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Introduction

 Brendan
woke with a start. What was that noise?

The large room was filled with
flickering shadows from the sunlight forcing its way through the
dirty window. Brendan pulled up his father’s overcoat that had been
used as a blanket, sat up in the bed, and peered around.

Golly!
he thought to himself. What’s the noise? It’s scary! Where am I? Where’s Ma?
Gotta go to the lav. Where is it? Gotta go quick.

“Jono, Jono,” he called out,
shaking his brother’s shoulder. “Jono, are you awake? Where’s the
lav? What’s that noise?”

“Out there somewhere, now leave
me alone,” was the grumpy answer from the sleepy
eight-year-old.

Brendan, six years old, tall
and thin for his age, with a pudding-basin haircut and fringe over
an enquiring fresh face, scrambled out of the warm bed. With the
heavy overcoat trailing after him, his stockinged feet caught in
the torn lino as he groped his way toward the side of the room. His
outstretched free hand touched a wooden door.

“Where’s the handle?” he
muttered under his breath, as his groping fingers touched a smooth
enamel strip on the tall door. He sighed with relief as they found
the round porcelain doorknob. The heavy door creaked on its hinges
as he turned the large knob and peered apprehensively out into the
dark hallway. His eyes were drawn to the right by the gathering
daylight gleaming through the oval shape of the fanlight above the
distant front door. The high-pitched sound which had awakened him
continued. What was it?

That must be
the front door. I remember the lav was down there,
he thought, as his eye caught a slight glimmer
of light in the surrounding gloom to the left. He stepped
tentatively out onto a worn strip of Axminster in the hallway, his
free arm out in front of him, and moved forward into the shadows.
His foot touched cold concrete as his body moved into the darkness;
his hand felt a rough wall to his left. The subdued light ahead
drew him forward. The lav must
be there, he thought, and made his way
slowly into the shadows, the coat trailing behind him. By now he
was feeling quite apprehensive.

What is there in front? Golly!
It’s cold and I need the lav!

His outstretched hand glided
into the beam of soft light permeating through the gap in the
darkness; there was nothing under it, no wall. He stepped back,
startled. Where had the wall gone? Was there a big hole? He looked
over his shoulder; the light from over the front door was creeping
slowly along the walls. The large cupboards to each side seemed to
be closing in on him. The noise continued—a painful, screeching
sound. He shuddered and pulled the coat tightly around himself. He
was in no man’s land. He felt very alone and began to shiver
violently. The centre of his world was the ray of light that seemed
to be beckoning him. Dare he seek where it came from?

Taking a deep breath, Brendan
pulled himself to his full height, a good four-feet plus, and
tentatively looked into the pale beam of light, his hand in front
of his body to ward off any danger. This outstretched hand found a
yielding door, which opened into a small, dimly lit room. With
great relief and in the difficult light, he saw the lav.

The high bowl had a large,
heavy wooden seat, polished by constant use, resting on the stained
ceramic sides. He gratefully stepped forward, letting the coat fall
from his shoulders, and used both hands to lift and push the heavy
wood against the rusty downpipe. With the ever-increasing need to
relieve himself, the boy stood on tiptoe, aimed his stream into the
bowl and, with a large sigh, found the shivering lessening and the
gloom less menacing. The screeching sound from outside was as loud
as ever, but now it was a lot less frightening.

Brendan, his needs
satisfied, recovered his father’s coat from the floor, wrapped it
around his cold body and peered out into the shadowy passageway.
Wide awake now, he went out into the long hallway with its high
ceiling and silent cupboards. Where’s Ma? he wondered anxiously
as he tiptoed along the worn carpet runner, past the tall thin
cupboard doors. Thin shafts of dusty light peered spookily through
the dirty fanlight over the large entrance door leading to the
hall.

Would they be
in there? he wondered. Grasping the round
white doorknob, he turned it with both hands and pushed the door
open into a dark room. There was the sound of steady breathing and
he could see the shape of the bed with his parents asleep in it. He
quickly ran around the bed, pushed past the large cot that
contained his baby brother Billy, and climbed in under the
eiderdown to snuggle up against his mother’s warm body.

“Ma, what’s that noise?”

“It’s only the birds,” came the
sleepy reply. “In the country the birds get up early. Now go to
sleep.”

But the noise,
it’s awful loud, thought Brendan. Birds
only go tweet
tweet. He pulled the blanket over his
head to lessen the sound of the bird song and warmed his shirt-clad
body against the comfort and protection of his mother.

His mind fell back to the
excitement of the day before. The car his father had borrowed was
huge and smelled lovely. He had wanted to know what all the levers
and lights did. This excitement had been increased by the journey
from the house in Dublin.

He remembered travelling
through the narrow streets in the city, out to the docks, through
the posh areas like Blackrock, and into the country. The car was
going very fast, and he and Jono were on the edge of their seats as
they stared out at all the new sights.

“Look! Look! What’s that, Pop?”
Brendan had shouted. “Look at the ships! Gosh! Look at the houses!
Are we goin’ to live in one of those, Ma? Pop, look at the
cows!”

Nearly asleep, Brendan was
disturbed by movement in the bed and glanced up to see his Pop
getting dressed. He heard him whispering to Ma, “It’s getting late,
I’ll go and start the brekkie and leave the young fella to get his
rest.”

As his father made his way out
of the room, instinctively bending his head as he passed through
the door, Brendan leaped out of the bed and followed the
broad-shouldered figure down the hallway. With a wide grin on his
weather-beaten face, gained from the many hours in all weathers on
the Gas Company bicycle, his father turned and playfully lifted
Brendan from the floor, carried him into the bedroom, and dropped
him on the bed beside Jono.
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1

Oh! For a Better Life


 Henry Harris
was a good-looking man with a head of close curly hair. In his late
twenties, he weighed in the region of fourteen stones, was over six
feet in height, and strode rather than walked, putting his size
thirteen feet positively in front of his large body. Rather than
make decisions, he smiled his way through adversity. Always
dependable, he was the rock to his wife’s sometimes wilful
ambitions.

