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To Tom Carlson

My love


PROLOGUE

EVERY TIME I RETURN TO Boston, I realize now, I am looking for my parents. Will he come quickly around the corner? That handsome young copper with the brilliant blue eyes and confident swagger? Will I, in some mystical way, time frozen in 1953, see him again? Daddy.

Will the wished-for dream continue as I catch one more glimpse of the pretty mother of three pushing her baby’s carriage along the Strand in South Boston? Will I see the darling little boy who always held on to the carriage handle? And the little girl who loved to lead the way just a few-skips ahead? Does she dream of seeing me too? Mummy.

There really isn’t any reason for me to walk and walk through the city of Boston, up and down the upper-crust streets of Beacon Hill and across the vast Common, which was my father’s beat when he was a rookie policeman. Or stroll working-class South Boston’s tight-knit Irish neighborhoods and treasured beaches and stop to light candles at Saint Augustine and Gate of Heaven churches, in memory of my loved ones. No reason, other than to say, I miss them and I miss the diamond days.

“Diamond Days” is an Irish song that refers to cherished times, and that is how I remember my Boston Irish Catholic childhood’s bygone days of love and promise.

And then there’s the red coat—an enduring legacy from both sides of the city …


And I’ll love the memories of the diamond days.

I’ll keep a candle burning, ’til we sing again, the diamond days.

JIMMY MACCARTHY




PART I


CHAPTER 1

What fills the eye fills the heart.

IRISH PROVERB

NORAH KING STOOD STRAIGHT IN her black stockings, black, low-heeled, laced work shoes, navy-blue skirt, white blouse, and full, starched white apron, her thick, auburn-gray hair piled neatly on top of her head in a bun. “Mrs. Parker … may I please have a moment of your time?”

Caroline was stunned to hear one of the floor washers say her name, and surprisingly pleased by the soft Irish brogue in which it was said.

“Mrs. Parker, first of all I want you to know it isn’t my way to be listenin’ to the conversations ’round about me … still, I couldn’t help but overhear you’re givin’ that fine red coat away to the poor. And isn’t that a good heart you have now, to be thinkin’ of others?”

Norah and Mary had been keenly eyeing the elegant garment all morning long. Both knew it would be out of place for Norah, a domestic, to request the coat for her daughter, and doing so could possibly put an end to any future work in the brownstone mansion. However, Norah deeply loved her firstborn; so grateful was she for the girl’s uncomplaining nature and helping ways that maternal love overtook propriety. And when Mrs. Parker hurried across the damp entry floor on tiptoe, carrying a vase of fresh flowers from the kitchen to the parlor, Norah stood, wiped her rough, wet hands on her apron, and stepped forward.

The mother of nine had a lump in her throat for what she was about to ask, but self-respect brought her shoulders back, while resolve took a breath, and pride held her chin up. “If it would be all right with yourself, could I please have that beautiful red coat for my daughter, Rosemary?” Norah put her right hand in her apron pocket, placed her left hand over her wrist, and waited.
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It was early April, and Caroline Adams Parker busily ordered her housekeeper, caretaker, and cook about the task of spring cleaning with the goal of having everything in order by tomorrow, Palm Sunday. Earlier in the week, curtains and drapes were removed from every window—even the one in the small cellar door—laundered and pressed, or sent out to the drycleaners. Each multi-paned window upstairs sparkled after being washed the day before by Palowski & Son’s–Best Window Cleaners in The Commonwealth, as the sign on their paneled truck advertised. They would finish the job this morning.

Caroline firmly believed in hiring skilled help for specific house maintenance jobs: gardeners, window cleaners, painters, and now floor washers, two Irish women who usually scrubbed the floors of her husband’s company, Parker Shipping, after hours on weeknights, had come in from South Boston for the day. Norah King and Mary Callanan both had large families and saw the opportunity to work on Saturday as heaven-sent and a chance to earn a little something extra to help with the children’s Easter clothes.

The Parkers’ live-in help, husband and wife, Rolf and Hilda, were immensely grateful for their employer’s delegation of heavier tasks, so unlike the fate of many other live-ins on Boston’s Beacon Hill, most of them European immigrants. There was prestige in hiring German, French, and Swedish. But not the Italians, unless one needed marble work or fine woodcarving, nor the Irish, though everybody knew no one did laundry better than they did. Years ago, Caroline’s mother, Rebecca Meriwether Adams—proper and kind-hearted, diminutive in stature but enormously particular—had a white, Chinese rice-linen tablecloth that had been badly stained with red wine. The predicament birthed a favorite family story, which Caroline repeated to Hilda as they sat at the dining room table slipping damask napkins into ivy-embossed silver rings for that evening’s dinner party. The Irish women, working nearby but unseen, heard every word.
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From time to time Boston’s gleaming State House dome received a fresh coat of 23.5k gold leaf. Despite canvas-draped scaffolding tiny golden flakes would whirl down Beacon Street. Legend has it, that at the turn of the century, and within hours of his arrival in Boston, a hopeful Italian immigrant thought he saw gold floating in the air. And when he walked into a North End boarding house, the young widowed owner interpreted his “golden hair and shoulders” as an answer to her prayers and a sign that he would be her next husband. They were wed within weeks.
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“My mother was absolutely convinced she’d never be able to use that cloth again. Then Pru Walker suggested she borrow their laundress, Mrs. Finnerty, who wasn’t a bit worried about getting that stain out. And she did. It’s perfect. The Irish are positively magical at bringing lost causes back to life.”

Norah and Mary shook their heads.

Hilda, aware of the scrubwomen’s location, felt the need to redeem Mrs. Parker’s somewhat patronizing account.

“Ya, Mrs. Parker, your mother, she was right. Those Irish ladies have already begun their magic. The entry floor shines like the State House dome.”

Kitchen cupboards, even the pantry, and every single closet in the house, were cleared of anything Caroline considered clutter, including her daughter’s red wool coat.

“Imagine, Hilda, the girl only wore it for a season, and that was two years ago. No sense in having it take up space.” With that she handed the coat to her trusted, long-term housekeeper. “And Hilda, put this on the entry settee with the other things, will you, please?”

After the coat had been placed on the settee, just three feet away from where Mary and Norah were on their hands and knees, scrubbing the black-and-white-marble entry floor, Norah whispered, “And wouldn’t that beautiful red coat look grand on my Rosemary?” She dipped her scrub-brush in a bucket of suds and back again to the floor. “Sure and you’ve seen her wearin’ the dull brown tweed for years, and now it’s so threadbare we won’t be handin’ it down to her sisters. And haven’t they said so themselves?” Picturing the pretty faces of her Kay and Rita, she smiled and kept scrubbing. “Oh, God in heaven, wouldn’t I love to be bringin’ that fine coat through me front door for Rosemary.”

Earlier that day, just as the window washers were arriving, Caroline happened to gaze across the street and saw her neighbor, Eleanor Brewster, standing by the elm tree in front of her own house.

“Hello, Eleanor. My, you’re up and about early this morning.”

“Hello, Caroline. I needed a breath of fresh air, and perhaps a little conversation, but it appears you’re rather busy.”

“Simply spring cleaning. I stepped out for fresh air as well. The house positively reeks of pine, which will, of course, be lovely once it calms down. Please, come in for a cup of coffee. Everything’s in such disarray, but we’ll have at least twenty minutes before they get to the kitchen floor and windows.”

“Perfect. Nanny should have the baby dressed and ready for our walk by then. Are you sure you can spare the time, Mrs. Parker?”

“For goodness sake, Eleanor, you must call me Caroline. Every time you say Mrs. Parker, I look for my late mother-in-law.” Caroline smiled. She took her young neighbor by the hand and led her up the front steps. “Actually, you’re doing me a favor. I’m exhausted already, and the day’s only begun.”

Eleanor pulled a chair from the sizable kitchen table, and faintly sighed as she sat down. Caroline set two china cups and saucers on the bare wood, and two plates as well, each with a blue-and-white plaid cloth napkin, butter knife, and teaspoon on top. “I have some homemade raisin brown bread. Why don’t I toast a couple of pieces for us?”
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Eleanor Brewster had gratefully squeezed into her non-maternity spring best for yesterday’s shopping expedition, only to have a saleslady at R. H. Stearns Co. inquire, “When is your bundle of joy expected, madam?”
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“Thank you, but the baby’s eight months old, and I still look like I’m in a family way.” She took a breath. “I’m so blue. I went shopping for an Easter outfit, but nothing fit properly.” The young mother began to cry.

“Eleanor, you have made an entire person. Your body has done a remarkable feat. The weight will be gone in no time.” Caroline pulled a hankie from her smock pocket and handed it to her and then presented a serving dish with an apple-shaped knob on top and lifted the lid. “May I present for your morning pleasure, prunes? And they’re still warm. Price so enjoys warm prunes. Let’s have these instead.”

“Thank you, Caroline,” Eleanor said with a budding smile.

“So tell me, do you have any special plans for Easter Sunday? If not, your family is certainly welcome to join us.”

Eleanor placed two prunes on her plate. “Sinclair’s parents usually host Easter dinner, but they’re traveling this year. His sister offered, but she lives all the way out in Concord, and the baby doesn’t do well in the car. Motion sickness, I’m afraid. We’d love to join you.”

“I’m delighted.” Caroline raised her coffee cup. “Absolutely delighted.”

Just then Zingy Palowski tapped on the window and waved his index finger, mouthing, “Is it okay to wash these windows now?”

Caroline walked Eleanor to the door and quickly returned to her spring-cleaning effort.

