then I remember. During my recent unsettling meeting

with the former Brother James, he’d mentioned ‘The Hound of Heaven’. It was a poem I had

studied at school, nearly forty years earlier.‘The Hound of Heaven’ was written by Francis

Thompson, who died at the age of forty eight in 1907. It is a mystical work: inspired by

Thompson’s Roman Catholic faith; but also by his addiction to opium. It’s a very long poem. I

once heard Richard Burton read it; and it took him almost eight minutes to get through it at a

spanking Welsh pace. Now I run my finger along the top shelf of books, looking for my school

copy of ‘Late Victorian Poets’. And there it is: a little battered; but still holding together. And,

inside the front cover, the printed inscription: ‘Joe Bradley, Form 4a, 1955’.Back at the kitchen

table, I find the bit I can still pretty-well quote from memory. ‘I fled Him down the nights

and down the days, I fled Him down the arches of the years, I fled Him down the

labyrinthine ways Of my own mind……’ Even after all the intervening years, the

words still strike a chord. Francis Thompson had been writing about the pursuit of his soul by

God. The central idea was that, no matter how hard we try to escape from Him, God never

gives us up. None of us can evade the Hound of Heaven indefinitely. And, although I hated to

admit it, that was my position now. For the first twenty five years of my life, I had been a Roman

Catholic. Furthermore, for over seven years, I had been an Irish Christian Brother. While in the

monastery, I had prayed every day. Indeed several times a day. But all of that religious faith was

gone now. I no longer believed anything. In biblical terms, I was ‘a lost sheep’. Given the mess

I’m in, I’d really love to pray! But I can’t. I don’t believe in the power of prayer anymore. It would

be hypocritical to try.I have reached a stage of desperation where I almost feel a yearning for

the old days. Then my Catholic faith had been like a warm bath: always there when I needed it;

and always comforting. Wouldn’t it be nice to still believe in all that stuff? To accept without

thinking that when the priest says the magic words of consecration, the bread and wine are

really changed into the body and blood of Christ. In the midst of my present crisis, I realise that

I actually miss the certainties of the old religion. Perhaps I was still a candidate ripe for a last

minute death- bed conversion, after all. All I needed to do was confess my sins; and join our

Holy Mother Church once again. If only it were as easy as that!I read the next section of the

poem. ‘Still with unhurrying chase, And unperturbed pace, Came on the

following feet…..
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days. Most mornings I get up early, and come downstairs to drink coffee in the cold and lonely

kitchen. Usually it’s because I’ve woken up, sweating and confused, from a disturbing dream.

My regular nightmare is about getting to the archway leading into the Riding School Courtyard,

and hesitating at the entrance. I always hesitate because I know what I’m going to find inside.

And, sure enough, there he is: Brother Gabriel, lying dead on the wet and slippery cobble

stones of the yard. In my dream, the image is as vivid as if it happened yesterday. I can see his

dead, staring eyes; and I can hear the cascade of diesel fuel splattering against the coarse

stubble of his cheeks. But it’s his eyes which frighten me. In life they were often angry and

discontented. In death they are expressionless pebbles of grey.My other frequent nightmare

features Brother Michael, my former Novice Master. In this dream, I’m back in the monastery:

half-heartedly sweeping the cloisters, lost in a daydream. Suddenly, I hear the rhythmical
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all the time. And that is my signal to scatter more damp sawdust across the stone floor; and to

sweep harder. For looking busy is the key to survival in our monastery.It is strange that in

dreams I should always hear Michael’s cassock rustling. For, as I remember it, Michael
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way nuns were always said to move, as if on well-oiled castors. Of course, in those days, the

feet of the sisters would be completely hidden by their habits: whereas, with us, our shoes were

partly visible below the cassock. Nevertheless, Brother Michael did possess that light and easy

motion of the contemplative saint. Or was it rather the stealthy movement of the assassin?

Even now, knowing what happened later, I can’t decide which description is more apt.