“Get yerself dressed, Brendan,
an’ I’ll put a boiled egg on fer you. Do you want one, Jono?” he
called out, as a long thin arm uncoiled from under the cover and
pulled the overcoat over his head.

“No! I wanna sleep. It’s
Saturday, isn’t it, Pop?”

“It’s a lovely day out there,
Jono. I’ve got the day off this Saturday an’ there’s lots of work
to do. So up you get then.”

“Come on, Jono,” encouraged
Brendan, hastily donning his shorts and pulling up the woollen,
lumpy, darned grey socks. “Come on an’ git up, there’s lots to do.
Look, the sun’s shinin’, come on.”

Looking at the two boys, Henry
Harris took a deep breath and strode out of the room considering
his responsibilities: three youngsters—these two and the baby—and a
house with a large mortgage on it. Had he made a mistake letting
Alice push him into buying this large, dilapidated cottage in the
middle of nowhere?

Henry’s parents had died when
he was a youngster and he had been sent to live with relatives in
the country. With a very basic education and no professional
qualifications, he had returned to the city at the age of fifteen
to find work. He managed to gain an apprenticeship with the Dublin
Gas Company and scraped a living until he met Alice Ryan. They fell
in love and married.

Alice Ryan was a woman with
ideas of her own, a woman who was ahead of her time with her
independent views. Henry was loath to admit it to himself, but he
knew he needed someone to push him, as he would prefer the easy
life, but it did annoy him at times when she made the running.

Alice, a couple of years
younger than Henry, had been brought up in a Protestant enclave in
the midlands of Ireland. Her father was a tenant of a large farm
owned by wealthy farmers and there were always workers from the
Catholic community in the background. Alice, however, had rebelled
against the thought of marrying a farmer and living the rest of her
life in the middle of nowhere, and moved to Dublin where she had
met and married Henry in 1936. They bought a small terraced house
on the outskirts of Dublin with a loan from Alice’s father shortly
after they married.

Their life settled,
uncomfortably for Alice, into a drab existence. Henry would leave
early in the morning and take the bus into work in the city, where
he would collect his bike from the depot in Dolier Street and cycle
around his “patch”, emptying the gas meters of their farthings and
pennies. Alice found the days long and the house small; after the
large farm she had lived in, the clutter of houses around her was
claustrophobic. However, life went on and, in 1937, she became
pregnant and produced Jono; three years later, Brendan arrived.
Life continued its drab existence.

Alice was a tall, slim woman
with a well-formed figure, long ash-blonde hair and attractive,
striking features. She and Henry were an impressive pair when seen
together. With Henry’s rugged good looks and tall, well-built
figure, they caught the eye. Alice did, however, make Henry’s life
quite difficult at times, embarrassing him with her modern ways.
She was one of the first women in Dublin to wear slacks, to smoke a
cigarette in public, and possibly one of the first wives to tell
her husband’s employer he should be paid more for the dedicated
hours he worked. She was forever annoying friends through her
outspoken views. Not being very well educated, her views were
sometimes confused and often resulted in Henry later apologising to
the indignant recipient.

There was one particularly
embarrassing occasion, amongst many, incurred on him by Alice. In
the very male-orientated workplace of the day, wives were meant to
support their husbands, smile when expected, and, especially in the
Gas Company, to stand by their husband’s side, but to stay in the
background. Alice, ever the exhibitionist, could never be
sidelined. Hearing from Henry that he had been invited to an office
party to celebrate the marriage of a working associate, she turned
up at the stag party in her new slacks, and wowed them all with her
rendering of “The Woman with the Wooden Leg” whilst, of course,
smoking a cigarette.

One day, during the early
part of 1945, while Jono was in school and Henry was at work,
Alice, ever impetuous, decided she would like to go into the city
with Brendan to do a bit of window-shopping. Whilst there, she
would go into Clearys Department Store and maybe see Kathleen, one
of the sales girls. Alice, before marrying Henry, had worked as an
assistant in the store and had made a few friends.
Little chance of finding anything I
could afford there, she thought, but it
would be nice to see a few of her old friends.

“Come on, Brendan, let’s go to
town. Here, put on your best clothes and clean up your shoes. Oh!
There’s a hole in that one! Here, I’ll put some cardboard in. Don’t
walk in any puddles!” She laughed as she pulled up his long
stockings, adjusting the garters and folding the top of the
stocking over the strip of elastic.

“Not too tight are they, Bren?
Don’t want your legs to fall off.” She laughed. “Oh! That we could
afford some decent clothes for us all. Look at myself, painting my
legs brown to look like I have stockings on. Are my seams straight?
The dress I got last year seems to be getting a bit tight. I missed
last month and late again. Oh God! Must be pregnant again,” Alice
mused, as she eased the waist on the dress of the grey suit bought
some years ago. “The jacket is also a bit tight around the
shoulders. Shoes are okay, thank God. A bit of spit will get rid of
that mark. Right, now the coat, that brown colour looks a bit
old-fashioned. Covers over everything, anyway.” She looked
disdainfully at the faded brown cloth of her coat. “Look at me,
Brendan. Aren’t I the belle of the ball!” she called, as she put
her hands on her slim hips and swung her tall figure in a circle,
allowing the loose coat to pull out from her.

“Let’s away then Brendan, me
boyo!”

“Okay! Ma, are we goin’ on the
train?”

“Yep! And maybe see the ducks
in the green.”