As was her custom when there was housekeeping to be done, Caroline held her dishwater-blonde-gray hair back at the nape of her neck with a tortoiseshell barrette and wore a full smock over her clothing. Today’s was a deep blue Oriental print, which covered most of her tall, slender frame.

Glancing toward the dining room, Mary caught sight of Caroline coming from the kitchen and whispered to Norah, “Will you look at the Missus, glidin’ about like a swan? Sure and there’s not a bounce in her. Oh, it’d be grand to move like that, but I think you’ve got to be born with it.”

Mrs. Parker approached the two women. “Of course we’ll have a hot lunch for you, about noon. And dessert, there’s just enough bread pudding and cream for two.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Parker,” they said, the unspoken clearly understood between them: Can you believe she’s feedin’ us as well?

Waiting until the lady of the house was out of sight, Mary directly addressed what needed to be said. “And don’t I know what you’re thinkin’ Norah King, that the two of us gave up sweets for Lent? Don’t be worryin’ about eatin’ that bread puddin’. For isn’t it only bread and cream we’ll be eatin’, and not a true dessert, say, Boston Cream Pie with the chocolate and all? And wouldn’t our Lord be disappointed in the two of us if we showed the least bit of ingratitude by declinin’ Mrs. Parker’s Christian hospitality?”

Norah whispered, “Sure and your smooth tongue will talk us right into heaven when Saint Peter asks why we went back on our solemn promise for Lent 1941. I’m dependin’ on it, Mary. You’d best practice that Christian hospitality bit so you’ve got it down pat for Saint Pete.”

Hilda followed closely as Mrs. Parker went throughout the house from one room to another. Presently they crossed the entry hall, and walked right past the settee that held all the items to be given away, including the red coat.

“Imagine, Hilda.” Caroline Parker’s sentences lacked endings, even pauses, and she often drove home a point by repeating it once or twice. Consequently, Hilda seldom knew when she could leave the room and spent a great deal of time shifting from one foot to the other while waiting for an opportunity to escape.

“Imagine,” Caroline said again, looking back at the crimson garment, which lay on top of the pile. “The girl merely wore it for a season. And that was two years ago.”

The girl, Cordelia, was now a junior at Radcliffe and only came home for holidays, the off weekend, and of course, summers at the family’s Martha’s Vineyard oceanfront, eighteen-room, brown-shingled cottage.

In the parlor, Caroline picked up her favorite family photo from the top of a Colonial-style, drop-front mahogany desk. It was of Woodleigh, or “Wooley,” as the family came to call the cottage because, as a little girl, Cordelia couldn’t pronounce its proper name. The image captured, in her brother’s words, “the four family” playing Monopoly at a charmingly worn wicker table on the sweeping front porch. Grammy Parker had snapped the picture when they weren’t looking. “Those days were the best of times,” Caroline wistfully said to Hilda, “when the children were young and my husband wasn’t so tied to the family business. But of course, his father was living then.”

As Caroline put the photo back in place, Hilda inquired, “Will Miss Cordelia be coming home for Easter?”

“Oh yes! She will, Hilda. You and Rolf had best prepare yourselves because she’s asked to bring home some of the gang, as Cordelia insists on calling her friends. Most of her gang live out of town, and it seems that my daughter has become a mother hen. It’s a good thing you thought ahead. I’d completely forgotten to tell you there will actually be twelve of us for Easter dinner, which includes you and Rolf, of course.”

Caroline was insistent about Hilda and Rolf joining the family for holiday dinners. The thought of them eating their Easter meal all alone in the kitchen or in their small apartment over the garage was positively unacceptable.
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The aunts looked forward to their traditional errand and a brisk walk across the Common to the Fannie Farmer Candy Shop at Charles and Boylston Streets. After fastidiously selecting everyone’s favorites together—Pecan Dixies and Mint Meltaways, among others—one sister peeked over the pristine glass case to see how much room was left in the egg-fashioned box, while the other “saved time” and gleefully chose this year’s Easter baskets on her own.
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“Mrs. Parker, that would make yourself, Mr. Parker, Pip, Cordelia and her gang.” Hilda’s full face grinned at using the word. “And I assume Mr. Parker’s aunts will be joining us as well?”

“Oh, yes, they will. And you can plan on Aunt Martha walking right through the front door as she has every Easter, with a large egg-shaped box of Fannie Farmer chocolates and of course her sister will bring Easter baskets for the children. I tried to get Aunt Agatha to understand they’re college students now, and it wasn’t really necessary, but she wouldn’t hear of it. You know the aunts, Hilda, no changing their stubborn Yankee minds once they’re made up.”

“So, Mrs. Parker, if my arithmetic is right, that means Miss Cordelia will be bringing four of her friends. Is it possible for us to get their names this week for Easter Sunday’s place cards?”

“Yes, of course. But you’ll need to make the phone call yourself, Hilda. And I suppose Cordelia will expect them to spend the night as well. Oh my, and just as we were finally getting the household in order.” Caroline often longed for the days when her son and daughter were children and life was easier to manage. “Now we have young people coming and going at all times. It’s very difficult to keep everything as orderly as Price prefers. But wasn’t it wonderful of him to suggest we hire those two women from South Boston?”

“Yes, Mrs. Parker.”

He was eager to actually. Mr. Parker was leaving the office late one night and overheard them speak so favorably of Parker Shipping he determined to offer them whatever work he could.

Hilda shifted her weight to the other foot.

Caroline adored her husband and delighted in telling anyone who asked about their courtship, “I set my cap for Price the minute we met. He’s the first and only boy I ever kissed.” Their young adult children, Price Irving Parker III (Pip) and Cordelia Anne Parker (Cappy), considered their parents’ love story embarrassingly old fashioned.

Earlier that morning, as Caroline and Hilda were freshening the master bedroom, a piece of stationery slipped out of the small stack of books Hilda held under her arm while dusting Price Parker’s nightstand.

“Mrs. Parker, I’m sorry but this fell from your husband’s Bible, and I don’t know exactly where he had it placed. Do you?”

Caroline Parker received the familiar, though not seen for years, whisper-pink vellum notepaper from her housekeeper’s hand. She perused the correspondence, removed her chain-held glasses, let them fall gently on her chest, and said, “I gave this note to my husband before we were married, at our wedding rehearsal dinner to be exact, and asked him please not to read it until he got home. Shall I read it to you?”

Hilda knew this wasn’t a question, so she stayed put but was not without surprise at being told something so personal. Holding the delicate notepaper in her right hand, Mrs. Parker read aloud.


Our Wedding Day

You in your home, me in mine, will begin that morn as two

Then you as Groom and me as Bride will sweetly say, “I do.”

And at the close of our wedding day,

when the moon says goodnight to the sun

I’ll be yours and you’ll be mine and we’ll end the day as one.

God bless you always my spouse to be with

love and peace and laughter.

And may He bless our days together with, “…happily ever after.”

All my love,

Caroline

June 3, 1922



“And just for fun, Hilda, let’s put it in the first chapter of the book of Ruth, and see if Mr. Parker notices,” she continued. “You see, as part of our wedding vows, I recited Ruth 1:16. Truth be known, it was at his mother’s secret request. ‘Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God.’”

Hilda panicked. I’ve never heard of Saint Ruth. I don’t know where the book of Ruth is. Mother of God, please help me.

The housekeeper feared her ignorance of the Bible would reveal the Catholic faith she and her husband did such a good job of hiding, out of deep concern for their jobs. As far as Caroline Parker knew, the one and only church the couple attended was the German First Lutheran Church of Boston. Miraculously, a way out came to Hilda. She picked up the lamp from Mr. Parker’s nightstand with her right hand; her left held a dust cloth and the books. Mrs. Parker retrieved the Bible and placed the pretty paper within the first pages of Ruth.

Relieved, Hilda turned toward her employer and gleamed. “In the old country, when Rolf told me it was time we marry, I said, ‘Ya, but only if you promise we will go to America. Then I’ll marry you. Otherwise, I stay here with Mama and Papa.’ The next day he came back to my papa’s house with two steamship tickets for Boston.”

“Well, I’m delighted Rolf was that determined. How would we possibly manage without you two?” Mrs. Parker said.
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Ever since the Parker children were in their adolescent years, Caroline’s husband, Price Irving Parker II had been solely responsible for Parker Shipping with its fleet of cargo ships, employee base of one hundred, and the weekly administrative staff meetings that kept it all going. This required a great deal of time away from home, both around the country and abroad.

Price Parker owned most of the company, having bought out his brother years ago. However, two maiden aunts, his late father’s younger sisters, and his late brother’s three adult children’s trusts still had small interests in Parker Shipping. His niece and nephews seldom asked about the state of the company, other than a polite inquiry at family gatherings; however, the two aunts frequently phoned their nephew to see if there had been any changes they needed to know about.

Price Parker knew their calls were made more out of loneliness than concern for profits, and after bringing them up to date, he would often extend a lunch invitation. “I know you ladies enjoy Italian food. We could go to the North End, or maybe you’d like to go to Chinatown? I’ll come by and pick you up.”

The aged but quite sprightly aunts, Agatha Camellia and Martha Hepatica—their middle names inspired by the language of flowers and their meanings, excellence and confidence—lived together and had a tendency to frequent the same establishments within a safe walking distance. Although both ladies were well traveled—with trips to the Orient, Europe, and most recently, India, with the assistance of a hired companion for such endeavors—they hesitated to venture into Boston’s Chinatown or Italian North End. Neither sister drove, and both were much too thrifty to pay for a cab. They wouldn’t consider taking the subway. “But we don’t mind boarding the trolley once in a while,” they would say.