It’s early August, 1992; and I am sitting alone at the kitchen table, waiting for the

shit-storm (as Tim Jeffrey called it) to break. I’ve never told Rachel much about Brother

Michael, or the other monks at the Manor. So my wife has no idea what happened at the Manor

back in 1963. But I’m going to have to tell her something soon. Already she’s puzzled why I’ve

started having the ‘Daily Mail’ delivered, as well as our usual ‘Guardian’. She knows I’ve always

been extremely scornful of people who read the tabloid press. And she’s beginning to wonder

why, when I do sleep in, I leap out of bed as soon as the newspapers come crashing through

the letter box. “You stay in bed, love” I mutter. “And I’ll bring you a cup of tea.” Then, trembling

with nervous anticipation, I go downstairs to check on the headlines.So far, the 1963 story

hasn’t broken. But it will soon. It’s inevitable. ‘All in God’s good time’, as we Catholics used to

say. Then I’ll have to explain everything. They’ll want to know about the murder; and the

suicide. They’ll ask me what I knew about sexual abuse in the Irish Christian Brothers. After all,

abuse in the Roman Catholic Church is a very fashionable topic these days. You’ll have seen

the headlines. ‘I was the Bishop’s Love Child’. ‘House Keeper was Parish Priest’s Mistress’.

‘Orphaned Children abused by the Sisters of Mercy’. ‘Christian Brother makes Death Bed

Confession’. That sort of thing. Well, what happened at the Manor in 1963 was even more

sensational. It will certainly be front page material. And, I imagine, they’ll expect me to tell them

all about Brother Michael’s part in these events. So this is why I’m on the verge of a nervous

breakdown. Any day now, I’m expecting a visit from a ‘Daily Mail’ journalist; and then all hell will

break loose.As I sit alone in the kitchen, wondering when the Sword of Damocles will fall, two

lines of poetry just pop into my head. ‘My mangled youth lies dead beneath the

heap. My days have crackled and gone up in smoke.’ At first, I can’t recall where

they come from. All I know is that they seem to suit exactly my present feelings of slow and

insidious disintegration. I leave the kitchen, wander through into the living room, and stare at

the shelves of books lining one entire wall. The poetry books are up on the top shelf. Maybe I’ll



find those lines in there somewhere. Then I remember. During my recent unsettling meeting

with the former Brother James, he’d mentioned ‘The Hound of Heaven’. It was a poem I had

studied at school, nearly forty years earlier.‘The Hound of Heaven’ was written by Francis

Thompson, who died at the age of forty eight in 1907. It is a mystical work: inspired by

Thompson’s Roman Catholic faith; but also by his addiction to opium. It’s a very long poem. I

once heard Richard Burton read it; and it took him almost eight minutes to get through it at a

spanking Welsh pace. Now I run my finger along the top shelf of books, looking for my school

copy of ‘Late Victorian Poets’. And there it is: a little battered; but still holding together. And,

inside the front cover, the printed inscription: ‘Joe Bradley, Form 4a, 1955’.Back at the kitchen

table, I find the bit I can still pretty-well quote from memory. ‘I fled Him down the nights

and down the days, I fled Him down the arches of the years, I fled Him down the

labyrinthine ways Of my own mind……’ Even after all the intervening years, the

words still strike a chord. Francis Thompson had been writing about the pursuit of his soul by

God. The central idea was that, no matter how hard we try to escape from Him, God never

gives us up. None of us can evade the Hound of Heaven indefinitely. And, although I hated to

admit it, that was my position now. For the first twenty five years of my life, I had been a Roman

Catholic. Furthermore, for over seven years, I had been an Irish Christian Brother. While in the

monastery, I had prayed every day. Indeed several times a day. But all of that religious faith was

gone now. I no longer believed anything. In biblical terms, I was ‘a lost sheep’. Given the mess