Brendan was very excited. He
had only been on a train once before and a trip into Dublin was
always special. The short walk down to the station was followed by
a long flight of wooden stairs that seemed to reach to the moon.
Arriving at the platform amidst the sharp smell of soot and loud
noises, he pulled Alice to the edge to see a large black shape
covered in swirling white clouds of steam rounding the entrance to
the station. They stepped back as the engine braked alongside the
platform. With gushes of white steam enveloping them, the carriage
doors opened and passengers clambered down, calling for a porter,
or hurried past with important-looking briefcases under their
arms.

Amidst shouts, clanking
trolleys, and hissing steam, they climbed the high steps into the
carriage. Brendan pulled the door behind him with a very
satisfying clunk!
and wondered how to open the window. Alice
showed him how to release the long, well-worn leather belt
supporting the heavy window. She sat down on the narrow passenger
seat alongside the door, and Brendan leaned out to watch the
surrounding activity.

“Put your head in, young fella.
Or you might be after losin’ it,” admonished the uniformed guard as
he went past, slamming any doors left open. Reaching the rear of
the train, he waved his flag, blowing a shrill whistle at the same
time, and leaped aboard.

With more hissing steam and
loud clanks and clunks, they started to move. A short journey
through side streets and back gardens brought them into the city
station and, with a loud whoop and whistle, the train shuddered to
a halt. Jumping down from the carriage, Brendan grabbed Alice’s
hand as they pushed their way to the exit.

“I can hear chukki hens. Where
are they?” exclaimed Brendan. Rounding a stack of timber, they saw,
against the station wall, rows of hessian sacks with anxious
calves’ heads sticking out from them, all parcelled up and labelled
with their destinations. Crates of chickens with their nodding
heads were stacked up alongside, all with labels. Apparently, there
being no goods train to the south of the country, the passenger
train was used to transport livestock. However, as the authorities
forbade the carriage of such livestock, the senders wrapped their
live goods as parcels and claimed they were presents for their
relatives.

Surrounded by hurrying people,
loud noises, and the smell of soot, Brendan held tightly to Alice’s
hand and they made their way along the side of the River Liffey to
O’Connell Bridge to cross down to Clearys.

“Ma! Look, the bikes, there’s
hundreds of ’em an’ the buses, an’ all the people,” exclaimed
Brendan as they walked over the bridge towards the wide O’Connell
Street, with the imposing tall Nelson’s Pillar catching the eye.
“Gosh! Wow! Ma!” exclaimed Brendan. “Isn’t it great?”

“Sure, Bren. Now hang on to my
hand,” Alice instructed, as they made their way towards their
target, pushing and dodging the hurrying people.

Ah,
memories, she thought as she pushed her
way into the quieter, muffled sound of the store. The traffic sound
was taken over by voices. The smell of oil and exhaust fumes was
replaced by that of clothing, polish, and people.

“Still the same,” she said out
loud. “There’s Paddy the floor walker. Hi Paddy!”

“Well, would ye ever, it’s
young Alice Ryan. My, you’re lookin’ well, an’ is this young fella’
yours?” said Paddy, his eyes never still. “Sorry, lass, can’t
stay.” He moved away, acknowledging the beckoning hand signal from
another walker.

“Now, where’s Kathleen? Oh!
Hello, Mrs. Rooney. Still here then? Do ye know where Kathleen
Donovan is now?”

“Kathleen Donovan, now where
would she be?” replied the small, well-dressed woman. “She’s not on
my department. Maybe ye will find her in underwear. Remember yer
face now, was yer name Ryan?”

Smiling to herself and pleased
that she had been remembered, Alice made her way through the
crowded floor towards the busy ladieswear counter to see her friend
Kathleen waving to her.

“Come on, Bren,” she
encouraged. “I’ll say hello to Kathleen an’ then we’ll go and have
a cake in the café.”

“Ma! Me shoes are hurtin’ an’ I
want to go to the lav.”

“How are you? Kath!” Alice
smiled across the counter to the smartly dressed woman some three
years older than her.

“Look, Alice, God, it’s luvely
to see you again. Can’t speak with you now. I’ll have a word with
Mrs. Gorsuch for an early break.”

“Janey Mac, is she still here?”
exclaimed Alice. “Thought she would be dead by now.”

“No! She’s still goin’ strong
the ould…Remember Maeve Devlin? She’s still waitin’ for her
promotion. Look, hang on a mo.”

“Won’t be long now,” consoled
Alice, patting an impatient Brendan on his head.

“That’s okay, Alice,” said
Kathleen, returning. “I can take an early mornin’ break. Now, who
is this fine lookin’ fella?” she enquired, placing her hand on
Brendan’s shoulders.

After introductions, they made
their way to the café and joined the long queue, eventually sitting
down with their coffees and plate of biscuits and a large cream bun
for Brendan.

“I just love these Mikado
biscuits with the jam and coconut,” announced a grinning Alice.
“Now, how are you Kath? An’ how’s Clearys treating you?”

With the two women talking
animatedly between themselves, Brendan, having eaten his cream bun,
thought he would like another and left the small table.

“How’s married life treatin’
you, Alice? An’ how’s that good-lookin’ fella ye married?” enquired
an enthusiastic Kathleen.

“Oh! Married life? Kath, it’s
tough at the moment. Henry is hard to get movin’, but we’re getting
by,” replied an unenthusiastic Alice. “How are things with
you?”

Their conversation continued
for some time until Alice sensed a returned Brendan sitting down
alongside her.

“Look, Alice,” laughed Kath,
“he’s got another cream bun.”

A triumphant Brendan with a
mouthful of creamy bun and a big smile pointed to the cream bun
display. “Got it there, Ma.”

“Anyway, Alice, I’ve got to go.
Lovely to see you again,” said Kath, standing up. “Bye Brendan,
enjoy your bun.”