The Parker household was abuzz with such busyness.

Caroline loved gathering the family together for the holidays, but especially for Easter. She truly enjoyed the tether of getting ready for company. It’s the perfect excuse for getting the house and garden in order and good repair. Preparation was well underway with the many workers at their tasks and the Beacon Hill matron’s focused supervision.

“Hilda, we need to continue sweeping through this house—” All of a sudden Caroline picked the red coat up from the entry settee. “I wonder if Cordelia has forgotten about this.” Just as quickly, she put it down again, giving strict orders. “And Hilda, please see that none of these items go to Saint Vincent de Paul. I don’t trust the Catholic Church. How do we know they don’t sell our things and keep all the money for themselves?”

Hilda answered, “Frau Parker.” Her domestic service had begun in Germany when she was a young girl and Frau came to her more naturally, but she corrected herself immediately. “Mrs. Parker, will the Salvation Army over on Berkeley Street be satisfactory, or shall I send everything to the Morgan Memorial in the South End?”

Hilda was almost out of the entry, but Caroline was merely taking a breath. “Have you seen where some priests of the Catholic Church are now residing?”

“Mrs. Parker, it’s not my place to know where the priests live.”

“Hilda, imagine this, if you will. As of last month, priests are now living in the Andrews mansion. It must cost a fortune to maintain it. William Andrews was out of his mind, giving that splendid home to the Catholics.”

Believing “Catholics” was the last word, Hilda turned, took two steps, and was on her way out of the room with one foot on the threshold, when Caroline continued.

“His children, of course, contested the will. But it was ironclad. Fortunately for those papists, Cardinal O’Connell befriended Mr. Andrews in his later days. And it’s a good thing his Protestant mother isn’t alive to see priests are living in her home.”

Hilda was saddened by Mrs. Parker’s tone when she said “papists,” and remained concerned her employer might one day discover Hilda herself had Catholic roots. Though she claimed the Lutheran church as her own these days, on occasion Hilda would make her way to Holy Trinity Catholic Church and pray the prayer she loved best. Gegrüßet seist du, Maria, voll der Gnade. Hail Mary, full of grace.

As they walked past the parlor, Caroline finally answered Hilda’s question. “Let’s send it all off to the Salvation Army this time.”

Mary and Norah were moving the parlor furniture and rug to one side of the room so they could scrub the other side thoroughly, and overheard Mrs. Parker’s instructions. “Norah,” Mary said quietly. The two women spoke only when no one else was in the room, and even then, very softly. “What harm will it do you to ask Mrs. Parker for the coat? And wouldn’t you be regrettin’ it if you saw that lovely red coat goin’ down the street on another young girl in Southie?”

Norah stopped scrubbing. “I’m thinkin’ about it, Mary.”
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Hilda was standing in the kitchen gathering a white broadcloth café curtain onto a brass rod as Mrs. Parker perused her list of things to do. “There’s so much to accomplish today. It’s positively overwhelming.” And then she whispered, but the Irish women, who seemed privy to everything said that day, still heard her. “When I see these two earnest women on their knees, washing my floors, well, heaven forgive me for complaining.” Caroline’s voice returned to normal. “How am I supposed to finish collecting all these unneeded garments and items, help you with the table setting for tonight, wrap the gifts, have my nap, and be decently dressed and ready to welcome guests for my uncle’s birthday dinner—all in one afternoon?”

The floor washers were still listening. Mary caught Norah’s attention by lightly touching her forearm, and they grinned and rolled their eyes at what the lady of the house considered “overwhelming.”

Mrs. Parker declared, “I’ll simply have to miss my nap.”

Norah rose to her knees, put both hands at the small of her back, and thought of the only people in South Boston who took naps. Babies, cranky children, the elderly, and husbands who work the night shift.

Mary had her own thoughts about Mrs. Parker’s dilemma. God in heaven, and don’t most of Southie’s mothers work the three, four or more nights a week after a long day of carin’ for their children, housecleanin’, shoppin’, cookin’, sewin’, and doin’ all sorts of laundry? Mary leaned over and whispered to Norah. “It’s Saint Caroline, most blessed martyr, we’re workin’ for here.”

“God Almighty, Mary, shhh. She’ll hear ya, and we’ll not see her kindness nor the inside of this grand house again.”

They were hard at work when Norah said just above a whisper, “Sure and John wasn’t one bit happy about the lot of ’em gettin’ the new clothes and shoes as well.” She scrubbed a stubborn scuffmark with both hands on the brush. “But I told himself if it meant we had to eat but two meals a day for the short while, so be it. I’ll not have our children walkin’ into the house of God on Easter Sunday lookin’ like ragamuffins.”

Mary put her wet hands on her apron−covered thighs and leaned forward as she softly answered, “And isn’t it good for their souls, Norah, to be makin’ such a sacrifice durin’ Lent? For didn’t God Almighty sacrifice His only begotten Son so they’d have a church to walk their brand new shoes into on that most Holy Day?”

The women returned to their work and their thoughts. Norah was eager to get back to Southie. I need to make sure everything’s in order for Palm Sunday. Timmy and Tommy are handin’ out the palms after Mass, and Rita’s helpin’ too. If there’s any laundry to be done, and I get home quickly, there’d still be enough time to get it washed, towel dry what needs it, and iron. Mother of God, I hope John didn’t go to the pub today. There’s no money for it, and the trouble. She scrubbed faster.

Mary was entertaining a detour to Brigham’s Ice Cream Shoppe. What would it hurt to spend a nickel, get a scoop of that delicious vanilla, sprinkled with the chocolate jimmies? I’ll buy one for Norah too. All right then, it’s the ten cents I’ll be spendin’, but I’ll tell himself if it wasn’t for Norah King gettin’ me work, there wouldn’t be any extra money. What am I thinkin’? God forgive me. It’s Lent. Okay then, we’ll have a cuppa instead, and share one of those delicious grilled cheese sandwiches. Oh, I’ll have to be convincin’, for isn’t Norah forever in a hurry to get home?
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It seemed to Norah King that she had been standing before her would-be benefactor for an eternity, when in fact it only took Caroline Parker a moment’s hesitation. She knew what her mother would have said when a “servant” stepped out of line, but Caroline had a gentler way than her mother, and the term “servant” no longer applied. Norah was a domestic worker employed for the day, and Caroline was greatly moved by the Irish woman’s love for her daughter.

“Why, yes. Of course,” she said, putting her head slightly to one side, and bringing her hands together, folding them palm to palm.

“I’ll have Hilda put the coat in a bag for you.”


CHAPTER 2

A postponement till morning,

a postponement forever.

IRISH PROVERB

MRS. PARKER’S HOUSEKEEPER PUT THE prized red coat in a plain brown bag, concerned if she packaged it in a fancier one, say R. H. Stearns or Lord & Taylor, the parcel might be grabbed right out of the scrubwoman’s hands once she arrived in her own poor neighborhood.

Hilda was mistaken.

South Boston’s residents may have been short of money, but as Norah told her children many a time, “We’re not poor by a long shot. God has richly blessed us with the Church, a home by the sea, neighbors who care, parochial schools, and enough Irish pride to carry on no matter what.” Southie was holy ground to those who called it home, and its citizens were a tight-knit clan that banded together in work, celebration and sorrow.

Blessedly, in the monotony of her work Norah had a secret joy. She loved to bring to mind her neighbors’ triumphant stories.

The tale had been told many times. How Father Kenney was on his way to Morris’ Pharmacy & Fountain at H and Broadway to redeem the ice cream soda pharmacist George McDonough urged him to enjoy on the house, when he saw Mr. and Mrs. O’Meara. James was still walking with a limp and Addie practically sang hello, her joy evident, as she held on to James’ brawny right arm.
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As soon as it was within his power to do so, Boston’s much loved and respected Cardinal Cushing, then Archbishop, changed the benevolent 788 Harrison Avenue institution’s name to:

The Home for Catholic Children

[image: images]

Father Kenney remarked, “You look more like a couple about to post their engagement banns than one who’s had a bit of trouble. How’s the leg, James?”

“Fine Father.” James shook the priest’s hand. “Addie and me wanted to express our gratitude for protectin’ our family. What if Social Services had their pitiless intentions met? They’d never have let our five out of the Home for Destitute Catholic Children.”

Father Kenney gently chided, “But aren’t they a good lot we’ve got here at Gate of Heaven? It was Mrs. Connelly’s announcement at the bazaar saved the day. ‘James O’Meara broke his leg loadin’ one of those cargo ships. But he’s on the mend and will soon be workin’ again. Social Services is comin’ their way. We’ve got to do somethin’ to keep ’em from takin’ the children.’”

Addie said, “Rumor has it some busybody made a call. Who would do such a thing?”

Father Kenney knew the truth but kept it alongside the many confidences his heart was accustomed to holding and answered, “Nonetheless, those with some cash reached into their pockets and those without took from their cupboards and iceboxes so yours could be filled.

James said. “Father, did you know that our landlord is lettin’ us stay—says we can make up the rent in time.”

Norah had heard all about the landlord too, how he’d been at the bazaar, declaring, “Sure and we can look after each other without Social Services poking their trouble-makin’ noses where they’re not wanted.” He took his hat off, put money in, and passed it along. His beloved wife had spent most of her childhood in The Home for Destitute Catholic Children, a kindly institution but not home, and she would sometimes weep at the memory of being taken from her caring mother’s one-room apartment, the only affordable place after her father died.

In Southie, Norah happily recalled, as she took a coarse cloth to a stubborn scuffmark, there was never a shortage of rich, “this is the honest-to-God’s truth” recollections.