I’m in, I’d really love to pray! But I can’t. I don’t believe in the power of prayer anymore. It would

be hypocritical to try.I have reached a stage of desperation where I almost feel a yearning for

the old days. Then my Catholic faith had been like a warm bath: always there when I needed it;

and always comforting. Wouldn’t it be nice to still believe in all that stuff? To accept without

thinking that when the priest says the magic words of consecration, the bread and wine are

really changed into the body and blood of Christ. In the midst of my present crisis, I realise that

I actually miss the certainties of the old religion. Perhaps I was still a candidate ripe for a last

minute death- bed conversion, after all. All I needed to do was confess my sins; and join our

Holy Mother Church once again. If only it were as easy as that!I read the next section of the

poem. ‘Still with unhurrying chase, And unperturbed pace, Came on the

following feet….. And a Voice…more instant than the feet: ‘All things betray you, who

betrayest Me’.’ ‘Betrayal’. That word again! It was like a knife stabbing at my conscience. I knew

very well that I wasn’t the worst offender in that tragic period so long ago. But I’d played my

part.I lift my head, and stare out into the back garden. I look at the misty outlines of the garden

shed, the wooden fence, and, further away, the indistinct backs of the houses in the next street.

In my youth, I hadn’t really rated Thompson as a poet. Certainly, when I’d gone to the book

shelves to find the poem, I hadn’t anticipated feeling moved like this. These were personal

issues of belief that I hadn’t thought about for years. In the silence of the early morning, the

ticking of the kitchen clock seems very loud.Then, as if to clear my head of these unwelcome

thoughts, I shrug, and close the book. “For fuck’s sake,” I mutter. “This is stupid. You’re just

upsetting yourself, Joe Bradley. Get a grip, son. Things are bad enough as it is.” Firmly I tell

myself that it is too late to go back to those comforting days of worship and belief. Too much

water has passed under the bridge since then. At fifty one years old, one is too proud to

consider that one might have taken a wrong path in life. But ten minutes later, when

the papers have arrived, and I’m sifting through the Daily Mail, I find I’m still thinking about that

poem written by Francis Thompson a century ago. Never mind my relationship with God! What

about Brother Michael and myself? Suddenly, I am aware that the unsettling memory of my old

Novice Master has pursued me down the years. It seems that Michael and his legacy are



inescapable after all. Just like the Hound of Heaven, perhaps? Or maybe more like Nemesis:

the Greek goddess of Retribution. Despite my warming cup of coffee, I feel a shiver pass down

my spine. The Hound of Heaven? I had always thought of the Hound as a

force for good. I had thought that Francis Thompson feared his divine pursuer only because he

hadn’t yet made his peace with God. But I could no longer to see Brother Michael as a benign

influence. Perhaps, rather, Michael was a hound in the same way that the 13th Century

Dominican Fathers had been known as the ‘Hounds of God’. That had been a label based

partly upon a Latin pun on the name of their Order; and partly upon their ferocious hunting

down of heretics. Again I feel that shiver passing down my spine. Brother Michael, my long-time

spiritual guide, was our Novice Master at the Manor in the late 1950’s. Amongst ourselves, we

called him ‘Novvy’. But never to his face. Invariably we addressed him as ‘Brother Novice

Master’. I suppose he would be about fifty then: although, at the time, he seemed much older

than that. But then, to the young, our teachers always seem absolutely ancient. We were not

allowed cameras in the monastery; and so I don’t have a photograph of Michael. That’s a pity

because, if any single individual moulded my character, for better, or for worse, it was Brother

Michael.I admired Novvy. And I feared him too in equal measure. For a while, during that

strange spring of 1963, I even thought that I was getting close to him. That we were partners

working together to solve the serious problems facing the monastery. In the end, it turned out

that I had been deluded. It is clear to me now that no one ever got close to Michael.I didn’t

always think of Brother Michael as being my Nemesis. At the start of it all, he was my hero,

and my spiritual guide. But then, increasingly, things changed. There was, I think, in that spring

of 1963, an imperceptible shift in our relationship. Something I did not recognise until it was too

late. And now, in 1992, from beyond the grave, he may well turn out to be my destroyer. My