“Come on, Bren, let’s get out
o’ here before the police come,” grinned Alice. “Let’s go see the
ducks in the green.”

Meandering back across the
river, past Trinity College on their way to Stephen’s Green, they
entered Grafton Street. Grafton Street, the expensive part of
Dublin where window-shopping was the only exercise Alice could
consider. Looking enviously at the display in Brown and Nolans, she
heard a cultured male voice behind her enquire how Alice Ryan was
keeping. Startled, she looked around to see a smartly dressed,
tall, smiling young man standing behind her.

“Good God! It’s Sid Matthews.
Well, well! Sid, how lovely to see you,” enthused a delighted
Alice. Sid Matthews was an old beau Alice had known before meeting
Henry, and she sometimes wondered how life would have been if
things had developed with him.

Looking back at her reflection
in the store window, she quickly adjusted her hat, smoothed down
her dress, and turned back to face this memory from the past.

“So you married him then.
Always thought Henry Harris was a lucky man.”

“Yes!” replied a slightly
flustered Alice. “We have two boys now. How are you?”

“Look, Alice, I’ve got half an
hour. Let’s have a coffee in Bewleys at the top of the street. The
young fellow can have lemonade. How are you then, young man?” The
tall, rather portly newcomer enquired as he leaned over to shake
Brendan’s hand.

“That’s Brendan. Say hello to
Mr. Matthews, Brendan. Oh, yes! We’ve got time for a coffee.”

Talking together, the two
adults made their way to the café whilst a disconsolate Brendan
followed, thinking there wouldn’t be much chance of seeing the
ducks now.

Sid, realising Alice and the
young fellow had not had any lunch, offered them a sandwich each,
along with their drinks and had a small snack himself.

Whilst the pair talked
animatedly together, Brendan sniffed the coffee-scented air, kicked
his chair and, after a short while, pulled at Alice’s dress.

“Ma! I wanna go home. I’m fed
up. Ma, I wanna see the ducks.”

“Oh! Sorry, young man. I’m
ruining your day out. Would you like a drive in my car, though? Bet
you would, better than looking at some old ducks. What do you
think?”

“Yes! That would be great, Mr.
Matthews. Let’s go now!” an excited Brendan replied. “Come on,
Ma!”

A surprised Alice looked
enquiringly at Sid.

“That’s all right, Alice, I’m
my own boss. My car is parked close by and I could drop you at your
house in Ranelagh—it is Ranelagh, isn’t it?” The professional
businessman looked directly at the flattered housewife, a woman
somewhat bored with her life and looking for something to
happen.

“Yes! That’s right, Ranelagh,”
she replied, but thinking she daren’t let him see the little house
she lived in. “Yes! That would be lovely, Sid. You could drop us
off at the shops.”

God! What does
the man want? she thought.
Is he making a pass at me?
Quite flattered with the attention, Alice rose
from the table and, feeling she was the centre of attention, made
her way out of the upmarket café alongside Sid, with Brendan
hurrying along beside them.

The car was parked in a small
street off Grafton Street. Alice settled in the passenger seat of
the four-door Wolseley car with an excited Brendan in the back.

“Sorry about the car, Alice,”
apologised Sid needlessly. “This is just a substitute until I have
my Rover delivered.”

Alice, beginning to realise Sid
was perhaps a bit of a fake, commiserated with him whilst moving
his left hand from her right knee, looking him in the eye with a
glance to the rear seat. Sid, getting the message, rolled his eyes
and grinned in recognition of the implied promise.

That evening, Henry arrived
home late from work. Poor old Mrs. McGuire had lost her son through
the diphtheria, and he couldn’t very well leave her in her lonely
misery while she wept on his shoulder. This meant he was too late
to bank his takings and leave his bike in the company shed, so he
had cycled home in the teeming rain.

After a hurried meal, Henry
started stacking the dirty copper coins in neat order on the
kitchen table. Alice, quite frustrated after her day of hidden
promises, pulled up a chair to the kitchen table opposite him. She
leaned over and took the copper-stained hands into her own.

“Henry!” she said, looking him
in the eye. “Henry! My dear, we’ve got to do something. We’ve got
to get out of this miserable life we’re leadin’.”

Henry sat back in the creaking
wooden chair with a weary smile; he patted Alice’s slim hand with
his large stained fingers and, with a tone of defeat and some small
frustration, replied in his soft, deep voice, “Whatever you think,
Alice. Whatever you think. Now!” he continued, pointing to the
untidy pile of copper coins. “I’ve got to get all this money bagged
up and left in the office by nine in the morning.”

“Henry!” shouted a frustrated
Alice, annoyed by Henry’s dismissive attitude. “Forget your stupid
money. I’m bored; I’m fed up. The house is too small, I hate the
neighbours and…Henry, I’m pregnant.” She lowered her voice and,
with great deliberation, repeated the words. “Henry, I’m expectin’
again. We’ve got to do somethin’.”

“All right, all right,
Alice—that’s life!” he replied, raising his hands in resigned
defeat. “Now, let me git tis copper out of de way an’ we can talk
about it.” He started counting the coins again into stacks of
twelve, placing them alongside the orderly rows of half pennies and
farthings.

“Oh! I giv’ up,” Alice called,
throwing her hands in the air and knocking over the neat row of
coins. “I giv’ up, giv’ me strength. Giv’ me strength.”

“Alice, look wha’ you’ve done,”
remonstrated Henry, looking aghast at the untidy heap of coins.
“I’ve gotta start all over again.”

Muttering under her breath,
Alice ran her hands down the sides of her print dress as she stood
up in frustration. “Henry Harris,” she announced in a deliberate
and threatening voice, “if you’re not bothered, I am. An’ I’m goin’
to do somethin’ about it. So there!” she stormed as she strode
across the kitchen, slamming the door behind her.

