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Dublin Bay

Tides of Change, Book One

John Patrick


Chapter One

SEPTEMBER 1939

 

I was standing ankle-deep in the murky shallows of Dublin Bay when I first saw Otto Werner. The tide was receding and I was following its path, scraping mussels off the rocks of the breakwater with my dull knife. My feet pulled out of the thick mud with a suctioning plop each step I took. 

Otto stood at the far end of the pier above me, enduring the attentions of a woman—his mother, I guessed—as she fussed over him, tucking back his hair, straightening his tie, smoothing his lapels. He was nearly as tall as she was.

Just for a moment, a shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds and spotlighted him, a golden youth descended from heaven. 

He looked dressed for Mass, or a wake.

My vantage point was limited by the height of the piled rocks, and I needed a better look. I wedged my wooden bucket into a wide opening between boulders and pulled myself up, slipping on seaweed and scraping my side. 

The woman released him, smoothed the front of her coat, then placed one hand on top of his head, as if in benediction. Her other hand gripped her hat as a sudden gust threatened to lift it.

A man who had to be his father stood behind him, looking impatient. The man and his son were both tall, lean figures, with shockingly bright blond hair, although the youth would need to grow several more inches if he was to reach his father’s height. They wore hats of an unusual style. The man carried himself with authority and stood as if on parade. The son was gangly but tried to mirror his father’s pose now that he’d been released from his mother’s arms.

The Cambria mailboat was docked farther down, at the end of the pier, and when I pulled my eyes away from the youth, I noticed dozens of people waiting to board, along with stacked piles of trunks and packages staged for loading. All of the passengers were dressed in finery. 

It was an odd time for so many people to be traveling to Wales, less than two weeks after the declaration of war.

I climbed down and stepped back into the shallows to continue my work, moving deeper into the bay as I filled my bucket. The top of the breakwater was just above my head, and all sound from the shore was washed out by the waves breaking against the rocks ahead of me. The sun was suddenly bright again, and the harbor waters shifted from deep purple to green and silver. 

Once I’d filled my bucket with mussels, I added seawater and fixed the wooden lid to the top. I made my way back to dry land, green strands of rockweed clinging to my calves below my rolled-up trousers. Small cuts covered my fingers, and sandy grit smeared my face from when I’d leveraged myself up for a closer look at the people on the dock.

As I stepped from the narrow strip of stones above the tide line onto the pier itself, I saw the Cambria pulling away, steam whistling in a high shriek as the screws churned the water. Terns dove into the frothy mix. 

The man and his son were still standing on the dock.

I put my bucket down and stretched my shoulders, then picked it up and walked to the harbormaster’s station at the front of the pier. My dad’s cousin, Eamon, worked for the harbormaster, and he was leaning against the side of the building next to my bicycle, finishing the black bread and cheese I’d given him when I arrived. He waved forward the group of children waiting their turn at the rocks, and they raced toward the sand with their jumble of buckets and rakes.

Eamon eyed my haul. “Good take, Jimmy?” he asked between mouthfuls.

“Yes, and there’ll be plenty left for that gang too.” I nodded to the children disappearing down the mudflat. 

“Good. I don’t mind holding them off for you, but they need to get theirs too.” 

I righted my bike, and Eamon helped me fit the weighty bucket into the square metal cage above my rear tire. “What’s with the mailboat?” I asked. 

“That’s the Germans. We got word yesterday of some sort of deal to get them home. The ones who wanted to leave, anyway. Makes no sense to me. I’d rather sit the fighting out right here if I was them.”

I looked to my right, down the length of the dock, and saw the man and his son heading our way. It was obvious they were German now that I knew—sharp-angled faces and oddly cut clothes. Their hats made me think of the Alps. The son glanced back, once, at the Cambria as it made its way through the breakwater and into the bay. 

I turned back to Eamon. “Who do you think will win?”

“I don’t know. Plenty wouldn’t mind seeing the Germans give the English a good thrashing, that’s for sure,” he replied.

I thought of my older brother, Liam, who’d been spending a lot of time with his IRA pals before he joined the Irish Defense Force. There was no love lost between him and the English. My dad didn’t offer an opinion. “Keep your head down and tend to your own,” he’d say. “We’ll have enough on our plates with our own Emergency.” But then, he was often half lost in drink and spared little time thinking beyond the next glass.

“Right. We’ll just keep our heads down,” I told Eamon, echoing my father.

The man and his son had stopped at the street, beside a fancy black car with a small German flag on its antenna. The youth kept pointing at me as he spoke with his father. I supposed I looked a proper mess. 

I’d just gotten my bicycle rolling, not an easy task with thirty pounds of mussels on the back, when the man called out to me. 

“Boy. Stop a moment.” I barely avoided toppling over as I brought myself to an abrupt halt next to them. I stood on my toes, straddling the bike to keep it steady.

“Those are mussels, yes? Are they for sale?” he asked.