Last week at the church supper, aged but spry Aidan and Fiona Clancy had their turn.
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Scapulars are two small squares of cloth usually stamped or appliquéd with a picture of our Lord, the Blessed Mother, or a saint. They are suspended from sturdy strings, worn under clothing, and thought to bring Divine intervention and protection to all who wear them.
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Aidan’s melodious speech held everyone’s attention “Wasn’t it a grand American wake the fine people of Roscommon gave Mrs. Clancy and me, with the Bishop himself showin’ up with scapulars for the pair of us? And wasn’t it those very scapulars saved our lives during the voyage over? It was a night without a ray of light, and a fierce storm about us. It’s then that Mrs. Clancy and I threw the scapulars into the angry sea as a personal sacrifice. Fiona darlin’, please tell these fine people the miracle of it all.”

Norah smiled at the thought of how quickly his wife had jumped up. “When those scapulars met the water, fast as a virgin runs from an old bachelor, the sea’s anger disappeared. And wasn’t she, for the rest of the voyage, just like a lovin’ mother gently rockin’ us to sleep that night and safely carryin’ us into Boston Harbor the two days later.”

It was picturing the multitude of God’s houses in Southie that made Norah beam in the midst of changing out her scrub bucket water.

South Boston proudly possessed seven magnificent Catholic churches, and on Holy Thursday night, countless people crowded its streets as they made “the walk,” a visit to each parish where they’d light a candle and say a prayer with the highest of hopes.

Norah went to Mass every morning and as a known woman of faith she was often approached to give a word of assurance, most recently by a young lady who feared the pending war would take her sweetheart’s life.

“Now don’t be cryin’, darlin’,” Norah comforted. “There’s nothin’ that happens that our Lord, his Father and the Holy Ghost don’t know about. And wouldn’t the Blessed Mother be after all three if she thought they were neglectin’ your prayers?”

Though talking with Mary at any length was prohibited while they worked, it didn’t prevent Norah from bringing to mind one of Mary’s hilarious conversations from the past.

Mary had exaggerated, “This year’s Saint Patrick’s Day Parade is bringin’ Una Mahoney’s boastin’ to a whole new bloody level. She’s been tellin’ the entire world, ‘Now that my Jake is on the force, aren’t we after callin’ him Officer Mahoney and won’t one and the same be marchin’ at the very front, not bringin’ up the back like every Tom, Dick and Harry? And won’t his father be tellin’ anyone who’ll listen, see that handsome one? He’s me own.”

There was never a shortage of music either, as much a part of Southie as the pubs, churches, sports clubs and beaches. It was almost impossible to go down any street without hearing a whistle, song or fiddle, and from homes with a penny or two, the pleasure of a piano.

It was the sense of one for all and all for one that made Norah never want to live anywhere else, even Beacon Hill. In Southie, Catholic parents wholeheartedly supported parochial education, Mary being one of the most enthusiastic.

“And won’t my twin girls be Irish dancin’ together at Saint Augustine’s minstrel show? And aren’t we havin’ a grand time sewin’ their lovely costumes with Mother Superior herself takin’ up a needle and embroiderin’ J.M.J. (Jesus, Mary, and Joseph) where you’d see a label if there was one.”

South Boston was not poor by a long shot.

[image: images]

Mrs. Parker promptly walked up to her housekeeper. “No need for the brown bag now, Hilda, I’ve found something better. Can you imagine? Cordelia had this perfectly good garment bag lying on the floor at the back of her closet! Honestly, how do girls without mothers manage?” She took the coat from her housekeeper, carefully hung it on a wooden hanger, buttoned it from top to bottom, and without revealing her secret gift, tucked a lace trimmed monogrammed hankie in the right pocket.

Caroline’s mother, Rebecca, had passed away only four months before, leaving the brand new R-embroidered Irish linen hankie behind. She then placed the coat in the recently discovered Jordan Marsh garment bag.

Norah and Mary had finished scrubbing the sizeable marble entryway floor and stone solarium floor, and moved on to the quarter-cut cherry hardwood floor of the butler’s pantry, a long, well-appointed service room between the spacious kitchen and formal dining room.

The upper walls on both sides of the butler’s pantry were lined with beveled-glass cupboards filled to capacity with china and crystal. Exquisite tureens and pitchers were artfully displayed on the ebony marble countertops while silver platters and trays leaned against the hand-painted, green Italian tiled walls between cupboard and counter. Below, deep drawers and cabinets held silverware, table linens, place cards and holders, salt cellars with tiny silver spoons, crystal knife rests, fingerbowls, and at Mr. Parker’s request, toothpicks, which Mrs. Parker had placed in a small, cut-crystal pig standing on his hind legs. She hoped the elegance of the crystal and whimsy of the pig would soften what she considered vulgar. Two of the lower cabinets contained a bevy of select liquors.

They were at the very end of rinsing this last floor, making their work day over, when Mrs. Parker, whose delicate, French White Blossom Perfume preceded her, appeared in the doorway of the butler’s pantry with the garment bag over her arm. “I’m sorry. I don’t know your names.”

Both women, on their knees, looked up at the same time.

“Mary Callanan.”

“Mrs. John Joseph King, Norah.”

“Well, Mrs. King, here’s a marvel for you. I found the very bag the coat came in.”

Norah stood, and for the second time in Mrs. Parker’s presence, dried her hands on the crisp folds of her apron.

“Mrs. King, if you wanted, you could tell your daughter you purchased it yourself.”

“And wouldn’t the tellin’ of it be puttin’ a curse on the very blessin’ God has sent my way, to be lyin’ about that beautiful red coat? With all due respect, Mrs. Parker, I won’t be tellin’ her any such thing. The blessin’ will be twice as rich when Rosemary learns of your generous heart by bein’ a fine lesson for her own. And wouldn’t she want to be prayin’ for you after doin’ such a grand, kind thing? On the odd chance there’s more than one Mrs. Parker our Lord’s receivin’ prayers for I’m sorry, but I don’t know your proper name.”

Being careful not to step on the wet floor, Mrs. Parker kept her feet on the threshold and leaned as far forward as she could manage, the garment bag held high, and handed it into Norah’s expectant arms.

“Caroline,” she answered.


CHAPTER 3

The longest road out is the shortest road home.

IRISH PROVERB

THE TWO WOMEN USUALLY WALKED with a matched pace, quick and purposeful, and only a little slower on the way home from work. Today was different. Norah was tired but her step was lively. She could hardly wait to give the coat to Rosemary.

“This isn’t a day for strollin’, now is it, Mary?” Norah held the garment bag even closer, patting it twice to her chest.

Mary and Norah were about the same age, late forties, their children all went to Gate of Heaven School, and both husbands worked as laborers, Norah’s John at Brown-Wales Steel and Mary’s Frank at the Gillette factory. All four were from the west of Ireland and enjoyed bantering about which county was the best, with John Joseph King forever getting the last word. “And if either of ya’s or anyone you know or are related to or have heard about or those people I just mentioned have heard about, has ever caught forty fish in one net, all of them at the one time, speak now.”

No one in the pubs where he regularly put forth the same challenge ever contested his claim to the abundance of fish in Galway waters.

Mary hooked her arm through Norah’s as they hurried to the train station. “And don’t I understand why you’re actin’ like a sixteen-year-old girl after her first kiss, scurryin’ back, scared she’ll miss the second. I’m sure Rosemary will be right where you left her, Norah.”

“And aren’t you the clever one with your sixteen-year-old comparisons?” Norah smiled. “Do you think you could find it in your heart to forgive a friend for bringin’ you along so fast? But don’t you know this coat is cryin’ out for its rightful owner? We’ll go to Brigham’s another time, after Lent, and then you can have your ice cream with the chocolate jimmies.”

With that Norah stopped and looked at her friend. “I can only imagine the look on me darlin’ girl’s face when she sees her own mother comin’ through the door carryin’ this grand bag over her arm. And that’s only the beginnin’. Sure and she deserves every red fiber.”

They picked up where they left off, Mary at her own insistence on the outside, closest to the street and Norah on the inside, because of the coat. “God forbid anything should happen to it now, Norah, like the splashin’ up of mud, or you accidentally droppin’ it and a car or bus runnin’ right over that Jordan Marsh bag.”

Mary usually did most of the talking, and Norah often told her husband John, “I get the occasional word in but that Mary, angel of a friend that she is, could talk the ears off a brass monkey.”

Today, for the first time in their long friendship, Norah was the talker. “Didn’t God and all His angels know I couldn’t look after the eight children without Rosemary’s help? That’s why He sent her first, ahead of the others, and she never complains. As God is my judge, she never complains. Not like that cheeky Bridget O’Leary, complainin’ about school, complainin’ about havin’ to look after her brother and sisters, complainin’ about her poor mother’s cookin,’ and worst of all, complainin’ about being Irish. If her Da ever heard the way she talks to her darlin’ mother, don’t you know he’d push a whole bar of Fels-Naptha soap in where kind words should be comin’ out?”

