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Can’t Take You Home Again,
Kathleen
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A weak
February sun glistened on the patches of frost that still lingered
on the pavement as the blue Mini Cooper turned into Rodney Lane and
pulled up outside number six.

A young
woman got out and glanced up and down the street, two rows of
red-brick houses staring at each other across a narrow road. She
knocked once on the flaking green door and went straight
in.

‘Dad?’ Her voice echoed in the bare hall. ‘Tis me,
Rose.’

Jack
Cassidy was sitting at the table in the kitchen wearing his flat
cap and his overcoat. He looked up and smiled.

‘Ah, there you are.’ Rose gave him a cheerfully pat on the arm.
‘Now I’ve put all your bags and stuff in your new room. So have you
got everything else you want to take with you?’

Jack
Cassidy nodded but said nothing. Rose understood. You can’t live in
the same house for forty years and not feel something when you
leave. She watched the old face crease as the sad eyes looked
around the room for the last time. He gave a soft sigh.

‘Come on, Dad.’ She put her arm around his shoulder. ‘I know
how you’re feeling. But you have to agree, you’ve been here on your
own for far too long. Tis seven years since Mammy died and tis a
cold auld place. Shur you deserve better than this at your
age.’

The
elderly gentleman bowed his head and for a second Rose thought his
eyes grew wet.

‘But this new place you’re going to – well, tis really, really
nice.’ She knew she was rambling as she struggled to inject some
enthusiasm into her voice. ‘All the people I met so far are
wonderful. And they’ve got a lovely community hall where you can
all meet up for a chat or to play cards - or whatever. There’s so
many things to do. Lots of people for you to meet. You’re going to
love it there, I promise you. And best of all, you’ll have your own
flat with its own front door. So if you don’t feel like socialising
sometimes, then you don’t have to.’

Jack
Cassidy sniffed and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. But
again he didn’t reply. Rose gave him another pat on the shoulder.
‘Anyway, I think we should be on our way.’

Jack
Cassidy straightened his cap and shuffled slowly to his feet,
making the chair scrape on the wooden floor as he pushed it back
with his legs. And as he picked up the last few bits and put them
in the small cardboard box on the table, a photograph dropped out
of it and fluttered to the floor.

Rose bent
down and picked it up.

‘Well, well.’ She studied the faded black and white picture of
a pretty young woman standing by a river. Her jacket was slung over
her shoulder and her face alive with a beautiful smile. ‘And who’s
this, then?’

‘Oh, that’s just someone I used to know.’ Jack Cassidy took the
photograph from her. And as he slipped it into his coat pocket Rose
caught a fleeting sparkle in his eyes.

‘So who is she?’

‘She’s … she was a friend. Just a friend. Someone I knew a long
time ago.’

‘And where is she now?’

Jack
Cassidy picked up the box and moved towards the door. ‘It was a
long time ago. And as you said, we should be going now. People are
waiting for us.’

‘I bet Mammy didn’t know about her,’ Rose muttered as she
brushed past him.

As Rose
walked on ahead, Jack Cassidy took the photo from his pocket and
gave it one quick look before putting it carefully back in the box.
Then he followed Rose out and pulled the front door shut behind
him.

As Rose
drove out of Rodney Lane for the very last time she felt a heavy
knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. Her father sat quietly
in the front seat. She braced herself, anticipating a rush of
emotion from him. An outpouring of the sadness he must surely be
feeling as a major part of his life closed behind him.

But when
she took a quick glance at him, his face showed no emotion at all.
In fact he seemed quiet relaxed. There was even the hint of a smile
on his lips.

Rose was
sad and relieved at the same time. It looked like his mind had
wandered again. Perhaps it was just as well. It saved him from the
trauma of moving house. Hopefully by the time he came back to
reality he’d be settled into his nice new home.

Of course
she couldn’t know why Jack Cassidy was really smiling. Yes, his
mind had wandered. But it had wandered all the way back to the
bright carefree days of his youth. And the beautiful girl in the
photograph.

Seeing
the photo again had opened a gap in the fog that cluttered his mind
these days. It was as if someone had pulled back the curtains in a
dusty old library and let a dazzling splash of sunlight burst
through the haze. A beautiful clarity came with it. He was
savouring the memory of Kathleen Griffin.

The mist
of time had blurred the finer details and he couldn’t remember very
much about how she’d come into his life. He knew she worked in the
little stationary shop in the town square. He was a budding artist
at the time, getting by on some small commissions. He bought his
easels and paints there.

And he
was smitten by her cheerful, warm smile and gentle sense of humour
- he did remember that - and he found any old excuse to call into
the shop whenever he was in town.