I didn’t say anything. They weren’t for sale; they were destined for our stewpot at home. Meat of any sort had become quite dear since the Emergency was announced, with rumors of rationing ahead. Most families like mine had resorted to scavenging what they could. And anyway, mussels were working-people food, so why would this German gentleman be interested? 

He must have read the suspicion in my eyes. “My son and I are celebrating our first night as bachelors.” He glanced at the young man next to him. “Isn’t that right, Otto?” Otto. A harsh, foreign-sounding name. Otto remained silent, studying me.

The man turned back to me and continued. “We had them once from a street vendor in France, and Otto loved them, but his mother wouldn’t permit them in the house. She said they were too common.” He seemed to realize that was a mistake, and he looked aside. “That is… I mean, Otto and I both liked them.”

When I didn’t respond, he asked, “How much do want for the whole bucket?”

I still hadn’t answered his question if they were for sale. The son—Otto—was staring at me. I had strands of seaweed wrapped around my legs, and my gritty hair was plastered to the side of my face. I was puzzling through the man’s accent, somehow crisply British yet guttural at the same time. I returned Otto’s stare, wondering if he would sound the same.

His piercing blue eyes didn’t leave mine as he took a step toward me and held out his hand. “I’m Otto,” he said.

Both of my hands had scrapes and cuts and were covered in sand and drying mud. There was no clean surface for me to wipe them.

“Otto…” his father began, before trailing off uncomfortably.

What else could I do? I extended my hand and, as lightly as I could without offending, closed it around his. “Jimmy,” I replied. Then, for some reason, I added, “James.”

“Hello, James. Would you sell your mussels to us? My father and I wouldn’t know where to buy them at the market.” His English was much better than his father’s but sounded more forced, perhaps because he spoke slowly, as if he wanted to be certain of each word before letting it out.

What was it about this strange, foreign youth that fascinated me? He looked to be about my age, sixteen or so. He was a good four inches taller though, and his skin was a smooth, rich cream, without scars or scrapes or sand or mud. He’d removed his hat and his blond curls shifted about in the wind.

His father spoke again and offered a ridiculous price for the bucket. We could buy a real Sunday roast with that, even carrots and potatoes, and have some to spare.

I schooled my expression. “Oh, sure, that’s a fair price for the lot of ’em,” I offered as casually as I could. 

The man seemed relieved. “Good,” he said and glanced at his son, as if seeking to confirm he’d done the right thing.

Otto’s wide smile was a surprise. It transformed him somehow.

Something ticked over deep inside me.

★

Mr. Werner—Otto had made the introductions—said they lived in Beggars Bush and provided the number for their town house. He asked if I’d be able to deliver the mussels right away. I said yes, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know the neighborhood and would most likely have been chased out had I ever dared enter in the first place.

Otto sensed my discomfort and came to my rescue, the first of many times he would do so. “Father, you go on ahead. It’s less than two miles. I’ll walk with James and show him the way.”

Mr. Werner looked uncertain. I tried to appear disinterested, though for reasons I didn’t understand—not then, anyway—I wanted to spend more time with Otto. Mr. Werner looked at my bike and the basket cage with the bucket and decided on the path of least resistance. This is something I would come to learn he did all the time.

“All right.” He gave Otto a stern look. “But straight home, yes?”

“Yes, Father, of course.”


Chapter Two

SEPTEMBER 1939

 

My heavily weighted bike was difficult to maneuver, so we walked slowly. It was a busy Saturday afternoon, warm for September, so we avoided the main shopping districts and instead hugged the curve of Dublin Bay, walking all the way up Strand Road and only cutting over once we reached Saint Mary’s.

Otto was lonely.

That was clear to me even then, when I first met him. There were no other German children in Dublin near his age, and his mother and sister had gone home. Otto was left with just his father for company, but Mr. Werner’s work at the German legation took more and more of his time now that the war had started.

“We’re not that important,” he declared at one point, after I’d asked about the car. I’d never been in a car and was curious what it felt like to ride in one. “We don’t usually get to use it. It’s just that the legation was taking people to the dock, and the driver offered to take us home.” 

“Will they be back? Your mother and sister, I mean?”

“When the war’s over, yes.”

We walked in silence for several blocks after that. I imagined we were both thinking about what the war might bring. I didn’t know any English people, or even other Irish from up north, so Otto was the first person I met whose country was actually “at war.”

“Did you want to stay here with your father, or did you want to go home?”

He looked at me and raised an eyebrow, as if surprised by the question. The sun had disappeared again, and a light mist filled the air, scented with the low tide of the bay. Drops of water clung to the tips of his pale eyebrows. “Oh, stay here, of course,” he replied. “It’s my duty. My father says I must learn English and your culture. The Reich will need young people like me in the future.”

“But we’re not English,” I said. 

He didn’t respond to that. Instead, he asked me about myself. 