The long, yellow, pungent bar of Fels-Naptha Soap was used for laundry, floor washing, and generally anything that required a strong solvent to remove soil and stains.
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Saint Augustine’s Church

SOUTH BOSTON, MASS.
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Scollay Square was the location of primarily risqué entertainment. Eager patrons ran the gamut from blue collar to Harvard boys, couples, and Beacon Hill gents. The Old Howard Theater was host to vaudeville acts and most famous for its beautiful burlesque queens. The Crawford House packed ’em in, for three shows a night, and everyone came with one thing in mind: “Seeing dancer, Sally Keith, make her tassels go in two different directions.”
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Mary Callanan had her own long-winded contribution to the going−over of Bridget Kathleen O’Leary. “And wasn’t my Frank right there in Saint Augustine’s, tryin’ to say his penance when he overheard Bridget tell, not ask her poor mother, the two of them havin’ this conversation right there in the pew, mind you.” Mary put her hand to her chest. “Bridget told her that she was goin’ downtown alone to meet some fella. And her poor mother, God bless her, tryin’ to convince Bridget otherwise by bringin’ the Blessed Mother into the whole mess. Didn’t Mrs. O’Leary use her daughter’s full christenin’ name, sayin’, ‘Bridget Kathleen O’Leary, can you imagine Holy Mary doing such a thing? Meetin’ a man all alone? Next you’ll tell me he’s meetin’ you at Scollay Square, and won’t that be a fine kettle of fish?’”

Norah made the sign of the cross. “Heaven forbid a Catholic girl would be in a place like Scollay Square with all those honkytonks and chippies. You don’t think she’d go that far, do you, Mary? How in God’s name did it come to this?”

“Well, Norah, according to Mrs. Nolan, who lives downstairs from the O’Learys, wasn’t Bridget introduced to Mr. Louis Kolodynski through one of her classmates over there at South Boston High School? And didn’t she, tell her poor, unfortunate mother, ‘I’m goin’ Ma,’ who in all probability was cursin’ the day she let Bridget go to that public school with all those independent thinkin’ Protestants. And wasn’t I tellin’ my Frank, respectfully of course, Norah, for won’t our children be disrespectin’ their father if they see their mother doin’ the same? ‘Well,’ I said, the O’Learys have enough trouble without you, Frances Terrence Callanan adding to their misery by reportin’ Bridget’s every offense.’ And didn’t I remind him what Father Sweeney said about gossip last Sunday, ‘If you’re not a part of the problem or the solution, it’s not yours to tell.’”

[image: images]

[image: images]

Cast Your Vote for the Mayor with a Heart James Michael Curley

The illustrious, four-term mayor of Boston, governor, U.S. congressman, and son of Irish immigrants, James Michael Curley, was a passionate advocate for working classes, the poor, and immigrants. Mayor Curley took a risk when he gave an earnest but fearfully uncertain man the help he needed to pass a civil service exam. The mayor stood in his stead and was caught and imprisoned for five months. Voters perceived Mayor Curley’s illegal act as benevolent and selfless. Already popular, his favor skyrocketed, and he was reelected while still serving time in prison.
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Norah shook her head and gently laughed. “And where would that put our conversation, Mary Margaret?”

Mary went right on to the next subject. “Did you hear of the kindness Mayor Curley did last week?” she inquired as they walked into the subway entrance. “Our most honorable mayor was on his way home from some posh affair when he decided to stop by the State House. And wasn’t himself stunned to see the building full of Irish women, his very own, on their hands and knees, scrubbing the floors and stairs, every one, happy for the work? Well, Bridey Sullivan told me that when Mayor Curley appeared the women stopped, thrilled to see him up close, and every one got on her feet and offered a ‘Good evening, and God bless you, Mayor Curley.’ Then himself stood at the bottom of that grand staircase and said, ‘Dear sisters of Erin, please know that this is the last time you will ever be scrubbing the floors of the State House of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, as you are tonight.’ God in heaven Norah, some of the women misunderstood, thinkin’ it was the end of their jobs, which of course, distressed our mayor. ‘My dear ladies,’ he said, ‘there’s no need for alarm. You still have employment. I only mean to say that tomorrow your situations will be much improved. Good night, and God bless the work.’ And didn’t Mayor Curley make good on his word and order his staff to provide a mop, and one of those fancy buckets that wrings them out, to every last one of his ‘splendid workers,’ as he called them? I heard this from Moira O’Toole, who works days, dustin’ and sweepin’ about the place.”

“Splendid, is it?” Norah raised her brows and smiled.

Their mutual laughter rang soft as a tea table bell while they climbed down the steep subway stairs, went through the turnstiles, and stood waiting on the platform for the train home.

“You’ve got to watch yourself now, Norah,” Mary said as she held on to her. “Have you not heard of the woman who was pushed down onto the tracks by a man gone mad? Sure and it’s the God’s truth. Here, step back a bit more, and we won’t be givin’ the devil a chance.” Mary returned to their previous conversation. “To be quite honest Norah, I don’t think I’d want to be usin’ a mop. You’re so far away from the work that way.”

Norah lightheartedly replied, “Well it’s done then. Parker Shipping has provided just what we need, scrub brushes, rags, and buckets. It’s comin’ now. The train is comin’. Can you hear it? Will you step up with me, Mary? Or is that devil of a mad man still runnin’ about?” The two women linked arms and laughed again.

They left the train station and walked back home in good spirits—Norah’s, at 567 E. 8th Street, was the middle floor flat of a three-family apartment house and would come first with Mary’s single-family house farther past. The two women were only four blocks away and their neighborhood bustled with Saturday activity.

“Oh, will you look at that Robert Donnelly ‘dimple on the chin, devil within’ is what me mother said of fellas that handsome with the cleft and all,” Norah observed as they approached a group of boys playing a rowdy game of kick the can in the middle of the street.

“But, Norah, he’s such a good boy. Isn’t his younger brother, the one with the cerebral palsy, almost always at his side, as he is right now?”

The Donnelly boys—thirteen-year-old Buddy in his wooden wheelchair, who’d been in the house all day and sixteen-year-old Robert, his hands gripped securely on the chair’s handles, just home from his job at the shipyard—taunted their favorite players. “Come on, Sean! Ya grandmother could do better than that. Come on.” Robert shouted at his best friend.

Buddy stammered, “L-lefty R-r-r-ryan, s-s-s-start ’em cr-cr-cryin’!” with a big smile as he involuntarily rocked back and forth, his palsied hands turned inward.

“Robert’s not the one bit embarrassed about pushin’ that poor crippled boy about. I’ve seen it with me own eyes. For those who stare, he makes introductions; for those who glare and make fun, God help ’em. With all respect for your dear mother’s wisdom, I’d have to say ‘dimple on the chin, saint within’ for that one.”

They passed Crowley’s Corner Grocery, where Mrs. Crowley’s elderly father sat outside on a wooden crate, grinning toothless from ear to ear, and tipped his hat as the two women walked by. “Fine afternoon we’re havin’, ladies.”

“Yes, Mr. Gowan, spring’s here at last,” Mary said.

“And just in time for Holy Week,” Norah added.

Once they were past the grocery store, Mary advised, “You’ve got to watch those Crowley’s when they’ve got somethin’ on the scale. Last week, I was buyin’ cold cuts for the family. Frank likes the fried bologna with onions, havin’ it sliced real thin−like, makes it go further. Anyway, didn’t Alice Crowley try and hide her thumb with that waxed paper they use? And didn’t I say, ‘Oh Alice dear, your pretty thumb’s pressin’ on me bologna. Sure you’ll be chargin’ more for the beauty you’re addin’?’ And didn’t she turn two shades of red quicker than the rent’s due?” Mary tapped Norah’s sleeve. “Just be watchful when you’re tradin’ there.”

“I will, Mary, but we usually trade at Dwyer’s. And this year, I’m surprisin’ the family with a leg of lamb for their Easter dinner. I’ve been savin’ and it’s ordered now, with a deposit. I’m afraid there’s no turnin’ back. God help us, if himself gets angry about the cost.” Norah’s fingertips instinctively reached for the silver Celtic cross that hung from a chain around her neck and rested on her heart.

“And aren’t we the grand lady, havin’ lamb for your Easter dinner? Sure and the whole lot of ya’s deserve it. John’ll be fine, Norah. Don’t worry.”

Here and there, the smell of early dinners drifted toward them—roasted meat, boiled vegetables, and from the house where the Mister was out of work, the distinct aroma of poverty-stew: potatoes, onions and water. “I don’t know about you,” Mary said, taking a long sniff, “but my kids love the stuff. Frank won’t let me make it unless I keep the windows closed. It’s pride. Doesn’t want the neighbors thinking—” Her lengthy explanation was cut short.

“Tenement to let, apply within, if I move out, let—Judith—move in,” echoed from the other side of the street as girls jumped rope and several more sing-sang the familiar jingle. Norah longingly thought of her second-to-youngest daughter, and her hand briefly touched the cross again. My angel, Noni, was so good at jumpin’ rope.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Mary’s kidding. “Hand that coat over to me Norah King, and join the girls, why don’t ya? For aren’t you a woman who knows how to jump? Haven’t I seen it with me own eyes, jumpin’ only God knows how high when your Mister asks for his tea?”

“You’re mistaken, Mary Callanan. It’s not jumpin’ to himself’s request that you’re seein’. It’s me own way of doing the occasional callisthenic, and isn’t that how I’m able to keep this girlish figure of mine?” Norah grinned. “Sure and you’re just looking for an excuse to get your hands on this elegant coat I’m carryin’.”

The two women were now approaching what was locally known as “widow’s row.” One after another, four houses in all, without a husband about the place.

A dog’s yip pierced the din of children playing. “Ah, gone on with ya’s,” old widow McCormick chided her noisy brown mutt, which she preferred to call “a rare breed of Irish Setter.”

His wet nose pressed through a space in the chain−link fence surrounding her house. She called him Mike after her late husband, Michael Frances McCormick, and chided him again, “Ah, gone on with ya’s, Mike. It’s just the children playin’ and a couple of me friends comin’ along. Good afternoon Norah, Mary.”