Hound of Heaven, and my Nemesis, all rolled into one. And so, as I continue to

sift through the pages of the ‘Daily Mail’, finding nothing as yet to alarm me further, wondering

if it is time to take a cup of tea upstairs to Rachel, my mind inevitably drifts back to that dreadful

moment in 1963, when I entered the courtyard of the Riding School, and discovered the dead

body of Brother Gabriel. It feels now as if all my present problems stem from that one

momentous tragic moment. It is time then to tell my story. To explain my side of it.

After all, I didn’t murder Brother Gabriel. I wasn’t guilty of sexual abuse. There were others far

more guilty than I was. My sins were mainly sins of omission. Weak, uncertain and naïve, I was

simply complicit in a dreadful cover up. Hopefully, this account will help in my defence.

I first met Brother Michael when I was a fourth year pupil at Saint Aidan’s

Grammar School in Sunderland. He was my form master, and my chemistry teacher. He was a

fierce little monk with permanent streaks of chalk down the front of his black cassock. In fact,

his inner core of ferocity was most apparent when writing chemical formula on the blackboard. I

can still hear the staccato crashing of the chalk against the greasy surface. An operation

performed rapidly so that his back was never turned to the class for more than a few

seconds. Michael’s normally quiet voice (close to a dangerous whisper) had traces of a

Liverpool accent, which became noticeably stronger when he was annoyed. Then he would tug

the leather strap from out of the deep side pocket of his cassock, and place it on the desk top

in front of him. The strap was a foot long, counting the handle. It was made of double thickness

leather, sewn around the edges. Michael didn’t need to say anything more. We knew what was

coming if we misbehaved even slightly. In Irish Catholic schools, especially in the so-called

‘industrial schools’, ‘bold’ boys were beaten regularly; and the Irish Christian Brothers had

brought that tradition of ‘discipline’ (the Irish stress is always on the second syllable) with them

across the Irish Sea to heathen England.Those of us in Brother Michael’s class were



fascinated by the ravaged tips of his ears. They were savagely indented, with dead-looking

patches of hard, white skin around the rims. According to some of my class mates, this was the

result of frost bite. But there was also a more lurid theory that they had been chewed on by

ravenous wolves in the snowy wastes of Canada. Both theories, I suppose, could have been

true.From the start, Brother Michael was different from the other monks. He never lost his

temper in class. He never shouted things like: “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Will you learn the

feckin thing for God’s sake.” And he didn’t smoke. So, although his teeth were small and sharp,

they were white, not stained with nicotine. The thing I remember about most of the Brothers

was the smell of stale tobacco, poorly disguised by carbolic soap. But that did not apply to

Michael.For some reason, I soon seemed to be one of Michael’s favourites in the class. I

responded by playing in his rugby team, even though I had always preferred football, and didn’t

really understand rugby at all. Most of us didn’t. Rugby wasn’t a big game in the North-East

then. So we ran around like headless-chickens; and if the ball turned up, it was quite a surprise.

In his cricket team, he made me the opening bat, and the wicket keeper, positions which were

almost certainly beyond my moderate ability. At the time, I didn’t think that Michael necessarily

knew much about cricket. We once played a match where our opponents scored nineteen, and

we were all out for fifteen, and so lost by four runs. The game had been over in less than an

hour. Michael seemed to think that this was quite normal scoring. “Well played, boys,” he said

afterwards. “You came very close to winning!” Of course, he may have been being sarcastic.