“I live in Saint Agatha’s Parish, in the North Strand.” I looked at the stately buildings gracing the neighborhood around us and didn’t mention that my entire family lived in three rooms carved out of a decrepit mansion a hundred years old, or that there was no indoor toilet or running water. 

“I just finished my secondary education at the O’Connell School,” I added and waited for his reaction. It was a good school, and I was proud of my accomplishment. I hoped to find a respectable, middle-class job. But I’d had no luck so far. Everyone who talked to me about a job saw only a poor boy from the tenements.

Otto hadn’t heard of Saint Agatha’s, the North Strand, or the O’Connell School. We lived in different worlds. 

As we walked deeper into the city, away from the bay, we attracted more and more attention. I stopped. “Hold my bike steady for a second.” He did, and I bent over to brush the dried strands of seaweed from my calves, then rolled down my trouser legs. There was nothing I could do about the sand clogs I was wearing; I hadn’t brought my shoes. I scrubbed my hands through my hair, releasing a cloud of grit. I had wavy black hair with tinges of red, and after combing my fingers through it, I thought it felt more or less in place.

Otto looked at me critically. 

“Better,” he said. He reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a white handkerchief. “Here, you can clean your face and hands.”

I opened the lid of my bucket and dipped the cloth into the seawater. I wiped much of the dried mud off my face and hands, then stuffed the cloth in my pocket. “I’ll get this cleaned and return it to you.”

“No, please. Keep it.”

★

We reached Otto’s building—a long terrace of granite apartments trimmed in marble. His door was in the middle of the block, beyond a small courtyard. I looked around for a place to put my bike.

“We’re going to continue around the block to the back entrance.”

Of course. A separate entrance for servants and boys carrying mussels. I was glad I hadn’t come alone.

We made our way down the long block of flats, around a corner, and halfway down the back alley. “This is it,” Otto said, pushing open a low iron gate and stepping into a small back garden. He held the gate open for me, and I rolled my bike through.

There was a coal truck farther down the alley, and a dairy cart just entering behind it. “This way.” Otto approached the back door. I recognized the leafy tops of carrots and turnips in the garden around us, but otherwise the various patches of green meant nothing to me. The door opened into a wood-framed shed that had been built onto the back of the stone building. “You can bring your bike in here.” 

I had to first remove the bucket, as entering the room required stepping over a stone threshold, and maneuvering my bike over the ledge with the unbalanced weight on the back would have been tricky. Once we were inside, with the bucket settled on the floor and my bicycle propped against the wall, Otto closed the outside door and crossed the narrow width of the room to an interior door. He opened it and stepped through, then held it for me. “Come in, please.” He extended his arm into the space.

I picked up the mussels and made my way through the shed, walking past gardening tools and stacked wooden crates, many labeled in German. When I stepped through the door, I found myself in a kitchen and washroom. There was a four-burner oven that had to be gas fed, as there was no space for wood or coal. Two washbasins stood side by side against one wall, and a large bathing tub filled a corner. Cabinets and cupboards lined the walls. 

I’d never seen such a fine thing.

Across the room, up two steps, was another closed door. Otto walked toward it. “Come through. We’ll go find Father.”

“I can’t go in there!” I replied in a slightly panicked tone. Even if I were clean, it wouldn’t have been appropriate.

Otto looked startled at first, then seemed to realize what he had suggested. “Right. Well”—he looked around the room—“at least tell me how I’m supposed to cook these.”

“What? You’re going to cook them?” 

“Well, yes. My mother and sister do all the cooking, normally. But they’ve gone home now. My father would eat at the pub all the time, but I don’t like going there too much.” He ran a hand through his hair and looked down at the floor. “I think we make people uncomfortable.”

I looked around the kitchen, as if an answer might magically appear. I knew nothing of cooking. There was an old masonry fireplace in one of my family’s three rooms, and when there was fuel of some sort, there was usually a stewpot hanging there. But that was the extent of what I knew about preparing food. And there hadn’t been fuel for some time now. 

“I don’t know,” I told him. “You just dump them into the pot with whatever’s stewing.” At least, that’s what my mother was going to do with them. “What do you have? Potatoes or onions? Cabbage, maybe?”

Otto looked alarmed. “No. We have none of that. That’s not the way they made it in France. It just came in a bowl, in some sort of a broth. With bread too.” He looked at the table where a leftover heel of bread sat, probably from the family’s morning breakfast. “I didn’t plan this very well, did I? Father won’t be happy.” 

He dug into his pocket and pulled out a few coins. “Here,” he said, handing them to me. I looked at them in my palm, more money than I’d ever held before. “This is what my father promised you for the mussels.” He paused a moment. “It’s more than it should be, isn’t it?”

“Maybe just a little,” I allowed.

He smiled again. “Don’t worry. It’s okay; I just need to know how things work if I’m going to be managing the household.”

I pocketed the money, and we both stood looking at each other. Was Otto also thinking of a way to keep our meeting going? I thought he was.

A plan began to take shape in my mind.