“And to you too, Mrs. McCormick,” they said in unison, never missing a step at Norah’s insistence, when she said under her breath only a moment before, “Mary, we’ve got to keep movin’. If we stop to chat, we’ll still be in front of the widow McCormick’s house tomorrow mornin’.”

When they were a safe distance away, Mary said, “God bless her, Norah. I don’t think there’s anyone home upstairs, if you know what I mean. Didn’t I hear her one time askin’ that aggravatin’ animal what he wanted for his dinner? ‘Is it the corned beef you want tonight, Mike, or a smoked shoulder? Just tell me darlin’, and it’s on the table.”

The widow Sweeney and her new tenant, Mrs. Lonergan, were standing on the front porch of Mrs. Sweeney’s three-family apartment house, commonly known as a three-decker. Both women held their arms folded, as women often do when they’re standing still in conversation, leaning down to a car window with one more goodbye, or bending over a baby carriage cooing.

Agnes Sweeney glanced up and down at the Jordan Marsh bag. “And where would you two prosperous ladies be comin’ from on this sun-kissed afternoon?” To Norah’s mind it sounded like an accusation.

Mary’s heart, as close to Norah’s as a friend’s can be, had the same impression. She mischievously responded with one hand resting on her hip, the other helping to gloriously tell the story. “Haven’t we spent the entire day on Beacon Hill? And isn’t it grand this time of year with tulips pokin’ their pretty heads out of window boxes and dancin’ with daffodils ’round the trees and across borders in those beautiful uptown gardens? Sure and you would have loved the sight, Agnes Sweeney, and don’t we want you to join us next time? Isn’t that right, Norah? And wouldn’t our new neighbor, Mrs. Lonergan, be welcome too?”
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Nola Lonergan and her family had just moved up from a cold water flat. She found the Jordan Marsh bag a bit intimidating let alone Mary’s account of where the two women had spent the afternoon, and only hoped she’d be able to fit in with these sophisticated ladies.
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Norah adjusted the bag, an indication she’d be walking on, but courteously offered her own contribution. “And don’t I regret departin’ your good company, Mrs. Sweeney, and you too, of course, Mrs. Lonergan? Surely we’ll be comin’ to know each other better, but me family will be eagerly waitin’ for their supper. We’d best be on our way.”

As soon as Mary and Norah were out of Agnes’ sight, they leaned against each other and giggled like two schoolgirls who had just pulled one over on Mother Superior.

Mary spoke first. “That one thinks she’s so high and mighty, bein’ landlady to the two families. If it wasn’t for her late, dull, husband—” they both laughed again. “God in heaven, Norah. Jack Sweeney was the dullest man I ever met. Well, if it wasn’t for his one moment of intelligence, buyin’ life insurance, Agnes Sweeney’d be livin’ in Gate of Heaven rectory; cookin’ and cleanin’ for the priests instead of acting the grand lady and takin’ them all out to Durgin Park Restaurant for their Sunday dinner.”

Norah was ashamed to add to such talk, but found the opportunity irresistible. “And don’t you find it amusin’ she’s constantly tellin’ us what they ordered for their dinner, as if lettin’ us in on some big Vatican secret, and implyin’ we’d be closer to the Almighty if we did the same?”

Mary went on. “And isn’t she ever so careful to state it isn’t her alone with all those priests and Monsignor? That she never goes without the company of another widow.”

Norah quipped, “Sure and we’re all so concerned that those darlin’ priests are just waitin’ to get all two hundred pounds of her alone, so they can steal a kiss.”

“God forgive us both,” Mary petitioned. They laughed again.

Mary’s daughter Marion stood up and called out, “Ma, I’m over here.” She parted from a group of teenagers sitting right down the middle of Mrs. Riordan’s front porch steps, taking great care not to bump one of the eight red geranium filled flowerpots on either side. Mary loved the sight. There’s the loveliness of youth and nature all in the one place.

“Hello, Ma, Mrs. King.”
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Morris’s Pharmacy had three part-time soda jerks, but John Michael brought in the most business with his captivating smile, twinkling blue eyes, and quick wit.
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Mary whispered to Norah, “And isn’t this the first time in the three weeks since they discovered each other that I’ve seen my Marion in public without your John Michael at her side?”

Nora answered, “I know he was workin’ at the pharmacy early this morning restockin’ before hours. Maybe Mr. McDonough needed him to work the fountain too.”

Mary smiled at her daughter’s joy, while the group tapped their feet to the big band music of Glenn Miller, “Chattanooga Choo Choo” coming from a radio plugged into an extension cord that wound its way into a downstairs window.

Mrs. Riordan had warned the young people when her son asked if they could listen to the radio. “I don’t mind, as long as you keep the sound down and your fannies on the steps. Do you hear me? It’s indecent for ya’s to be dancin’ anywhere but a hall.”

Mary said, “Hello to you, Miss Marion Callanan. And I trust you’ve done your Saturday chores. For no daughter of mine would be carryin’ on with the music and all if there was work to be done.”

“Ma, it’s all done. And I’ve even set the table.”

“I’ll see you in about an hour then?”

“Yes, Ma.” Marion began to sit down again, holding the back of her plaid skirt close to her legs, but stopped herself. “Mrs. King, could you please tell Rita I missed her? We were supposed to meet in the church basement this afternoon. Sister Veronita asked if a few of us would help put the palms in order for Sunday Mass.”

“You two are becomin’ palm experts, for didn’t you do the cleanin’ and sortin’ last year?”

“Yes,” Marion answered, her easy smile as sweet as they come. “And this year Sister Veronita surprised us. She had a Devil Dog for everyone there. I went by your house afterwards but no one answered the door. Here’s Rita’s.”

“Sure and you’ll be friends for life sendin’ this cream-filled chocolate cake her way.”

Norah held the coat closer, with both hands now, and felt a lump in her throat at the thought of what her missing children might be enduring. She knew Mary understood, but Norah chose not to talk about it. She wanted a few more minutes of peace and to speak of Rosemary’s goodness.

“You know, Mary, there’s not a finer daughter, God love her. Were you aware Rosemary has a scar on her right arm? Will we never forget the day it happened, though it was fifteen years ago this coming November? Sure and it’s a shame we’re always rememberin’ it on Rita’s birthday. For wasn’t she born at home, and wasn’t Rosemary helpin’ the doctor, gettin’ the kettle of hot water off the stove when the burner flipped up and stuck to the underside of her delicate, bare, seven-year-old arm, brave little thing? She only let one cry be heard, and when I shouted from me bedroom in the midst of givin’ birth, ‘What is it darlin?’ she came to the door and without lookin’ in said, ‘Nothin’, Mummy. I’m just excited about the baby comin’ so close now.’”


CHAPTER 4

May the roof of your house never fall in and those beneath it never fall out.

IRISH BLESSING

AS WAS THEIR CUSTOM ONCE they arrived at Norah’s home, no matter where the two women were in a good story, lament or complaint, the conversation stopped but their feet kept moving, with Norah taking a soft right and Mary continuing much further down to N Street. There would be no lingering.

But today, their conversation ended as soon as the Kings’ apartment was within sight. Norah stopped walking, still looking in the distance and Mary stopped one step past her. The shades at 567 E. 8th Street, middle floor, were down. Drawn shades while it was still daylight meant one of two things: a night worker was getting rest, or there was trouble. John Joseph King didn’t work nights.
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Moments before nineteen-year-old Norah Catherine Foley boarded the ship for America, her tearful mother removed a small crucifix from around her neck and put it on her firstborn. “When times are hard darlin’, press your hand to the cross, and God’ll let me know I need to be prayin’ for you.”
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Norah pressed her crucifix Dear God, not again. “Come on now, Mary” she said. The two women walked without a word between them until they reached Norah’s address.

“Goodbye, and God bless you, Norah King.”

“Goodbye, and God bless you too, Mary Callanan.”

“And Norah,” Mary called as she turned around, pocketbook dangling from the crook of her arm like the legs of a hip-held child, “God bless your family. God bless ’em all.”
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Three-deckers provided somewhat affordable housing for families of modest means. The sturdy buildings held three or six flats and a small back porch for each. This ingenious urban design was driven by the influx of immigrants during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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Norah King’s fingers had barely touched the front doorknob of the three-decker’s common entrance when she pulled away. She was frightened the landlords, Marie and Gerard Flynn, might have their apartment door open as they often did, for the chance of a friendly hello or conversation.

The Flynns were childless, which by Southie’s large-family standards made them poor and the Kings, their tenants with eight children, rich. Norah felt certain the landlords had once again heard sounds of beating, cursing, and crying coming from her family’s apartment, and she didn’t want to have to explain John’s drunken violence with a lie, as she had many times before. “I’m sorry for any disruption we may be bringin’ to this fine house with the boys tossin’ each other about, and Mr. King’s disciplinin’ of our brood. Sure and he doesn’t want the children growin’ up to be hooligans. And it’s their father’s opinion the occasional corporal punishment helps them to remember their place. But didn’t Father Kenney say it wasn’t lyin’? She quietly returned to the sidewalk. Goin’ in the back way will be safer.”

Father Kenney had known the King family since they first moved to Southie. He baptized four of their nine children and gave First Holy Communion to the oldest three, though shortly after he saw the family through a tragedy no parent wants to bear, they moved from Saint Augustine’s parish to Gate of Heaven on the other side of town. Rita Margaret, the Kings’ seventh child and youngest girl, was his favorite. “They’re all beautiful children,” he said, “but that Rita, she’s a shiny penny.”