Henry continued counting the
pennies, muttering under his breath. “Haven’t I enough to do? We’re
all right where we are. But another child. She’s right; the house
will be too small. Must get this money counted though, now. That’s
seven pounds, fifteen shillin’s and tuppence.”
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Laurel Cottage


 The
following morning, after an unsettled night, Henry left the house
on his bicycle with his large Gladstone bag full of parcelled coins
and headed into the office. He was hoping to get in before
management noticed he hadn’t dropped his collections off the
previous evening.

Alice was in a determined mood.
Having waved Henry off, she walked Jono to school and left Brendan
with a neighbour, then took the bus out to Dunlaoghaire to discuss
her problems with her good friend, Sheila Elder.

“A new start Alice, my dear, is
what you need,” advised Sheila later that morning. “Move house, get
your man to change, don’t have any more childer. Perhaps you won’t
have the great fortune I’ve had marrying the Managing Director of a
successful business, but you can still do it. Scare the life out of
him. He’s a lovely man but he needs a kick up the bum, Alice.
You’re the leader, hav’ a go.”

Alice had known Sheila from
childhood. She had been to her wedding, an extravagant affair, a
number of years earlier, and admired her attitude to life.

“Yes, Shelia. He is a lovely
guy, but I could kill him sometimes. Yep! After I have this one,”
said Alice, patting her stomach, “no more, finito. It’s going to be
difficult, but I’ll work out sometin’. Thanks, Shelia. Anyway, when
are you goin’ to hav your first?”

“No idea, Alice. George an’ I
are practising a lot,” Shelia replied with a rueful smile. “But
nothing’s happening.”

Sheila was a year older than
Alice and had lived on a neighbouring farm in the Midlands, where
the two of them, when children, had become great friends. They had
met their husbands at a party in Dublin and their weddings were
held within six months of each other. However, due to their
partners’ circumstances, their paths diverged and Sheila now lived
in a large Edwardian house with sweeping views of Dublin Bay and
Dunlaoghaire Harbour, quite different to Alice’s small terraced
house.

Sheila gave her a letter of
introduction to a firm of solicitors in Dunlaoghaire and Alice
steeled herself to call on them. Solicitors, accountants, and bank
managers were a breed apart from normal people.

With some apprehension, Alice
had called into the solicitor’s office on the main street and
proffered her letter of introduction. To her surprise and delight,
Sheila had already phoned and Mr. Tierney saw her immediately.

“Yes! Mrs. Harris, we can act
for you on the sale and purchase,” agreed the grey-haired pillar of
society. “We will, of course, have to meet with Mr. Harris to
confirm what you have told us. But yes, we see no difficulty in
acting for you.”

Right,
Alice thought to herself as she boarded the bus
on her way home. I’ll have
this youngster, six months t’ go, and get Henry in the mind to
move.

Buoyed by her decision, Alice
settled down over the next few months to save whatever money
possible. Henry gave her his pay packet each week. She was able to
hide the letter from the solicitors confirming their meeting. “Keep
it until the right moment,” she said to herself.

Later that year, delivery time
arrived and William, a seven-pound male, was born. With the birth
of William, very quickly shortened to Billy, Brendan and Jono had
to make way for the newcomer and things became very cramped in the
two-bedroom house. Alice, after a short period of recuperation,
decided to re-approach Henry about moving house.

Over the months of Alice’s
pregnancy, Henry had put the thought of an addition to the family
to the back of his mind and had resigned himself to his lot. He
knew Alice would probably bring up the need to move house one day,
but he would worry about that problem when it occurred.

On a particularly wet and
cloudy Saturday in November, Alice’s patience snapped. She had had
a miserable morning contending with rain in the bedroom from a
broken roof slate, from Brendan wetting the bed, from next door
complaining about the noise, from feeding the new youngster, in
fact, from the sheer boredom of her life.

Henry had barely got in the
door and was feeling somewhat sorry for himself. The morning’s work
had not gone too well: the bike had got a puncture and Mrs.
Connelly, one of his regulars, had just lost her husband through
the consumption, which meant he spent more time than he could
afford listening to her misery. And Maeve Fitzgerald, a
good-looking, well-built country girl living on her own, had taken
off more than her cardigan before he had been able to escape.

“Henry! Is that you?” was the
call from the back yard. “I’ll be in, in a minit, got sometin’ I
wanna talk to you about.”

Oh no!
Henry thought as he draped his wet raincoat over
the back of a wooden chair in the kitchen. Is this wha’ I have been afraid of? The move?
Noticing Billy, gurgling happily to himself in
the corner, a smile softened his face. “Hello, little fella. How
are you?” He smiled again as he patted the baby in the tall pram.
“Hello, Brendan, Jono. What have you there?” he asked as the two
boys burst through the kitchen door from the hallway, each with a
sheet of white paper with crayon drawings on them.

“Look at mine, Pop! I drew it
at school,” demanded Brendan.

“No, mine first, Pop! I’m the
eldest,” argued Jono.

With a big grin, Henry took
both sheets of paper and, whilst he was complimenting his sons on
their efforts, the door to the yard opened and Alice, wearing an
old rain-soaked overcoat with a headscarf around her long hair,
stumbled into the crowded and steamy kitchen, carrying a bucket of
coal in both hands.

“There you are, Henry. Here,
take it from me,” Alice ordered, placing the heavy galvanised
bucket on the lino-covered floor. “Oh! The rain, will it ever stop?
Jono, Bren, out of the kitchen now. Hen’ will you take the coal
into the front room? How’d your day go? Oh! What a mornin’ I’ve
had!” Alice exclaimed as she wiped her forehead with her sleeve.
“Henry, where are you goin’? We’ve got to talk.”

“Jus’ takin’ the coal in,”
stuttered Henry.