“Listen,” I said to him. “Put the mussels in the sink and cover them with cold water. That will pull out the sand. My mother’s a great cook. She’ll know what to do. I can ask her.” That was a lie, nothing more than a delaying tactic. “And then I can come back to help you, maybe?”

Otto reached forward and, for the second time, grasped my hand, using both of his. “Oh, James, that would be wonderful. I can’t thank you enough. I want my father to be able to trust me.”

I doubted my mother knew anything about making mussels in this French way, but it was a start, and gave me an excuse to come back. Otto placed the stopper in the sink and turned the faucet. Water began pouring out. I’d heard of this but had never seen it. It was like a small indoor pump, but without a handle. What a marvel!

I carried the bucket to the sink and carefully tilted it so the mussels slid into the water. 

“Let these sit for a couple of hours. I’ll be back, and we’ll get you all sorted.”

★

The North Strand was a different world than Beggars Bush, but only a couple of miles separated them, and I was home in no time.

At first glance, the buildings on my street looked even more grand than the one Otto lived in. A hundred years ago, each of these buildings had housed a wealthy family and their servants, but over the last decades they’d been chopped into smaller and smaller living quarters. My family’s building housed nearly a dozen families, some crammed into just one room. There was one privy out back for everyone, along with a water pump and a shed where a few pigs were kept.

I dashed through the front door and scrambled up three flights, lifting my bike over the heads of a group of boys playing on the second landing. The hallway was dark, and I stumbled to the end where our flat was, praying I didn’t step in anything on the way. I pushed open the door. “Ma,” I called.

She came around the corner, a short woman with sharp eyes in a dirt-smudged face. Her hands were blackened, and she wiped them on a cloth tied to her waist as she came into the room. “I managed a little coal to heat the stewpot—” She looked up at me. “Jimmy, where are the mussels?”

I ignored her and went to the table, pushed aside a pile of sewing, and withdrew the coins from my pocket. “Look!” I exclaimed, placing them on the table.

Her eyes widened as she came closer. She reached forward and fingered the coins apart, counting. “Where did you get this?” I tried to ignore the note of fear and suspicion in her voice. I didn’t blame her. Seeing the coins together like this on our table made it so real.

“I sold the mussels.” Even as I said it, I realized that would only increase her concern. No one would pay that much money for a bucket of mussels.

“This is more money than your father earns in a week at the foundry. Don’t you lie to me, James Brennan.” She gave me the stare.

“I’m not lying,” I insisted. “There were a bunch of Germans at the dock, leaving on the mailboat. Eamon said there was some deal worked out to get them home. Anyway, this one guy stayed, and he said his kid wanted mussels. And he offered to buy my bucket from me, and this is what he offered.” 

Even then I felt a twinge of…something…referring to Otto as “his kid.” Some deep instinct urged me to hide him.

“But…” My mother looked at the coins again. “That’s more than enough for all the mussels in Dublin Bay.”

“I know, but there’s more. He needs me to cook them for him. He wants to have what he had in France once.” I felt a little bit bad about the deception. Cooking the mussels had been my idea, not Mr. Werner’s. And the money was still outrageous, even with the work of cooking them. 

And, well, it wasn’t a lie, not exactly. The lies would come later, piles and piles of them.

“Can you tell me how to make French mussels? So I can go back and finish the job?”

My mother was a shrewd woman, and although she still looked at me suspiciously, I could see her calculating. “Why doesn’t his wife cook them?” she asked.

“She went back to Germany because of the war. Just this morning. Right before he bought the mussels from me. He hasn’t…figured things out yet, I think.” And Otto needs me to do this for him, I didn’t say out loud.

“I have no idea what French mussels are,” my mother said. I was about to protest—surely she could tell me something—but she continued. “Annabelle is in the basement with the laundry. Go down and tell her to come up. Give yourself a wash when you’re down there, then come back.” She picked up the coins and put them in her apron pocket. 

I didn’t know what her plan was, but I didn’t stay to ask. I ran down to the basement, where there were a few shared washing tubs and a large stove for heating water. Annabelle was a year older than me and took on whatever jobs she could—mostly laundry and sewing. There were several women working in the basement, laughing with one another as they scrubbed against washboards in the tubs. I gave Bella her instructions, then poured a large bucket of water into a basin. “Hey,” protested Clara. She was one of four daughters who lived in the room below ours.

“I’ll replace it as soon as I’m finished and fill another for you as well,” I told her, stripping off my shirt and trousers, leaving me in just my drawers. I grabbed a rag and began to scrub myself clean.

One of the older ladies gave me a once-over and said, “He makes a fine lad to look at, Clara.”

They all laughed at that, and I sped through my washing, dunking my entire head under at the end and giving it a good scrub.

When I was done, I put my shirt back on but left my gritty trousers on top of Bella’s laundry pile and ran to the rear yard, where I filled two buckets and returned to deliver them to Clara, who offered me a pretty smile and blushed.