Knowing him later as my Novice Master, that would have been quite likely.But although I was

Michael’s favourite, this didn’t stop him giving me the belt for failing to learn my chemistry. He

even had a romantic name for his strap. He called it ‘Excalibur’. The minimum punishment was

one stroke on each hand. Even that was enough to make you cry. You went back to your seat,

biting back the tears, with your swelling hands clasped tightly beneath your arm pits. The next

five minutes were spent with a bowed head and a white face. Strangely enough being wacked

made no difference at all to my memory. The only chemistry symbol I could ever remember

was ‘plumbum’ for lead: probably because it sounded rude.Looking back, I think I accepted

these punishments as part of the natural order of God’s universe. The only time I witnessed

real anger in Michael was when I told him I couldn’t play school rugby on the next Saturday

because I had chosen to play in goal for my local football team. Then I saw a real coldness in

his eyes of penetrating grey. “Joseph Bradley,” he said quietly. “You’ve really let me down this

time. Examine your conscience, young man.” Seeing his disappointed expression, I felt like the

Apostle Peter must have felt when he denied Christ three times before the crowing of the cock.I

don’t remember being particularly badly behaved. But in one term I recorded getting over

seventy strokes of the strap. I kept score in my jotter. To be fair, not all of these were handed

out by Brother Michael. All of the teachers at Saint Aidan’s carried a strap; and were

encouraged to use it. But, given the punishments Michael did give me, it does seem rather

illogical that, when I joined the Christian Brothers in September 1956, it was mainly down to

Michael’s influence.Looking back now, it was a very strange decision. And it actually involved a

lot of personal sacrifice. The previous March, at the annual Saint Patrick’s Night dance in the

Parish Hall, I had met a girl called Jenny Pattison, and we had fallen in love. We were both

fifteen; and she was my first girlfriend. Soon, with the warmer weather, we went courting along

the overgrown and secluded banks of the local River Wear. We would lie together on our coats

below the willow trees, hidden by the tall stands of rose bay willow-herb, and gently kiss. Being

good Catholics, we never went further than that. But I can still picture Jenny with her eyes

closed, her freckled face turned up towards the sun, her lips soft and cool. It was all so new. A

magical time which seemed to last for ever. And, as I remember it now, the sun shone nearly



every day.Then, three months later, on an unusually hot June day in Sunderland, when the air

outside the classroom was redolent with the smell of melting tar, and the under leaves of the

poplar trees flashed silver, and rustled like tin foil in the warm breeze, a visiting Christian

Brother came into our class room. The visitor was tall and completely bald. He was introduced

to us as the Brother Postulator. He explained that his job was to recruit young men for the Irish

Christian Brothers. When he asked the class if anyone thought they had a religious vocation, I

looked across at my form teacher. Brother Michael smiled back at me, and gave me a wink.It

was a crucial moment. I could see Michael’s usual expression: the characteristic sardonic twist

of his thin bloodless lips. His one raised eyebrow. And then the encouraging wink. They all

suggested that Michael and I were in some sort of delicious conspiracy together. In a sudden

and unthinking burst of enthusiasm, I raised my hand. In terms of the Parable of the Sower, the

seeds provided by my traditional Catholic upbringing had not fallen upon stony ground, nor had

they landed among thorns. Instead, when the Brother Postulator came to Sunderland to collect

his harvest, I was ripe for the gathering.In many ways, it was a momentous decision. The

strangely ambiguous influence of Brother Michael upon my life had taken a new turn. More

than thirty years later, I still struggle to understand why I put my hand up that day. Was it hero

worship where Michael was concerned? Was Michael, like his patron saint, the Archangel, a

messenger from God: pointing me the way to spiritual glory? Or was it just the result of my

Catholic upbringing?Certainly, I’d been brought up to believe that sacrifice was the route to

holiness and Eternal Life. That sacrifice was a way of doing penance for one’s sins. I was

already very familiar with the idea of giving things up. We fasted on Ash Wednesday and Good

Friday. We didn’t eat meat on Fridays. I gave up sweets for the six weeks of Lent. Accepting

that God had given me a religious vocation was just one more sacrifice I felt duty bound to

make. Although, this time, it would be a sacrifice which would (theoretically) last for a life

time.Whatever the reasons for my decision, from the moment I’d put up my hand in class, there

was no turning back. At a stroke, I gave up almost everything teenagers valued in the 1950’s.

