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Chapter One

It was Saturday. Liam crept down the uncarpeted staircase and stood outside the front room, also called the parlour, where Dad was working at his desk. On Saturdays Dad could often be persuaded to take him and his brother, Dermot to Achill Island for a swim. Liam stood outside the closed door for a few moments wondering if he should knock. Dad could be a little stroppy if interrupted while working. Sometimes he could even be a bit rough. Inside he heard a faint rustling, then the scraping of a chair. When he heard footsteps coming towards the door he stepped aside as it opened. It wouldn’t look good if he were caught spying. Dad went to the bottom of the stairs and called up: ‘Liam! The rain’s easing off. How about a swim off Keel Strand?’

Liam and Dermot gathered up their swimming gear and piled into the car. In less than half an hour they arrived on Achill Island. Sean O’Malley drove across the narrow causeway, joining what over fifty years ago had once been an island, to the mainland. He parked the car on a solid stony patch at the upper end of the six mile sandy beach. Already wearing their swimsuits, the boys ran into the sea. They were both good swimmers, an essential skill for swimming in the Atlantic Ocean off the West Coast of Ireland. There were waves, currents and a huge spray. 

‘Race you into the next wave!’ called Liam, as they both dived into the high wave, foaming at the top. As the wave flattened and reached the shoreline, they surfaced, Dermot barely an arms length ahead. Liam turned over on his back and laughed. 

‘You won. But only just. And you are two years older than me.’

They swam and played around in the sea for another fifteen minutes.

‘I’ve had enough,’ said Dermot. ‘Let’s get out now.’

They negotiated more waves and reached the shore. Walking up on the firm damp sand, they waved to the car in the distance. Seeing his sons approaching, Sean sounded a welcoming hoot on the horn and started the engine to warm up the car, his usual procedure on a cool day. As the boys arrived, Sean opened the rear passenger door.

‘Well done, boys. Did you enjoy your swim?’ 

‘It was terrific, Dad,’ replied Liam, climbing into the back seat. As they dried off and dressed, Sean drove the car onto the narrow unsurfaced road towards the Achill Island causeway. The swim is a good idea, he thought. The boys don’t have much other physical exercise in the long summer holidays. In less than half an hour they were back in Westport. Sean drove down the main street, as usual quiet and deserted on a Saturday afternoon. Turning off, he arrived in a narrow rundown side street, finally stopping outside a small, shabby semi-detached Victorian house. He got out of the car and walked up the uneven path to the front door, badly in need of a coat of paint. The front garden also needed work. Overgrown shrubs and weeds straggled over the path, obscuring the lower half of the bay window. Gathering up their wet swimming gear, Dermot and Liam followed their father into the house and went upstairs to their bedroom to change their clothes. The house was too small for five growing children, but Sean didn’t have sufficient financial resources to buy a larger property. Aged twelve, Liam already resented having to share a bedroom with his fourteen year old brother.

There were three older children. Donal, twenty years old, was out all day working as a farmhand on two local farms. He left home at seven in the morning, returning at seven in the evening. The farm work was extremely arduous, and after a simple meal he went straight to bed. No one in the family commented on his increasingly shabby and aging appearance. No one was able to offer him any advice.

There were two girls: Sinead, aged eighteen and Nora, two years younger, who both worked locally as shop assistants. They couldn’t wait to get married and move away from Westport and the constrictions of the O’Malley family, but so far no one had proposed.

But the greatest burden for the entire family was being raised without a mother. Since the death of his wife, Eileen, almost ten years ago Sean was forced to shoulder all the practical and emotional burdens on his own. It was he who made the decisions for the entire family – alone. He knew that when his two daughters reached puberty he would make mistakes: and he did. And his daughters resented it. It was a little easier making decisions for his sons, but mistakes were still made. Sometimes Sean felt he should look around for new adult help: a partner, even a wife. But in such a small remote town as Westport there was very little choice. And above all he couldn’t spare the time. So the O’Malley family soldiered on in a house full of dust, grime and cobwebs, flanked by a garden full of weeds and dead flowers.