Upstairs, my mom was laying out a clean white apron on the bed, and she told me to put my Sunday trousers on. “I sent Annabelle up to Mrs. Gleason. She worked in that fancy restaurant kitchen. If anyone knows how to make French mussels, it’ll be her.” She handed me a few of the coins I’d received from Otto. “You’re going to take your sister back to those Germans, and she’s going to cook their meal. And make sure she does a good job. If the man’s foolish enough to pay this kind of money for mussels, he might be foolish enough to pay more for the service.

“Use this to buy whatever your sister tells you she needs, and get a stewing chicken and turnips for us on your way back. A real chicken tonight, Jimmy! Such luck.”


Chapter Three

SEPTEMBER 1939

 

Bella and I made our way across the city, stopping at a nicer market square than the one serving our neighborhood. Thankfully, Mrs. Gleason knew about French mussels and told Bella what she’d need, along with the substitutions we could use if we had to. Butter was the only easy one. After that there was something called garlic, and if we couldn’t find garlic, we could use something called shallots. If desperate, we could use leeks. “Just the white parts,” Mrs. Gleason cautioned.

Then there was the cooking wine. Cooking wine! Whoever heard of such a thing? Sherry would work if we couldn’t find the cooking wine and, if desperate, Guinness. 

And it didn’t stop at that. There were herbs too—parsley or basil. “But don’t get clever,” Mrs. Gleason warned. “Better nothing if you can’t find those.” Finally, she told us a good bakery should have a long loaf of French bread, which we would toast and serve with lots of butter.

We spent nearly an hour at the market, going from stall to stall, but in the end, we emerged with butter, leeks, Guinness, a big round loaf of Irish black bread, and no herbs. We decided we would just make do.

By the time we got to Otto’s, I’d convinced myself our inadequate supplies would be a disaster. At the alley gate, Bella stopped and carefully removed the white apron she’d folded under her coat, slipped it on, and tied it neatly in the back. She twirled once in front of me and laughed. “What do you think, Jimmy? I make a likely cook, don’t I?”

Before I could I respond, the door opened, and Otto stepped out to greet us. He must have been waiting at the kitchen window. 

“You came back,” he exclaimed, relief clear in his voice.

“Of course we did. Told you we would, didn’t I?” Bella and I stepped through the gate, and my sister immediately proved how clever she could be at subterfuge. “Oh, lovely!” she said, scanning across the herb garden. “That’s parsley, isn’t it?” She glanced up at Otto as she asked the question, not giving away the fact that she had no idea what parsley might look like.

“Yes,” Otto replied. “My mother did have parsley here.” He walked over to a patch of tiny flat-leaved greens. “They’re getting old now, in September.”

“Would you mind terribly if we used some? I wasn’t able to find any at the market, and parsley finishes off a dish of French mussels nicely.” Bella smiled up at him.

“Please do,” he replied. “Miss—?”

“Otto, this is my sister, Annabelle Brennan. She’s going to cook your dinner this evening.”

★

After the introductions were made, we went into the kitchen. Bella tried for a look of professional detachment, but she couldn’t help gaping as she looked about the space, her eyes sparkling.

“There should be snipping shears right in that drawer, Annabelle,” Otto told my sister, indicating the top drawer on a blue-painted cabinet between the stove and the washbasins. “Help yourself to whatever you’d like from the garden. Anything you don’t find useful will all just go to waste at this point.” He turned back to me. “I’m afraid it’ll be pub dinners for my father and me from here on in.” He grimaced. “How long will it be before the mussels are ready? I’d like to tell him when to expect dinner.” 

“I’ll need an hour,” said Bella.

“Perfect. I’ll leave you to it, then.” He headed to the door and opened it. “I’m so glad you came back,” he called over his shoulder.

Once Otto had shut the door behind him, Bella turned to me, grinning. “Oh, Jimmy,” she exclaimed, beginning to turn in a circle with her arms held wide. “What a space. We could live here! Running water, and a bathing tub, and…is that a gas oven?” She hurried over to it. “How does it work?”

“I think you just turn the knob and put a match to that hole down there, and the flame lights. I imagine those burners on the top work the same way.”

Bella noticed the tall and narrow wooden cabinet with thick double doors in the far corner. “What’s in there?” she asked me.

“Go see for yourself,” I told her, folding my arms against my chest and leaning back against the counter, smiling in anticipation. I wanted to see her reaction.

She opened the door on the right side of the cabinet and immediately slammed it shut when she felt the cold air. She whipped around to face me. “An icebox,” she whispered in awe.

I’d looked inside when I was here earlier. There was a bottle of milk on the bottom shelf and just a sliver of ice left in the box on top. It had been mostly emptied, probably by Otto’s mother before she left. It was clear no one expected the Werner men to do any shopping and cooking, and if Mr. Werner had any plans beyond eating at the pub, he hadn’t shared them with Otto. 

“It’s the future, Jimmy! We’re looking at the future.”