There would be no more listening to the music of Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly. No more lying

in late on a Saturday morning: before taking the bus into town to see Newcastle United play. In

particular, my sweet romance with Jenny Pattison was doomed. There would be no more

snogging sessions down by the River Wear.I can remember vividly a sunny morning, during

that last summer holiday at home. I was still in bed, with warm, golden sunlight streaming in

through a gap in the curtains, when a sea-side post card arrived from Jenny. When my Mum

came up again with a cup of tea, she found me in tears.“You don’t have to go,” she said. “You

can tell them you’ve change your mind.” She paused. “We’ll tell the school you’re coming back

next term for your O Levels.”“No, I have to go,” I said, brushing away the tears with the back of

my hand. “I promised.” And amid all the confusing reasons for sticking with my decision, there

was never any doubt in my mind that I had to follow the Divine Call. Deep down, I hated the

idea of leaving home. But my religious faith, and my personal pride, had left me no option. God

had given me a vocation; and that was that!The year of initial training was to be in Cheshire.

My parents drove me down there; and I still have a photograph of our arrival at Saint Joseph’s

College. It’s in black and white; and we all three look pretty unhappy. I’m wearing my school

blazer and grey flannels; and my wan expression looks particularly forlorn. I’ve got my hands

behind my back. Like a prisoner wearing hand cuffs.After my year at Saint Joseph’s, I would go

on to the Manor in Gloucestershire. There I would spend the next four years as a trainee monk:

dedicated to a spiritual life based upon the three solemn vows of Poverty, Chastity and

Obedience. At the Manor, instead of being ordinary Joe Bradley, I would be known within the

Order as Brother Bernard. CHAPTER 2: BROTHER MICHAEL. I have a



feeling that 1956 may well turn out to be a milestone year in my time as a Christian Brother. I

have just been informed that I am to leave my teaching post in Sunderland, and become the

Novice Master at the Manor down in Gloucestershire. I have mixed feelings about the decision.

But, of course, my Vow of Obedience compels me to accept it. On the whole, I am

coming to see it as a positive move. Leaving Saint Aidan’s will hardly be a wrench. Teaching

chemistry to ungrateful teenagers, who can’t be persuaded to learn their chemical symbols no

matter how hard you belt them, has never been my idea of a perfect position. In fact, I find it

hard to remember how I got into science teaching in the first place. I have always been much

more interested in the arts. Classical music. Renaissance Art. Poetry and Literature. These are

my passions these days. And I am getting to an age when leaving the rigours of a normal class

room does have some appeal.It is true that, when I first got the news of my ‘promotion’, I did

wonder if training novices at the Manor was really my cup of tea. But, having thought about it, I

have to admit that I will probably enjoy the power over young minds that my new post will give

me. I will have discipline, control and influence. That will give me immense pleasure.And yet, I

am aware that I have reached a cross roads in my vocation. My faith is perhaps less strong that

it once was. I am more cynical….more sceptical even…than in my early days as a Brother. I

sense that this move will throw up new challenges which could easily threaten my spiritual

equilibrium. These uncertainties have got me thinking about the past. I grew up in

Liverpool in the 1920’s, and times were hard. Of my three brothers, and three sisters, two died

quite young. One sister became a nun. My elder brother was ordained as a priest. Eventually, I

joined the Irish Christian Brothers. My parents, being strict Liverpool-Irish Catholics, were

pleased. In their eyes, becoming a monk was the second best thing to becoming a priest. And,

with my father regularly out of work at the docks, at least I was now off their hands. Supported

by the Order, I later went on to college (a very rare thing for a working class lad in those days),

and gained a general science degree. I taught in the Brothers schools: first in Liverpool; then

Blackpool; and finally Sunderland. And now, quite soon, I’m off to Gloucestershire.