“Oh! Forget about the coal. Sit
down an’ lissen to me.”

“All right, Alice, what is it
you want to say?”

“Oh! Giv’ me strength,” Alice
cried out in exasperation. “Henry,” she pleaded, “look at me. Look
at us. We’re goin’ nowhere. The house is too small, it smells, I’m
always tired, we never go out, it’s always raining, you’re always
workin’, and I want us to do somethin’. I want to move or I’ll go
mad.” After her tirade, Alice slumped in the kitchen chair
alongside the Formica-topped kitchen table and rested her head in
her arms, willing Henry to agree to a move.

“But, but, Alice, I want to,”
Henry stuttered again, “I want to do whatever is best. But could we
afford to move?”

“We can do it, Henry,” replied
Alice, as she stood up from the table and put her arms around the
large man standing abjectly in the centre of the small kitchen.
“Yes! We can do it, Hen’. I’ve been able to save up a bit, an’ we
could get a mortgage, an’ Pa Ryan has said he could loan us a few
hundred pounds. The farm has been good over the past year. What do
you say? Com on, say yes, say yes. Hen’.”

“Okay, Alice, let’s see what we
can do,” agreed Henry resignedly and somewhat relieved as he gave
Alice a hug and kissed her upturned face.

With Henry resigned to the
possibility of a move and the three boys all growing up, Alice, to
save money, had cut back on new clothes and budgeted severely on
food. There was not much variety in foodstuffs in any event with
the rationing in England, which also reduced the choice in Ireland.
Alice, to keep her dream of moving house alive, made a telephone
call to the solicitors from the pub close to the house and made
arrangements for her and Henry to visit Mr. Tierney.

“Henry, you have to take some
time off from work. I’ve arranged to see the solicitors in
Dunlaoghaire. You did agree to do sometin’ about moving,” she
reminded Henry, as he looked at her, slightly taken aback.

“Time off! How can I do that? A
trip to Dunlaoghaire would take the best part of the day.
Solicitors!” he exclaimed. “Alice! Couldn’t we write to them? Do I
have to go?”

“It’s all right, Henry. All
they want is to meet you, I’ll do de talkin’, don’ worry,”
mollified Alice. “I’ve arranged we see Mr. Tierney at eleven next
Wednesday. So take the day off. This is important.”

“Okay, Alice, I’ll see what I
can do,” Henry offered in defeat.

Early in the morning under a
cold, snow-filled sky in January 1946, Alice and Henry took the bus
on its circuitous route to Dunlaoghaire and met Mr. Tierney.
Tierney, in his late fifties, was initially very off-hand with the
two of them. But with Henry’s charming, if innocent, attitude and
Alice’s flirtatious approach, albeit restrained, she helped Henry
to prove their ability to afford a mortgage and Tierney’s attitude
mellowed to some degree. They left the office with the promise that
Mr. Tierney would do his best for them.

Rather exhausted after their
long meeting and not too satisfied with the outcome, they made
their way to the bus station, taking turns in carrying the baby, to
start the long process of returning to Dublin.

Henry, relieved that he would
not have to do anything more, returned to work whilst Alice, quite
dismayed by the lack of decision from the “bloody” solicitor,
resigned herself to await a letter from him. She thought it would
do no harm, in any event, to get the house smartened up and bought
some white paint. The two boys helped where they could. Brendan,
who seemed to have a flair for painting, splashed some paint around
and Jono was given the task of tidying up the garden.

Alice started looking out
for something to buy. You
never know, she thought.
The solicitors might come up
trumps. She took the bus into the city
and went around some auction rooms and agents, but could find
nothing they could even consider. Towards the end of January, the
long-awaited letter arrived from the Solicitor, suggesting a bank
loan of up to £1,000 could be considered and that the bank awaited
their call.

An overjoyed Alice, and perhaps
a less than pleased Henry, visited the bank and were offered a
mortgage amount not exceeding £1,000—a small fortune.

“Now to sell Ranelagh Road,
Henry. Daddy said that Michael Dowdall was interested. Remember
him, Henry?” she asked, looking at him. “He’s son of the man that
owns the next farm in Mullingar,” Alice said on their way back from
the bank in Donnybrook. “Daddy said he was interested in buying
somewhere in Dublin. Anyway, if he buys we can buy a house for over
a thousand quid, Henry. A thousand pounds!” she exclaimed,
gleefully rubbing her hands together, not only in satisfaction, but
to warm them in the freezing January air.

“A thousand pounds, Alice. It’s
an awful lot. Can we afford it? I’m only getting eight pounds, ten
shillin’s a week,” replied a somewhat startled Henry.

“Don’t worry, Hen’, I’ll work
it out. I’ll get in touch with Daddy. Now we can really start
looking for a house. Come on, Hen’, give me a smile,” Alice
pleaded. “This is our chance, you big lump. Come on, cheer up,
let’s see a big smile,” she said, catching Henry’s big hands in
hers while looking into his eyes.

Henry, reacting to Alice’s
enthusiasm and confidence and mentally crossing his fingers, gave a
resigned, yet rueful, grin in return. “Okay, Alice! Okay! Let’s do
it. I could do with a bit of excitement. God help me.”

That night, Alice settled down
to write to her father in Mullingar to tell him the good news and
to find out if Dowdall and his family were still interested in
moving to Dublin.

A few days later, becoming
frustrated at the lack of progress in the house hunting, Alice
decided to contact Sheila again. She knew Sheila’s husband, George,
was a big noise in a business based in Dublin. Maybe he could help,
so she rang Sheila from the phone in the nearby grocer shop.

“Yes, Alice, I’ll have a word
with George,” Sheila had replied. “You never know. How are you and
the family keeping? Give me a ring the day after tomorrow an’ I’ll
tell you any news.”