“Somebody’s future, that’s for sure.”

★

The meal turned out to be a success. 

Bella shared with me all of Mrs. Gleason’s instructions, and between the two of us we managed to sauté the leeks without burning them, reduce the Guinness by half, and steam the mussels in the fragrant broth. I sliced and toasted the black bread in the oven, and when Otto came back, he showed Bella how to plate it. She finished it off by sprinkling the chopped parsley over the dish and placing a thick slab of butter on a small plate.

It looked and smelled extraordinary.

“Do you know how to serve?” Otto asked my sister. I couldn’t take offense at his question. Neither of us had ever stepped foot in a real dining room before, and Otto must have sensed we were unfamiliar with the finer points of domestic service.

“What? Good heavens, no! I’ve never done such a thing.” She looked at me in panic. “You didn’t tell me I’d have to go in there.”

“I didn’t know,” I responded and turned to Otto. “Is this necessary? Bella thought she was just cooking.”

“I have a plan,” Otto said mysteriously. “It will be easy, Annabelle. Here’s what we’ll do.” Otto took both bowls of mussels and put them on a large serving tray. He took another tray from inside the blue cabinet and placed two small plates, two empty bowls, and the butter on it. As he did so, he instructed my sister on a series of rules for serving at table. Where to put the plates and bowls, how to arrange the utensils and glasses. I could see Bella becoming overwhelmed.

So could Otto. “Never mind,” he said. “Just do your best. Give me a couple of minutes to make sure we’re both seated, then come in with the platter of mussels and put it on the sideboard—”

“The what?” Bella interrupted. 

“The sideboard. It’s the narrow table against the far wall. Just walk around the table, to your left…” At my sister’s panicked look, he trailed off. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Just make sure you put my father’s food in front of him first, then serve me. You can do that, right?”

“Yes…” Bella replied, sounding uncertain.

“And put the empty bowls next to our plates for the shells. The butter and the basket of bread go in the middle between us. That’s it.” He beamed at Bella. She nodded uncertainly.

“But why are you asking her to do all this?” I asked.

Otto turned back to me. “We can’t eat every meal at the pub. I’m going to try to convince my father to have you come back and do this again.”

Bella and I looked at each other and tried to conceal our excitement. “I can help you carry, Bella,” I said.

“No,” Otto said. “You need to stay out of sight.” At my frown, he continued, “I told him I found an experienced cook to come today.” Bella blanched at that. “It’ll be okay,” Otto said to her. “He’s not fussy, and he’ll be thrilled to be served at table. I just don’t want him to know yet that you’re James’s sister.”

“You’re going by James now?” Bella asked me.

“Let’s stay focused on what’s important here,” I responded, hoping my blush didn’t show. “All right, off you go. I’ll listen at the door, and when I hear you and your father, I’ll send in Annabelle.” 

Otto gave us a nod and headed into the dining room. Bella was taking deep breaths, and I leaned against the door, listening. After a moment, I heard them settle into place, so I picked up the tray with the mussels and held it out for my sister, who steadied herself and took it from me; then I went and opened the door for her. “Remember,” I whispered, “put the tray down on the sideboard first, then bowls in front of Mr. Werner, then Otto. And straight back. You can do this!”

“Thank you, James,” she said, cocking an eyebrow before disappearing into the dining room.

I busied myself fussing over the next tray, but Otto had already arranged everything on it. Bella came back in and took the tray from my hands and then swept out the room. She was gone longer this time, and I heard Mr. Werner’s voice at one point. Then, more loudly from Otto as Bella was coming back into the kitchen, “Thank you, Annabelle. We’ll call for you if we need anything else.”

Bella collapsed into the chair by the table, shaking with nerves. We both started giggling. When we got that out of our systems, I asked, “How did it go? What did he say?”

“He asked how a filthy, potato-grubbing peasant had gotten into his house.” My eyes widened in shock, even though I quickly realized she was kidding.

“Bella…”

“He said, ‘This smells wonderful, miss. I’m glad my son brought you in to cook for us.’ They have strange accents, don’t they, the both of them?”

“I suspect your German would sound worse,” I replied. “What did you say? Did you thank him?”

“Well, Otto didn’t tell me anything about talking, did he? So I just smiled, and…I think I might have tried to curtsy.”

“Jesus! You weren’t carrying anything when you tried that, were you?”

“Language, James,” she admonished me. “Well, I didn’t fall over, but I’m afraid I might have looked less than gracious—more like a girl with bad monthlies.” This comment got us laughing again. I didn’t realize how much tension we’d built up. 

“What next, though?” she asked. “Otto didn’t say anything about clearing or cleaning up.”

“Let’s clean up these pots at least, quietly so we don’t disturb the Werners.” We did, and before long, the door opened, and Otto stepped through, a huge smile on his face. My stomach made a strange little flip to see it. 