Meanwhile, I can concentrate on a personal project which already seems to be bearing fruit. I

have given quite a lot of time this year to nurturing the development of Joseph Bradley, one of

my fourth year pupils. He’s a nice lad. Keen and eager to please: although, like so many of his

class mates, he seems incapable of learning his chemistry. Of course, I have to give him the

strap for these failures. I can’t appear to have favourites. As our Brother Superior says, our

pupils have a Christian duty to behave themselves. Otherwise, they force their teachers to

punish them; and this makes teachers unhappy. I think this is possibly our Boss making a joke.

Brother Ignatius has an unusual sense of humour. For example, he also insists on us reading a

very old-fashioned book on politeness to our classes. These Victorian rules of etiquette contain

things like: ‘a gentleman riding in a carriage with a lady should always sit with his back to the

horse’. And ‘it is sacrilegious, as well as rude, to spit on the floor in church’. He’s a strange

man, our Brother Superior. But then a lot of my fellow religious are rather

strange. Anyway, I don’t spare the rod where young Bradley is concerned. But I

have tried to cultivate him in other ways. I picked him for my rugby team during the winter; and

now he opens the batting, and keeps wicket, in the cricket team. And, a few weeks ago, all of

my attention to the lad paid off. The school was holding its annual recruitment drive; and, to my

delight, young Joseph Bradley signed up to train as a Christian Brother. Within the Sunderland

Community, it was a feather in my cap, of course. And it is always nice to play a part in God

calling someone to the religious life. Today is the last afternoon of the school

year. I am sitting at my desk in the Chemistry Lab marking exercise books, when Joseph

Bradley arrives to say goodbye. I look up at his approach; and, for a few seconds, I deliberately



keep my face blank, pretending I have no idea why he was there. I can see that it unsettles him.

The Chemistry Lab is a disconcerting place for a conversation at the best of times. This

afternoon, with the sun shining outside, and the shouts of the boys playing football in the yard

drifting in through the Venetian blinds at the tall windows, the large room must seem very dark

and cluttered to Joe. Everywhere there are glass cabinets: creating reflections which confused

the eye. There are strange smells which Joe cannot identify, of course. A tap is dripping

steadily in a nearby sink. In the sudden silence, the impact upon the porcelain sounds very

loud. Then, I take pity on the boy. I smile, stand up, and come around the desk to shake his

hand. I wish Joe Bradley the very best of luck. I tell him he has made the right

decision. I say that he’ll make a great Christian Brother. Things like that. But, to be honest, I

don’t think he takes much of it in. I notice how pale he looks. Nervous. Almost unhappy. In the

end, I think he is rather glad to get away. I wonder if he might change his mind about joining the

Brothers. I hope not.As we shake hands again, on our way towards the door, I say quietly:

“Goodbye, Joseph Bradley. And good luck. I’m sure we’ll meet again in the future.” Of course, I

already know that, if he sticks to his guns, I will be seeing him at the Manor in little over a

year’s time. Joe, of course, has no idea what lies in wait for him. It is a sunny

afternoon in early September, 1957. The coach from Cheshire has delivered my latest batch of

novices. There are twelve of them. Already I think of them as my ‘Twelve Apostles’. For now, I

stay in the shadows of the huge laurel hedge, and watch them as they stroll aimlessly across

the cricket field towards the roped-off square. Most of them are wearing sports jackets, flannels

and ties. That is soon to change. I see them fooling around a bit, acting cool for each other.

Whereas, deep down, they will all be as nervous as hell.Eventually, I approach them across the

outfield. They will see me as a little man, wearing a cassock, and a broad smile of welcome.

Immediately, they stop playing around, and fall silent. I always enjoy this moment. It’s like the

first day in the Army when the Sergeant Major appears to inspect the new recruits.
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