Just one month ago, on a blustery March afternoon, Norah returned to her old neighborhood and looked in on an elderly shut-in. Norah believed if she looked after that dear old woman, the angels would lead someone to look after her own dear mother in Ireland.

When she took an apron from the back of the kitchen door, Lillian Gallagher protested. “With a family the size of yours, Norah King haven’t you enough to do? Put the kettle on, and we’ll have a cuppa.”

Norah smiled. “It’ll only take a few minutes to scrub the bath and do a little sweepin’,” she said, while laying a small blanket over Lillian’s knees. “You’ve got to watch yourself, now. For isn’t that demon pneumonia just waitin’ round the corner of every cold room?”

Lillian gasped. “How’d you get those awful bruises on your arms?”

“Oh, aren’t I forever bumpin’ this way and that, maybe doin’ the laundry or shovelin’ coal in the furnace.”

Lillian simply said, “Go to Father Kenney, Norah. He’ll help ya out.”

On her way home that day, Norah King walked right by Saint Augustine’s rectory, turned back, made the sign of the cross, and while she still had the courage, went up and rang the doorbell. The housekeeper answered, opening the door only partway, with one hand folded around the door’s edge. Warmth and the delicious smell of a pot roast dinner wafted out into the cold, damp afternoon air.

“Good afternoon, Norah King. What can I do for you?”

“Good afternoon, Jean Adair. If it’s not too much trouble, would you ask Father Kenney if I could please have a moment of his time?”

The housekeeper, a middle-aged spinster and one of the best cooks in South Boston, prided herself on protecting the priests from what she considered unnecessary intrusions. “Aren’t you over there at Gate of Heaven now, Norah? Do the priests of that parish not have time for their own people?”

“I was just passin’ by—”

The housekeeper interrupted her. “Fine then, just come in.” She led Norah to the parlor. “Have a seat. I’ll inquire if the good Father can see you.”
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Jean Adair’s parents doubted they’d ever be asked for her hand and dreaded the thought of spending old age with such a bossy daughter under their roof. When she got the job of cook and housekeeper to the priests, which provided two rooms of her own in the rectory, Jean’s parents fell to their knees and thanked God.
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Jean Adair considered Norah’s request as she walked across the hall. Thinks she’s pulling the wool over my eyes with that “just passin’ by” nonsense. She quickly rapped—one, two—on the large pocket doors of the priest’s study. A person knows a person goes to another parish when they don’t want the neighbors seeing them walking into the rectory. Not waiting for an answer, Jean Adair pushed the doors open. “Begging your pardon, Father.”

Norah, too anxious to sit, stood right where the housekeeper left her. What a lovely room they’ve got here. The gleaming hardwood floor and woodwork, jewel-toned area rug, Connemara marble fireplace, deep maroon divan, several overstuffed chairs, and a good-sized tea table in the middle of it all, provided a welcome distraction.

The housekeeper, so tall and thin that some parishioners secretly called her “Olive Oil,” had a fairly light step and ten minutes later, she startled the former parishioner when she briskly said, “He’ll see you. And please remember the Father’s time is very limited.”

Father Kenney wore well-pressed black slacks, scuffed black oxfords, a black shirt with a white Roman collar, and a brown cardigan sweater. Saint Augustine’s most popular priest was in his early fifties, and was portly, with a shock of salt and pepper hair, expressive brown eyes, and a ready smile. His reputation for kindness made the lines at his confessional longest. People were always willing to wait for mercy and grace.

Father Kenney sprang from his desk chair. “And how’s the mother of the eight best behaved children in South Boston?”

Norah stood tall, feet together, hands clasped. “Thank you for seein’ me, Father. It’s the church’s advice I’m seekin’.”

Father Kenney had only seen Norah King this grave once before. Extending his hands, palms up, looking very much like the statues throughout the church, he said, “God has been with us in times of joy and sorrow. He’ll not leave us now. Please, Mrs. King, let me help you with your coat.”

Norah, embarrassed because the lining of her ink-blue wool coat was so threadbare it had fallen apart under one arm, said, “Thanks just the same, Father, but I’m still a bit chilly.”

“Would you like me to have Miss Adair prepare us some tea?”

“No, thank you, Father.”

“Please, have a seat,” he said.

Norah sat down on one of two well-worn upholstered chairs across from his desk, on which books and papers lay in scholarly disarray. The priest returned to his chair and pulled a small tray from the side of the desk toward him. “Can I pour you a glass of water then, Mrs. King?”

“Thank you, Father, yes.” Norah silently thanked her benefactor too. It’s you, isn’t it Blessed Mother, made him ask because you know how warm I really am.

Father James Daniel Kenney prayed without a sound as he picked up the carafe and poured a glass of water for each of them. Sacred Heart of Jesus, please give me the right words for this grieved, good woman who sits before me.

“Now tell me what’s on your mind?” Father Kenney leaned forward, resting his folded hands on the desk.

“Father.” Norah hesitated. “It’s my husband and the drink.” She hesitated again. “I’m not even sure I should be tellin’ you any of this.”

“You’re doing nothing wrong. Please, continue.”

“Father, when he’s drunk, John beats the children. Me too. And all the time he’s yellin’ horrible things at the top of his lungs for the neighbors to hear. I’m scared to death the landlords are goin’ to throw us out. And aren’t they forever askin’, ‘Mrs. King, is everything all right up there?’” Norah used an American accent when she quoted the landlords. Her own lyrical speech returned with the next sentence. “Father, I’ve been givin’ them this excuse and that, but I can’t go on with the lyin’, knowin’ it’s an offense to God Himself, let alone the blight on me own soul.”

“Excuse me please.” Father Kenney took a sip of water. God help me. How many women have sat in that very chair saying more or less those very words and guilelessly trusting me to come up with some kind of miraculous solution to their predicament? “Has it always been this way, Norah?”

“No, Father. Just let me say, I’ve no trouble with Mr. King stoppin’ at the pub after a hard day’s work. Sure and it’s the part of Ireland that none of the men left behind. And that was John’s way, with the occasional drunkenness. But he’s been comin’ home drunk most of the time and bringin’ more of the stuff into the house with him.” Norah took a quick breath. “And don’t the children and I pray to Saint Jude that their father will go straight to the bedroom when he walks in the door that way? And he does, some of the time.” Norah took another breath. She wasn’t accustomed to speaking so quickly but she was mindful of the housekeeper’s warning. “Just this last Monday, Father, I had to lie to the landlords again with the two youngest, Timmy and Tommy, standin’ right there beside me. What kind of example is that to be gettin’ from their mother? What am I to do, Father?”

“Do you think your husband would meet with me?”

“No, Father. And he’d be furious if he knew I was here talkin’ to you as I am.”

“So tell me, does Mr. King still go to work every day for the good of your family? And do I understand that he is indeed coming home at night?”

“Yes, Father. No one could ever accuse John Joseph King of not bein’ a hard worker. And he spends every night in his own bed.”

Father Kenney got up from his desk, pulled a large volume from the bookcase behind him, thumbed through it, and said, “Have you ever heard of mental reservation?”

“No, Father. I can’t say that I have.”

“Here it is. Now listen closely, Norah. ‘Mental reservation, adding certain modifications to solve the dilemma of keeping a secret without actually lying.’ Do you understand, Norah? The secret of what goes on in your home must be kept for the benefit of your children and the pride of your husband. These family situations are common. You’re not alone. And please be comforted in knowing that your days in heaven will make up for it. Now let’s have a prayer.” He crossed the room. “Will you kneel with me, Norah King?”

The forty-six-year-old wife and mother knelt a decent distance before the priest who was already on his knees. Together they made the sign of the cross. Father Kenney continued, “Our Father in heaven, please help this troubled woman with her wifely duties. Help her to keep her husband happy and children safe. And as she endeavors to keep the peace, help her to accept mental reservation in place of what she has so innocently misconstrued as lying. Let us not forget that Your own beloved Mother suffered for the greater good. Please, Almighty God, in your infinite mercy, give her landlords less curiosity and no thought of eviction.” Father Kenney whispered, “We’ll end now, Norah.” They closed their prayer as they had begun it. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.” After meeting with Father Kenney, Norah reluctantly practiced mental reservation, but only when there was no way around it.
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As Norah walked down the narrow passageway between her apartment building and the one next door she thought, Mother of God, last night him comin’ home so late, three sheets to the wind and angry ’cause dinner wasn’t waitin’ on the table at ten o’clock. I can take it for myself, but when he goes after the children I can’t bear it.

When her husband was what Norah called “out of sorts,” she remained calm, stood between John and the children, and gently coaxed him, as she did last night, into the kitchen for a cup of tea and something to eat.

Norah could still hear his high-pitched mock. “‘Can I fix you a cup of tay, John? Would you like a little somethin’ to eat too? I’ve some cold meat and potatoes. Let me fix you a plate now.’ Why don’t you let me fix you a plate, Norah King, right over your once-pretty head.” The “once pretty” was a drunken lie, and by God’s grace Norah didn’t take it to heart. It was the least of her troubles.

Unbeknownst to Norah, soon after she had left for Beacon Hill that morning, accompanied by her son John Michael who had an early work call, her husband walked into the kitchen, where his two oldest sons were still eating breakfast. John Joseph King was of average height, had a strong lean build, fair skin, thick, coffee-colored curly hair, intense light blue eyes, and dimples. He still wore his clothes from the night before.

“Morning, Dad,” Patrick and Joe said one after the other.

“Boys,” he said, raising a half-full pint of whiskey in the air and swallowing a mouthful. “And where are you two takin’ yourselves this fine spring day?” He took another swig. “Is there a pretty girl waitin’ for either one of ya’s?” He pulled a handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped his mouth.