“That was perfect,” he said excitedly. “I asked my father if he’d have you back to make Sunday dinner for us this weekend, and he agreed!” I squeezed Bella’s hand. He turned to me. “And if you can gather mussels for us again on Sunday, James, he’d like that too.” Bella’s clasp tightened in mine. “Since he was so pleased with dinner, I didn’t mind telling him that Annabelle was your sister. He’ll be in to arrange things. In the meantime, Annabelle, you can come in and clear the plates.”

Bella hurried back into the dining room, leaving Otto and me alone. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I had the impression that you might appreciate the work. There’s no obligation, of course, if you’d prefer she not do this.”

“Oh, but I do appreciate it. Annabelle is always looking for work.” 

“And I’ll be happy to see you back with her too, James,” Otto added. It could have been his language skills that made that sound…odd, somehow. But whatever it was, it reflected my own feelings. 

Bella came back carrying a tray with empty bowls and plates; then she returned to the dining room, holding the door for Mr. Werner as he came into the kitchen.

“Well,” he said to me, “I’d hardly recognize you without half of Dublin Bay stuck to you.” 

“Yes, sir. Harvesting mussels is a dirty business for sure.” 

“Father, I don’t think you were properly introduced at the dock. This is James Brennan. You’ve met his sister, Annabelle.”

“Yes,” he said and did not offer to shake my hand. “You’re a fortunate young man to have a sister who knows how to cook, Brennan. She did a very competent job.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied as Bella made her way back into the kitchen with the bowls of shells.

“I understand she would be available to do this again on Sunday? Those damn closing hours at the pub on Sunday afternoons are very inconvenient.” 

Otto cast a quick apologetic glance at Annabelle for his father’s use of language.

“Yes, sir, she’s an excellent cook and in high demand.” I briefly wondered if two lies in one statement was better or worse than two separate lies.

Mr. Werner nodded. “My wife took care of all these things. Otto has convinced me we’ll need more support than I was considering. I’ll confess I don’t know the prevailing wages for a cook’s services…?”

I saw Bella freeze at the sink. Why hadn’t we discussed this? I had no idea what a cook earned either, but I knew it was a prized job, as much for the food scraps as the coins. I began spluttering when Otto spoke up.

“Father, she spent nearly as much time here cooking, serving, and cleaning as her brother did collecting our food. It’s women’s work, and easier, but I would think half of what you’d paid for James’s services would be appropriate?”

It was my turn to freeze. Did Otto know what he was suggesting? That was more than Bella would earn during a month of sewing and laundry. I felt myself beginning to panic—I liked Otto and didn’t want to take unfair advantage. At least not too unfair. I was about to suggest something more reasonable when Mr. Werner agreed.

“Quite right, son. Give the young man the coins for his sister’s service.”

With that, Mr. Werner nodded to me and retreated back into the house. Otto took the coins out of his pocket and placed them carefully in my palm, letting his fingertips rest for a moment on my calloused palm. “I know. It’s a lot. It’s okay,” he whispered so quietly that I didn’t think Bella heard over her washing.

★

After confirming with Otto that his offer to take whatever greens we’d like from the garden was serious, we collected parsnips and carrots, then headed home, stopping at the nicer market again for a stewing chicken. I also bought a few pounds of beef bones and onions. It was traditional in our building that when someone came upon good fortune, there would be a communal stewpot in the basement. 

Tomorrow, even the poorest of us would have a rich bowl of beef broth and vegetables.

My mother was thrilled with Bella’s success and the fact that she’d been invited back on Sunday. I gave her the change from our shopping, as well as the pay I received for Bella’s work. We’d never had so much money in hand before, and my mother tucked it away in her sewing box.

Without any discussion, we all assumed we wouldn’t share the news with my father.

He was not reliable with money, especially when he’d been drinking.

He could also be mean. I think Bella was the only one in the family who hadn’t felt the crunch of his fist at some point. It was worse when he drank, and that year, he’d begun drinking more than he used to. Last winter, on my sixteenth birthday, when he’d shoved my mother for letting the whiskey supply run out, I hit him back. Liam intervened before things got out of control, but it was close.

At one point, my mother convinced my dad’s cousin, Eamon, to go to the foundry where my father worked and ask them to pay his wages directly to her. It wasn’t an uncommon story—a man drinking away his wages before his family ever saw them—but the factory refused. 

My mother developed a clever coping strategy. When my father’s drinking and abuse began to escalate, she would disappear into the confessional with Father Flannery for a long time, far longer than would normally be necessary. We would all begin to fidget, kneeling out in our pew, awaiting our turn with the priest, wondering what sins a woman like my mother could possibly be confessing. 

“Sins of the heart,” I said to Bella on one such occasion, loud enough that my father could hear. “I bet she’s confessing anger and resentment.”

Sure enough, she would eventually emerge, and my father would drag himself into the confessional, only to come out later, stricken and shamed. Things would be better for a week or so, until the cycle started again.