Some two days later, Alice
called back to the shop and rang Sheila.

“Alice, thanks for ringing. No,
I’m sorry, George can’t help. He has no contacts in the housing
market. However, there is a large cottage, just outside
Dunlaoghaire, he says, that has been derelict for a few years, just
beside a pottery works—sounds awful. His firm had to close down the
pottery a few years ago and the owner used to live in the
cottage.”

“I could do with a day out,
Sheila. Let’s go and have a look.”

“Could be wastin’ our
time.”

“I know Sheila, but there’s
nothing else an’ I’d like to meet you again anyway.”

“Okay! I’ll get the address
from George and see you next week.”

The following week, Alice made
her way out to Dunlaoghaire with the three boys and arrived at
Sheila’s large house on the harbour front.

“We’ll leave the boys with
Mary, Alice, so that we can have a few hours out on our own,”
suggested Sheila, nodding to her full-time maid.

“A great idea,” agreed
Alice. Oh! That I could have
such a luxury! A maid. “Now, where are we
going? You said this cottage was just outside town.”

“Yes, a village called
Killoughlin, on a Red Clay Lane, about a mile an a half away on the
Dublin bus. We can be there an’ back before dark.”

The two women, in their mid
twenties and well dressed for the winter weather, waved goodbye to
the boys as they set off to board the Dublin bus.

After a short journey through
the suburbs of the town, moving cautiously past the mounds of snow
at the roadside and stopping every so often to take on or drop off
passengers, they heard the conductor announce in his broad Dublin
accent that they had arrived at Moran’s.

“This is us,” advised Sheila.
“The conductor said when we boarded that Moran’s, whatever that is,
was our stop. Moran’s must be in Killoughlin. Come on, let’s get
out.”

As they dismounted from the
relatively warm bus onto the cold pavement, the conductor called
out to them.

“Yeh! Der ye are den, ladies.
Moran’s Pub, de centre of Killoughlin,” as he pointed towards a
sullen building standing some twenty yards away at a crossroads.
“Der’s snow forecast fer tonight ladies, so git back inter
civilisation as soon as ye can.”

Slightly apprehensive, the two
young women linked arms as they watched their warm, well-lit
contact with the world slide its noisy way to Dublin.

“I hope there will be one going
to Dunlaoghaire when we want it,” Alice muttered “Now, where’s the
cottage? Let’s see if there is anyone in the pub. Come on.”

Wondering why they were doing
this, but enjoying the novelty, the two of them held on tightly to
each other as they giggled nervously and nodded in agreement to
enter the pub. The pub was the province of the male species: women
could only enter where the male deigned to allow them.

The narrow, uninviting and
well-used door swung back and the two explorers stepped into a
dimly lit large room filled with the smell of porter and cigarette
smoke. There were two elderly, scruffily dressed male customers at
the bar. They turned in unison at the sound of the door and grinned
at each other upon seeing the two women. Alice strode over to the
bar, a well-scrubbed wooden top, nodded to the two bar fixtures and
called out.

“Barman, are you there?”

“He’s out in de bac’ den,
missus,” informed the nearest fixture, as it went into a bout of
cigarette-induced coughing.

“Do ye know where Red Clay Lane
is then, mister?” asked Alice in her best accent. “Laurel
Cottage?”

“Oh! Ye mean de cottage, down
past the ‘V’ house, beside the shop, missus. What would ye be
wantin’ with a place like dat? There’s nobody there. Ould Fagan
died years ago. Didn’t he, Sean?” the fixture asked, bringing his
compatriot into the conversation. “Excuse me den, missus,” fixture
one asked as he hawked and spat a lump of smoky phlegm into a tin
can on the bar beside him. “Sorry bout dat, miss, but it’s better
out dan in, innit?” he laughed, going into another bout of
coughing.

“Yeh! He did now, died of the
consumption, ye kno,” nodded Sean through the Woodbine dangling
from his lips. “Yeh! God res’ his soul, de ould bugger. Oh! Excuse
me language der, miss, and you too young lady,” he offered, looking
toward Sheila.

“That’s all right, sir,” agreed
Sheila, trying to hold back the laughter. “Come on, Alice, it’ll be
dark soon an’ we’ve got a lot to do.”

Laughing under their breath,
the two women left the warm smoky atmosphere and started to make
their way along the slippery, roughly laid pavement.

“Do ye get that smell, Sheila?”
asked Alice as she stopped, sniffing the air. “Smells like
something burning, and what’s that clanging sound?”

“Yes! I get it, could it be
from that building over on the left? Look, it’s a forge. Well,
would ye believe it? Look at the furnace and that must be the
farrier.” Peering in through the large doorway, they saw the shape
of a male outlined against the red furnace, hammering a horseshoe
on a large anvil.

“There’s a horse in there, look
Alice. Look, the fella is waving,” giggled Sheila. “Look! He
doesn’t have a shirt on.”

Laughing together, the two
women returned the farrier’s welcome wave and continued cautiously
along the broken pavement, past a shop on the left to see a
single-storey house situated on the “V” where the road split to the
left and right of it.

“That must be the ‘V’ house,”
said Sheila, pointing to the whitewashed building. The two women
walked as briskly as the slippery laneway allowed, Sheila in
fur-lined leather boots and Alice in her rubber Wellingtons, and
made their way down the unpaved roadway to the right of the “V”
house.

“There’s the shop de old fellow
mentioned, an’ look, there’s a door in the wall under that long
hedge,” Alice exclaimed excitedly. “This is getting interesting.
Wonder what it’s like behind the wall.”

“Come on quick, Alice,”
encouraged Sheila. “It’s going to be dark soon.”

The shop looked deserted with
rubbish in the window. They walked alongside the tall, whitewashed,
ten-foot wall, to a small green door recessed in the brickwork.
There was a stained brass plate attached to the door, with the name
“Laurel Cottage” etched into it.