Before the outbreak of World War II, the West of Ireland was a popular tourist destination. Travellers either flew to Dublin and drove west across the flat boggy terrain of the centre of the country, or they flew directly to Shannon Airport and hired a self-drive car. The most popular route was directly north, through Galway Town, along Lough Corrib and through James Joyce Country. The more intrepid travellers made it to Achill Island to admire the bleak mountain views immortalised by the painter, Paul Henry, who lived there for many years. But no one stopped for long in Westport. It was too bleak and empty. Once war had broken out almost no one travelled anywhere, so Westport became more and more isolated.

Liam was now in his second year at the Christian Brothers’ School, the only secondary school in Westport. It was extremely religious and very strict. Making friends with children of the opposite sex was strongly disapproved of, both by local families and the strict teaching of the Catholic Church. At all the schools in the West of Ireland boys and girls were required to sit on opposite sides of the classroom and were strongly discouraged from mixing at playtime. Liam felt constricted, almost imprisoned, constantly wondering how he could escape. Fortunately, he enjoyed his academic work and was top of his class. As it was the only school for miles around, it accommodated boarders as well as day pupils. Sadly, the boarders were at the bottom of the pile. The food was poor and up to ten children slept in dormitories in hard, uncomfortable beds with coarse, scratchy sheets. Rumours of paedophilia constantly abounded and although no particular priests’ names were mentioned, suspicion fell on several of the older, more senior teachers. None of the abused pupils were ever questioned or helped. The abuse was a frightening, hidden secret.

It was the visits to Achill Island that began to form Liam’s main point of rescue. It was not only the swimming he enjoyed so much; there were also the fishing trips with two of the local fishermen. One sunny morning in late July 1941, he and Dermot were scrambling out of the sea ready to return to their Dad’s car, when a small boat pulled up beside them.

‘Hello, lads! You’re a couple of great swimmers! Fancy a trip?’

‘What – now? We’ll have to tell Dad. He’s waiting to drive us home.’

‘No, not now. Later in the day. We fish for mackerel and they don’t like the sun, so we go out in the evening. Ever eaten mackerel?’

‘I don’t know,’ replied Liam doubtfully. ‘Dad never tells us what the fish is called. He just expects us to eat it.’

The fisherman laughed. ‘That’s okay. I understand. How would you both like to come out with us tomorrow evening? Let’s say six o’clock? You needn’t let us know. Just turn up if you can. By the way, I’m Brendan and this is Paddy.’

‘I’m Liam and this is my brother, Dermot. Sorry, my hand is wet.’

And so began, for Liam and Dermot, a very special new experience. At first their father objected to driving them to Achill Island ‘just for a fishing trip.’ But Liam and Dermot enjoyed the fishing so much, that Sean soon came round to the idea. 

In 1944, by the time he had turned sixteen, Liam had become increasingly aware of the constraints of life in Westport. Out of school hours there was little to do and nowhere new to go in such a small isolated town. War had now been raging for five years and most young people were kept on a very tight leash. Although Ireland was officially a neutral country, more Irishmen than British per capita of the population actually fought at the front, and the Irish people still expected German bombs to fall at any time. In the early days of the war several had fallen on Dublin, and although no one had been killed, the fear still remained. Social life in Westport was extremely limited. There were pubs, of course, but only open to those over eighteen years of age. There were no cafés or restaurants and one very rundown hotel. 

Sometimes Father O’Brien had mooted the idea of Liam going to university. They weren’t free, but it was possible he might win a scholarship to University College in Dublin. Trinity College was ranked considerably higher than University College, but Liam knew it was out of the question. It was considered a hell-hole of Protestant apostasy by the then notorious Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid, who had forbidden all Irish Roman Catholics to study there. 

Liam discussed his prospects with his Dad. Sean confessed to Liam that he had always wanted to study law at university and become a barrister, but due to lack of money he had been forced to leave school aged fourteen. Working long hours in a greengrocers, he had saved up enough money to take a year’s course as a clerk of the court, hoping it would lead him further up the ladder. But over thirty years later he was still a clerk in Galway Town Court.