The night of our financial windfall, my mother explained the chicken dinner by saying that I’d picked up daywork, which was true in its way.

★

Liam wasn’t home that week to enjoy our good fortune. He was deployed by the Defense Forces on coastal fortification work in preparation for either an English or a German invasion. Both seemed about as likely, and the people of Dublin were divided on which would be the lesser evil.


Chapter Four

SEPTEMBER 1939

 

Bella spent much of the following week with Mrs. Gleason, learning what she could of the kitchen arts while my mother and I strategized about how to ensure Bella might be invited back to serve on Sundays regularly. With last week’s earnings, we bought her a proper cook’s cap and a presentable pair of indoor shoes. 

We still had enough left over to put in a healthy store of potatoes, cabbage, and root vegetables and to make another pot of chicken stew, which we shared generously with Mrs. Gleason. Rumors of rationing had pushed prices up on everything, and some food staples were becoming hard to find. Even middle-class women were standing in long lines outside of shops, but the newspapers said it was caused by hoarding, as no rationing had gone into effect yet. 

I found odd jobs as I could. It had been over a year since I’d graduated from the O’Connell School with my secondary certificate, but I’d yet to find any work in the office-based fields I was now qualified for. No one would look beyond my poverty.

Instead, I relied on occasional work as a day laborer and would harvest shellfish from the bay when no other work was to be found. That week, I laid bricks at one of the new council housing buildings going up around the city and fantasized about how it would be to live in one.

By Saturday night, Bella and I had worked ourselves into quite a state. She was nervous and excited, and so was I. I fooled myself into believing it was because of the importance of the increased income. Seeing Otto again had nothing to do with it.

The plan for Sunday was that immediately after Mass I would head to the bay to harvest the mussels, and Bella would prepare herself at home. 

But, instead, I ended up committing a sacrilege.

It started in the wee hours of Sunday morning, when I was abruptly awakened from a deep sleep. I’d been dreaming of harvesting mussels, plodding through the sucking mud of the bay, reaching high overhead to scrape and cut the mollusks off the breakwater. Unexpectedly, Otto was with me, harvesting by my side. It was a warm day and we both went without shirts, sand and grit sticking to our chests. Otto was right next to me, almost touching. I could feel the breath of his exertions and hear his soft grunts as he worked. He looked up, over my shoulder behind me, and said, “I want that one.” He smiled and reached up over my head toward the rocks above me, leaning into me as he did so, his chest taut against mine.

I startled awake, gasping, feeling myself spend in my drawers, pulse after pulse. Next to me, my father let out a choked snort and rolled over, puffing cheap whiskey and tobacco into my face. Thank God, my brother wasn’t home. Even sleeping crosswise at the base of the bed, as he tended to do, he would have known. 

Then the horror of the timing struck me. It was Sunday morning. I’d confessed yesterday and Mass was just a few hours away. I couldn’t receive Communion after having sinned without confessing first. I thought about what I knew of sins, both from the priests and from the schoolyard. 

I supposed this might not have been a mortal sin, if I wasn’t aware that it was happening, if I’d played no role other than being “steeped in lust,” as Father Flannery would say. But he was clear on this. The sin of self-abuse was a mortal sin if done intentionally and for pleasure; it perverted God’s plan and made a mockery of the sacred procreative act.

Perhaps I’d only pissed the bed? Both my father and my brother, deep in drink, had done that. It was disgusting and annoying, but not a sin. I rubbed my fingertips together and felt the oily slickness and realized that no, I hadn’t pissed the bed. And, given the mess in my hands, I must have played some role. 

No, it was certain. I had sinned.

★

I’d confessed the sin of self-abuse to Father Flannery nearly every week since I was twelve. I imagined most boys did, and he probably tired of hearing it. It was always a perfunctory affair. “Resist evil in your heart, child. Say ten Hail Marys.” But this was different. Otto made it different. Would I need to confess the nature of my dream? 

Again, I felt an instinctual need to keep Otto hidden from the world, even from the confessional. Or, perhaps, specifically from the confessional.

But what to do? If I’d committed a mortal sin, I couldn’t take Communion, and to ask Father for an emergency confession on a Sunday morning, when he was preparing for Mass, was a heavy burden to put on him. But sitting out Communion had its own risks, as everyone notices and rumors spread. 

I decided to get up early and hurry to Saint Michael’s Parish, where no one knew me. I would beg a confession from the priest there and make it back to Saint Agatha’s in time for Mass. 

It didn’t work out that way. The priest at Saint Michael’s had no time for me, and the same was true at Saint Brigid’s. By the time I got home, I was late to Mass and ended up taking Communion anyway, compounding my mortal sin with intentional sacrilege and thereby most likely damning my soul to hell.

Later, I’d come to learn that the priests were right. Sin really does build upon sin.


Chapter Five

SEPTEMBER 1939

 

Having started down the path of sin and sacrilege, was it any surprise that I added pride, or maybe it was hubris, to my spiritual burden that morning?
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