“Go on, Alice. Open it,” smiled
Sheila standing back. “You never know, this could be your
future.”

Alice, shivering a little in
the cold air, pushed at the door. It needed an extra effort, as
some branches on the laurel hedge behind the wall obstructed the
door. As she stepped through, she was taken aback to see a wide,
overgrown lawn stretching some thirty yards in front of her
bordering a narrow gravel path. The path led to a wide,
single-storey building with large multi-paned windows on each side
of a huge door. The walls were covered in Virginia creeper and
there were large chimney stacks on each side of the roof.

“Good God, Sheila! The size of
it,” exclaimed Alice, as she stood in the pathway leading to the
front door. “It’s huge. Look at the hedges. Oh! There’s an
orchard.”

To the side of the front
garden, over a small hedge, was a large expanse of land stretching
back into the gloom dotted with many fruit trees all bare of
foliage, their branches rimmed in frost.

“Look at the front door,
Sheila, it’s massive. And the knocker! It’s a brass lion’s head!”
Alice exclaimed, pointing toward the door. “Let’s see in the
window. Giv’s a hand.” Supported by a smiling Sheila, Alice stepped
up onto the rocks on a flowerbed to peer through the paned window.
“It’s big, but there’s nothin’ in it. No! There’s an old bed
against the wall. Come on, Sheila, let’s look at the back. Gosh!
It’s getting cold.”

With the light dimming, they
walked past a broken gate into a large expanse of overgrown land
with fruit trees and various fruit bushes that dotted haphazardly
in the hard ground.

“An’ now we enter the well-kept
and bountiful orchard of Laurel Cottage,” announced Sheila in a BBC
voice. Laughing, Alice walked briskly along the side of the tall,
one-storey building, peering into darkened windows. Out of the
orchard and through another gateway, they noticed some ramshackle
sheds and some scurrying shapes.

“Look, they’re cats. Gosh,
there are lots of them,” exclaimed Sheila. “Have you seen enough
yet, Alice?” she asked, wishing she could start for home.

“No! Let’s go around the back.
Come on, don’t be a spoilsport, this is great.” The sheds and open
areas reminded Alice of her childhood in the country. They rounded
the rear of the cottage, stepping over crumbled walls and high
weeds. “Watch the nettles, Sheila,” Alice cautioned and stopped
suddenly. “Look! Look at the trees.” Stretching to the right of the
two women was a row of immense tall pine trees reaching up into the
darkening cloudless sky. “There’s another line of trees on the
other side of the field. Is this still part of the cottage? Gosh,
it’s huge,” Alice said in wonder. It was getting quite dark and
cold, and both women were shivering as they made their way back to
the road. As they stepped into the dimly lit lane, they were halted
by a herd of cows returning from a day out in the fields.

“God, look at them, Alice.
There’s hundreds of ’em,” exclaimed Sheila.

Snorting and farting with their
tails swishing, the shuffling and rolling sea of cows filled the
road with a cloud of steam rising from their hot bodies.

“Oh! Isn’t that lovely! Cows!
Gosh! They remind me of home,” exclaimed Alice.

“Watch yerself den, ladies,”
called the youngster herding the cattle, hitting the road with a
large stick. “Away wi’ ye now,” he shouted at the slow-moving
herd.

“Oh! Alice, do we have to walk
after them? They are doing their things on the road an’ I’m wearing
my good boots.”

“Come on, we’ll walk at the
side, should miss most of the dung,” suggested Alice, catching
Sheila’s hand and pulling her purposefully along the grass banking
at the roadside.

After waiting some twenty
minutes, the bus from Dublin to Dunlaoghaire arrived. As it was
full, they had to stand most of the way in the jolting, steamy,
overloaded interior and arrived back to the house cold and weary.
Alice was quite exhilarated with the day and, after another long
bus journey, she and the boys arrived home wet, weary, and
cold.

“Henry, you’ve just got to see
it. The house is lovely, it’s bigger than ’tis and there’s lots and
lots of land. You always wanted to grow your own veg. Let’s borrow
Sid Matthews’ car; he said we could have it whenever. I’ll
telephone him, and we could get a key for the cottage. I’ve worked
out how we could pay for it.”

With some further cajoling,
Henry raised his hands in defeat and agreed to have a look at the
cottage whenever it could be arranged. He hated having anything to
do with Sid Matthews. Sid was a racy bachelor who used people and
always had eyes for Alice. However, Alice could match Sid, played
along with him in his approaches, and felt it did no harm to Henry,
as it would keep him on his toes.

Late the following Saturday
morning, Henry, having travelled to Sid’s home in the north of the
city to collect the car, arrived at the front door in Ranelagh in a
smart Connaught Green Wolseley 12 with imposing headlights and
gleaming body.

In great excitement, after a
quick lunch, the family climbed onto the green leather seats, Jono
and Brendan in the back, and Alice in the front with the baby.
Henry fitted his large body behind the steering wheel and the five
of them headed out of the city suburbs and into the country.

For the two boys, the journey
seemed to go on for hours; they passed smoking factories and waste
ground. They drove along narrow streets with rows of houses on each
side; they passed churches, lots of shops, overtook a few horses
and carts, drove alongside a railway line, along the sea shore and
onto wider roads with big houses on each side. They drove past
fields, white-rimmed with frost, hedges, trees, and lots of birds
waving at them from the cloudy sky.

“We’re nearly there,” announced
Henry over his shoulder, as he took the Bray Road avoiding
Dunlaoghaire.

“There’s a sign to Killoughlin,
Henry. Should be near it now.” They turned down a wide road with
smart houses on each side. “There’s Moran’s, the pub. Now down to
the right past the shop. Stop at the green door in the wall.”
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