So Liam kept his head down, worked hard and did so well in his Leaving Certificate that he won a scholarship to University College in Dublin. He was over the moon and couldn’t believe his luck. Finally, at the age of eighteen he was about to escape, at least during term time, from the restrictions of his birthplace. True to form, after three more years of intense study, he gained a first class degree. When the result came through, Liam’s tutor suggested he should apply for a pupillage as a trainee barrister in London.

‘There’s a Bar Professional Training Course in Lincoln’s Inn Fields,’ he explained. ‘In the legal profession it’s called BPTC. Ever heard of it?’

‘No. Never. How much will it cost? You know I have no money.’

‘You’ll receive a small salary and accommodation. Why don’t you fly over to London and have a look round? I’ll pay your expenses. You’re worth it.’

Liam was so overcome with gratitude that he wanted to hug his tutor. But something stopped him. It might be a mistake. In a few weeks it was all arranged. Liam obtained a pupillage in the prestigious Law Courts in Lincoln’s Inn Fields: another very big step up on the Ladder of Life. 

In 1949, now aged twenty-one, Liam discovered that life in London was a completely different world to what he had become accustomed to in Dublin. His accommodation consisted of one small room with a kitchen and bathroom shared with two other tenants. It was situated in a Victorian house in St. Baldwin’s Gardens, a narrow street just off Gray’s Inn Road in Clerkenwell. During his three years at University College in Dublin he had lived in student accommodation on the edge of the city. Living on his own was quite a new experience. He found that doing his own shopping, cooking and taking his clothes to the launderette took up far more time than he could ever have imagined. But the upside was that he could walk to Lincoln’s Inn Fields in less than ten minutes. His pupillage course consisted of lectures and individual instruction lasting no more than three or four hours a day. He was also required to attend court sessions, those at the Old Bailey being by far the most important - and the most interesting. So he had plenty of time to explore London.

Although the war had ended four years ago, it appeared that over half the city had been destroyed. Wherever the eye could see, there were bombed sites with huge holes full of weeds, rank grass and rubble. Rats ran around, proliferating at an alarming rate. To Liam it seemed that the vile destruction was due to six years of evil and hatred. The thought struck him that if Germany had defeated the Allies, the whole of the British Isles, including the Republic of Ireland, would have been ruled by a monstrous dictator and everyone would be speaking German. Liam had never met any Germans. He certainly didn’t want to now.

To his surprise and relief, Liam realised he was better off financially than he had expected. He had a little bit extra that enabled him to visit museums, the theatre and dine in a modest restaurant once a week. One day, after spending a most absorbing and instructive morning at The Royal Courts of Justice on the Strand, he decided to take a walk down to Trafalgar Square. With a map of London now always at hand, he walked past Charing Cross Station and on to Trafalgar Square. Craning his neck to look up at the famous statue of Nelson, commemorating his victory at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, a restaurant on the corner of the Square caught his eye. He finished admiring the Nelson statue and crossed the busy road. There on the corner stood Lyons Corner House, with a large sign flashing on the front. And to ensure that passers-by hadn’t missed the first sign, there was another similar one just inside the door. He went in and was shown to a table. There was plenty of choice on the menu, including a self-service salad bar, which could be visited as often as the diner wished. As he was finishing his meal, a piano trio started playing excerpts from music popular at the time, including Guys and Dolls; I Leave My Heart in an English Garden; If I Knew You Were Coming I’d Have Baked a Cake; Marry the Man Today. All the music was quite new to Liam, as he listened, entranced. After about fifteen minutes he felt he should let other diners use his table, so he called the waitress and paid the bill. 

‘Is there music each day at this time?’ he enquired.

‘Only on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays. Friday and Saturday evenings are the best times. The trio plays from six until ten pm, with a half hour break.’

Liam thanked the waitress and vowed to return next week. 

