Mae and Tommy ~ Rosary Time

Who were Mae and Tommy McGreevy? Cousins actually, on my Mother’s side, from
County Roscommon, Ireland. I had heard about them for years.

When my sister and I traveled to Ireland, we met Mae and Tommy. Ah...what a
pleasure it was indeed. Never will I forget seeing their house for the first time. It
looked like a dollhouse, simple, painted brightly, and quaint. Inside the front door
was a small foyer, where a dirt floor led to the back mud and washroom. To the
right of the foyer was the kitchen, where the wood stove sat, as well as two chairs
and a table. The woodstove provided for all the heat and cooking; and the water
came from rain rolling off the roof and harvested in a collection barrel. Although
basic, I loved the simplicity. The sole bedroom entrance was to the far side of the
kitchen, with a fullsize bed and a dresser, and with light streaming in through large,
immaculate windows.

For dinner, we had potatoes and soup, so typical of how I invisioned a simple Irish
dinner. And then it was rosary time. Mae and Tommy knelt on the dirt floor and
leaned their upper bodies and elbows on the two chair seats, with heads bowed
down. My sister and I also knelt and shared their bowed posture. As they began
reciting the prayers, I was surprised with how fast this was going to go. While I
remembered that it was traditional to say prayers quickly in Ireland, this was very
fast! Faster, in fact, than I could keep up with, or even decipher the words. I
thought we would be done in five minutes! I remembered it taking much longer in
catholic grammar school!

As we began praying, I felt worried about this rosary time. I had not been in the
company of this Catholic ritual for some time. I did remember that certain prayers
were said, as well as a Glory-be in the middle of each “decade of beads.” And I
recalled that one moved on to each successive decade, until finally circling all the
way around the rosary to where it splits and goes back down to the cross of Jesus.

”

What I wasn’t prepared for was that we would take turns introducing each “decade
of prayers, and that we would be expected to know what the appropriate “in
between” prayers were supposed to be. I was already lost! I had no clue. So I
thought that when the time came for me to speak, I would just say, “pass”, and let
my sister take the lead. This was my plan, and it did not go well! Mae, in her very
strong Irish brogue, raised her head, looked at me and said very directly, “You
don’t pass my dear, this is not a card game!” After that, I blanked out. I have no
idea what happened.

It was early fall when we came to visit Ireland, and the weather was just changing
to cool at night. Mae and Tommy were perhaps in their early 70’s. Despite only
having one bedroom, these aging cousins invited my sister and me to stay
overnight, and we accepted. Mae gave us a hot water bottle to warm the sheets as



we climbed in; and then we slept. To this day I wonder and have no idea where
they slept.

The next day they took us to where our family actually began. We climbed over
barbed-wire fences, crossed fields, and walked through tall grass. And then, there it
was...the remaining six-inch foundation of a stone house from long ago,
surrounding the outline of where the exterior walls once stood. The semi-tall
chimneys were still standing at each end, with grass covering the ground where
rooms and floors were once occupied by our distant relatives. There were two
cherry trees just on the outskirts of the foundation, in the place where a yard
probably once was cleared.

Mae said, this is the origin of your family! I'm still not sure how that is so, but I
knew that she knew, and that was enough for me. Later I learned that this was
where my great-grandmother lived. I felt the passion and the truth of her soul in
passing on this recognition to my sister and me. I had never felt the “origin” of
something like this before, of a family. She was impressing upon us the importance
of paying attention to this spot, the sacred origin of where our family began.

A few weeks later, my Mother arrived in Ireland from Virginia to visit with Mae and
Tommy, and to travel a while with us in Europe. As we were departing their house,
my Mother stopped in the doorway of the kitchen and asked Mae, in her always
gracious way, “What can I send you from the States?” And Mae answered my
Mother so tenderly, saying, “Kathryn, I don't need a thing, we have everything I
have ever wanted.”

I remember glancing around, one last time, and seeing how simple their house
was; nothing extravagant, no fluff...and dirt floors! In a corner cupboard that
opened with two small glass French doors were just a few precious china plates and
teacups, quite beautiful. To hear Mae say that they had everything they could ever
need touched me deeply. Instantly I was struck with the comparison between her
life and mine, and Mae’s humble simplicity of feeling so fulfilled with so little.

This was fifty years ago! I feel blessed by these moments shared with Mae and
Tommy McGreevy. Beyond showing me the origin and remneants of our family in
an overgrown field, they showed me a deeper origin marked by their own lives, of
kindness, humility and simplicity.