Rosemary entered the kitchen with her younger sisters, Kay and Rita. “Good morning, Dad,” she said, while pulling an apron over her head.

Her father answered, “If it isn’t the sweet Rose of Tralee.” He had a stale smell of tobacco and alcohol, and it churned her stomach.

Taking a seat with his back to Rosemary, John Joseph put the bottle of whiskey on the table and said, “Make yourself useful, Patrick, and pour your father a glass. ‘Bite the hair of the dog who bit you’ is the best cure for a hangover.”

Patrick, sitting across from his father, glanced at Rosemary, who closed her eyes and shook her head. Patrick sheepishly suggested, “Ah, Dad, maybe it would be better to wait until tonight?”

“Tell me I didn’t hear what I think I did, Patrick? You pathetic, kinky-haired, skinny nothin’, you, suggestin’ to me, your father, when he should and shouldn’t take a drink? Jesus!” He pounded his fist on the table. Milk and tea spilled, sugar seemed to be everywhere and the whiskey bottle fell, every last drop absorbed in the tablecloth.

John King jumped up, knocked over the chair he’d been sitting in, grabbed Patrick’s shirt with one hand, and awkwardly tried to remove his belt with the other. Frustrated, he punched Patrick in the mouth, and blood spurted on both of them.

“Dad, please stop!” Joe shouted, while grabbing his brother out of his father’s grip.

“Joe, let go of him, or you’re next,” his father demanded. Joe didn’t.

Rosemary pulled her sisters out of the kitchen, but this time she urged Kay to sneak out of the house and get their brother John Michael from the pharmacy. “Joe and Pat will need all the help they can get, Kay. Hurry!” Rosemary said. Then she and Rita hid.

“I’d hit you with me bare hands again if I didn’t need them to support this poor excuse of a family.”

The boys ran out of the kitchen.

When John Joseph entered the hallway, they were nowhere to be seen. “You’ll answer to me, mind my words, you’ll answer to me,” he shouted, running frantically from room to room. “Don’t I work meself to the bone in that sweatin’ hot foundry? And what thanks do I get? Me, John Joseph King, forced off me family’s property because I’m the younger brother.”

He ended up in the living room, stumbled over to the windows and pulled down the shades. His bitterness about not inheriting the family farm back in Ireland came out only when he was drunk. Sober, he never talked about it. Except to Norah. His rant continued. “Now I’m pourin’ molten steel down at that feckin’ foundry because I’ve got to feed the likes of you. I never asked for any of you. All I wanted was to lay with me wife who too soon became your mother. Go hIfreann leat! To hell with you!”

This was the first time John King had ever made an implication about sex during one of his tirades. Rosemary, out of concern he would go even further, stepped forward from her hiding place behind the couch. He saw her from the corner of his eye, lunged in her direction and slapped her hard across the face.

“You think you’re so high and mighty, don’t you?” His voice became shrill. “‘My name is Rosemary Virginia King and I’m going to be a social worker. I’m almost finished with my classes. Oh Ma, can you imagine?’” He mockingly put his hand on his hip. “‘Your daughter, a social worker?’ Social worker, my arse, who in the hell do you think you are?”

He dragged Rosemary by her hair into the hallway, closing the living room door behind them. “Get out here now, ya demons. Now, I say.” Fifteen-year-old Rita appeared in the hallway, scared of what might happen to Rosemary if she didn’t.

Rita spoke first. “Dad, we didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Ah, don’t play the innocent with me, yer trollops,” he screamed. “If you wore skirts that short in Ireland, sure and they’d tar and feather you from head to toe. I’ve seen it done to better than the likes of you.”

John Joseph King’s hell-scripted words stuck to the sides of his children’s hearts, made their way into his children’s dreams, and birthed nightmares that, for some of them, lasted a lifetime and wormed their way into the next generation’s slumber.

“I’ve not had me breakfast. And it’s your entire goddammed fault.” He spoke in a mocking tone again. “‘The children need new shoes, John. And hasn’t Mr. Parker asked Mary and me to do up the floors of his home? It’s just the bit of cash we need.’” He tried to grab Rita and missed. She bolted, running as fast as she could, heart pounding. “Get back here for your due punishment now! Thanks to you, your mother has to work on a Saturday, and I have to go without bein’ properly fed.”

Just then, two-at-a-time footsteps could be heard coming up the flight of stairs. Rosemary knew it was Johnny. The front door burst open. John Joseph grabbed Rosemary by the hair again. Johnny, quick on his feet, ran down the hall, pulled his father off Rosemary, and stepped back, gaining his balance when John Joseph put his hands around Johnny’s throat. “You goddam blackguard. Did you really think you could take me on? I’m twice the man you’ll ever be. Get ready to meet your Maker, boyo. ’Cause you’re on your way.”

Kay rushed through the open doorway, pushed the door closed behind her, and ran straight to Rosemary’s side. John Joseph’s grip on Johnny’s neck grew tighter, and the sixteen-year-old began to turn blue. The other boys suddenly appeared.

Joe, the oldest, yelled “Dad, you don’t know what you’re doing. Stop!” He pulled on his father’s right arm while Patrick pulled on the left. As the three girls clung to each other, Rosemary whispered, “Thank heaven Timmy and Tommy are still outside playing.”

Kay answered, “Don’t let him hit me, Ro. Please don’t let him hit me.”

John Joseph calmed down enough for the boys to let go. He glared at Johnny. “You’ll pay for interferin’.” Then he went to his bedroom and slammed the door with all his might. The children knew from experience there was a good possibility he’d sleep until the next morning. They didn’t want to think about what would happen if he woke.

Johnny was sitting on the floor with bent knees, his back against the wall and head in his hands. Rosemary tapped his arm. “Hey, kiddo.”

Johnny looked up. “Thanks for saving me.” His hair was disheveled, and his shirttails were out. “Jesus, I gotta get out of here. I hate to say it, Ro, but you’ll have to start looking for another knight in shining armor. I’m shipping out.”

“What? Are you telling me you’re going to join the Navy? Johnny, that’d break Mum’s heart.”

“Listen, Ro. I’d rather be killed by a Kraut than my own father.”

“We’ll talk about it later. Do you want me to run an iron over your shirt before you go back to work? It looks like you slept in it.”
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The Kings’ apartment had three bedrooms, one for the parents, one for the girls, and another for the boys.
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“No, I’ve got a fresh one. Thanks anyway.” He slowly walked down the hallway to the room he shared with his brothers.

“We need to get this place picked up,” Rosemary said. “Joe, Patrick, you can put the furniture back in place. Rita, why don’t you clear the table. And Kay, if you could get the dishes started, I’ll be back in a minute. I’m going to run to the corner and get Mum some milk for her tea. If the little boys come home, don’t tell them anything other than they need to be very quiet. If they’re hungry, you can make them a sandwich. Jam or peanut butter.”

Joe, Patrick, Kay, and Rita did exactly as their older sister asked. Rosemary took the apron off, smoothed her hair, grabbed her brown tweed coat from a peg rack by the back door, and went out the front door, down the stairs, out of the building, and up the street to Crowley’s Grocery & Fine Meats. Shipping out. Oh God, he can’t do that. He can’t.

The day had been a long one for Norah and cares aside, she was glad to be home. She stepped into the small back hallway. Please let himself be sleepin’. I’ve no strength for a row. None.

Norah spotted a small package resting on the first step of the stairway. It was waxed paper-wrapped and tied with a blue ribbon. Her name was written in their landlady’s pretty hand, on a torn piece of brown paper tucked under the bow. She picked it up, and a delicious aroma revealed the contents: Marie Flynn’s homemade seedcake. Norah softly sighed with relief, knowing it had been placed there as a gift of reassurance and understanding. Sacred Heart of Jesus, please bless Marie with that baby we’re always prayin’ for. Forgive me for avoidin’ the Flynns and thinkin’ the worst. If they saw this Jordan Marsh bag, they’d believe John and I had more money than we let on to and raise the rent. God bless ’em. They have no way of knowin’ how hard it is for us to keep our heads above water.


CHAPTER 5

A good laugh and a long sleep are the best cures.

IRISH BLESSING

TRUTH WAS NORAH MISSED ENTERING through the front door, which brought with it a feeling of gratitude and wellbeing. Today, the back door was safer and would give her a chance to hide the red coat before facing her husband. Sure and he’ll see it as a castoff from “those that ran us out of Ireland” and demand it be returned with nothing less than a speech by me, admitting error of judgment. Norah felt certain the Parker family of Beacon Hill wasn’t directly responsible for the Irish famine, but John Joseph felt certain that anyone with an English surname was.

Every house has its recognizable sounds, and 567 E. 8th Street was no different. There were stair sounds, floor sounds, plumbing sounds, the rattling of brass mailboxes on the entry wall, the bump of a baby carriage, bike or wagon being pulled over a threshold, doors opening and closing, the tapping of a wet umbrella, or thud of snow boots dropping to the floor, and the sound of footsteps.

Kay, sitting quietly in the kitchen, heard those surefooted but almost dance-like steps, with rhythm so even−paced. Mumma’s home. She ran to meet her halfway down the flight of stairs. “You’d best have a light foot, Mum. He’s sleeping. We’ve had a horrible time of it.”

Norah briefly touched the shoulder of her second born, Barbara Catherine, who everyone called Kay. “Stay here on the stairs with me for a minute darlin’. Let’s pray and ask Saint Jude to help us, for isn’t he the saint of all that’s impossible, God forgive me.”
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