Lunching at Lyons Corner House on a Friday, Saturday or Sunday soon became a routine. Liam chose a table as near the platform as possible so he could both see and hear the players better. The group consisted of three performers: piano, violin and cello. In his complete ignorance of almost any music, light, jazz or classical, Liam had no idea that the group was called a piano trio. But he was learning fast. He discovered that jazz had a particular swinging dance-like rhythm; the few popular songs of the time that he recognised possessed a melodic intimacy. But it was the classical pieces that attracted him the most. He had never heard any Mozart, Haydn or Schubert, not even a Johann Strauss Waltz. But these composers soon became his favourites. The lilting melodies and harmonic sequences began to sing in his head long after he had actually heard them.

The trio consisted of two female performers and one male. The pianist and violinist were women, the cellist was male. It was the pianist who seemed to be in charge: a hand raised before the beginning of a piece, her head bobbing at the appropriate moment, and a bow at the end of a performance. As he became more and more absorbed, Liam asked a waitress if the trio had a title.

‘I don’t know. I’ll ask.’

After a short break in the performance the waitress returned. ‘It’s called the Trio Appassionata.’

‘Oh! Thank you.’

Liam thought quickly. Should he send a small ‘thank you’ payment via the waitress? Or would that be ungracious, perhaps even rude. Or should he send a note? A note saying what? He had absolutely no idea what the protocol was in this particular situation. And even the legal instruction in his pupillage training would be of no help whatsoever. 

Giving a slight bow to the platform, he paid his bill and left the restaurant.

Liam’s next visit to Lyons Corner House was on a Saturday evening just over a week later. To his delight there was a free table next to the platform. He sat down and studied the menu as the piano trio performed a trio by Mendelssohn. Liam had no idea what the music or the composer was, but he found it enchanting and totally absorbing. 

The male cellist, earnest-looking, wearing heavily rimmed glasses, sat rather hunched up, scraping away, completely involved. His thick dark wavy hair was carefully combed back. Liam guessed he was in his early to mid-twenties. The female violinist sometimes played sitting down, sometimes standing up, which Liam found a little confusing. She was slim, with long straight fair hair, tied back in a ponytail, which bobbed around when the music was fast. She also performed with total involvement. Liam reckoned she was in the same age group as the cellist.

But it was the female pianist who Liam found the most appealing. The piano, being much larger than the two stringed instruments, was placed at the side of the platform, slightly further back from the audience. The lid was open half-way, facing the audience. The pianist sat on the left, so those seated on the left-hand side could watch as her hands floated around with rapid graceful movements. This view, absorbing although it was to Liam, meant he could only see the side of her face. As her hands flew up and down the keyboard, notes cascading forth, his urge to see her full on increased. The waitress arrived to take his order, but Liam was so absorbed in the music he didn’t even notice her. He was trying to work out where he should place his chair so he could see the whole of the pianist’s face. Success! Now he couldn’t see her hands, but he could see her face. That is, unless she leant forward too far when it was obscured by the half-open piano lid. The waitress, non-plussed, moved away to take another order. The pianist, totally involved in performing, was unaware that a member of the audience was staring at her in complete absorption. Liam was enchanted by the perfectly oval face, slim dark eyebrows over well-spaced, deep-set eyes. He couldn’t see the colour of her eyes from where he sat, but he imagined they were a deep blue. Her nose had a slightly upward turn, as if in the hope that her next meal would be really appetising. Her mouth was small and expressive. Liam sat on, entranced.

Finally the music stopped and the players stood up and bowed to indifferent applause. Oh, well, thought Liam, it’s a restaurant, not a concert hall. People are here primarily to eat and the music is just a sideline. The string players put their instruments away in elegantly shaped wooden cases and they all gathered up their music. They must be about to have a break, thought Liam. The pianist had the most amount of music to collect, as unbeknown to Liam; the piano copies have all the other parts included. As she reached out to pick up the final bundle, she accidentally let some of it fall on the floor. Liam was up on the platform in an instant.
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