There
were four girls working in that shop but she was the one who always
served him. And it made him feel pleasantly warm inside. Not that
there was anything in it, of course. He was older, for a start. She
could only have been seventeen and he was twenty-four. But the way
her intense dark eyes smiled back at him made him feel
special.

Then one
warm sunny afternoon he met her in the street. Her mop of golden
hair bounced as she walked towards him and her yellow cotton dress
lit up her face. His heart gave a strange flutter.

He
stepped out in front of her.

‘Hello there.’

For a
moment she was startled and her hand went to her mouth.

‘Oh! Ah … hello there yourself. You’re after giving me an awful
fright.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Jack flashed what he hoped was a penitent smile.
‘It’s just that I’m actually on my way to your shop.’

‘But we’re just after closing. It is half past five, you
know?’

‘Is it?’ Jack took a watch from his pocket. ‘Well, so it is.
Now isn’t that a pity. Ah well, I’ll just have to wait till
tomorrow so.’

‘You will.’ Her eyes twinkled and she smiled back at
him.

A bus
came down the street and stopped outside the Post Office and the
little group of people waiting in the shop doorway started
shuffling towards it.

‘I … this is my bus.’

‘Oh?’ Jack looked around at the queue. ‘Listen, I was just
wondering, where do you go for lunch? I mean, do you have a lunch
hour?’

‘Oh, I do. I have lunch from one o’clock until two.’

‘And where do you go, usually?’

‘Well, I don’t go anywhere usually. I bring a snack with me. A
sandwich or something. We have tea in the shop. We have a little
room at the back. It’s very cosy in there.’

‘Then how would you like to have lunch with me? Tomorrow,
say.’

‘Tomorrow?’ she repeated. ‘Well, I … where?’

‘Anywhere you like.’ He looked up and down the street then
nodded towards the tiny café in the corner of the square. ‘What
about that little place over there?’

She
hesitated. She wasn’t sure. This was so unexpected. A part of her
said no, what would people say? What would the girls at the shop
think? She didn’t even know him that well. He was practically a
stranger.

Yet
something inside her tingled with excitement.

‘All right, so.’

The last
person was boarding the bus and she moved towards the
platform.

‘That’s great.’ Jack beamed. ‘I’ll call for you at the shop -
one o’clock sharp.’

She waved
as the bus pulled away.

‘My name is Jack, by the way,’ he shouted after her.

‘I know,’ she answered. ‘And I’m Kathleen.’

The next
day, just as the clock chimed one, Mr Broderick beamed from behind
the counter as Jack strolled in.

‘Good day to you, Mr Cassidy. And how are you
today?’

‘I’m grand.’ Jack nodded a greeting. ‘Grand altogether, thank
you very much.’

He walked
straight across to Kathleen.

‘Are you ready?’

Everyone
turned to look and she blushed.

‘I am.’ She let him take her by the arm.

‘Don’t worry there, Mr Broderick,’ Jack chirped as he walked
her to the door. ‘I’ll bring her back in good time.’

It took a
second for Mr Broderick to respond.

‘Oh, right you are, Mr Cassidy.’ He rushed to open the door for
them, and he looked Kathleen up and down.

‘Two o’clock, Miss Griffin,’ he said.

‘Two o’clock, Mr Broderick,’ she answered.

Although
the exact sequence of events was a bit confused now, Jack could
still remember the day he took Kathleen home to meet his mother.
She welcomed Kathleen with a tray of tea on the lawn and sat beside
her on the garden bench.

‘My son has spoken a great deal about you, my dear,’ Mrs
Cassidy said as the pleasant afternoon drew to a close. ‘He seems
quiet taken with you. And I can understand why. I must say you’re
far prettier than I expected. Far prettier, indeed. Such beautiful
dark eyes. And you have such a becoming manner, too.’

Kathleen
blushed and stifled a cough with the back of her hand.

‘Now I hope you won’t mind me saying this,’ Mrs Cassidy
continued. ‘And I hope you don’t think I’m being too blunt. But I’d
go as far as to say I think my son is in love with you.’

‘Mother …’ Jack spluttered and splashed tea down his
shirt.

‘Yes, my dear.’ Mrs Cassidy reached out and touched Kathleen’s
hand. ‘But the question is; how do you feel about him?’

‘Ah, Mother!’ Jack had the strangest flutter in his stomach. A
surge of dread at what the answer was going to be? ‘Can’t you see
you’re embarrassing her? How can you ask her something like
that?’

But he
needn’t have worried. He would never forget the look on Kathleen’s
face as her eyes met his. ‘If you really want the truth,’ she took
the old lady’s hands in hers and squeezed them. ‘I love your son
very much indeed.’

When they
married a year later most of the guests were from Jack’s side
because Kathleen only had a stepmother and an uncle. And her
friends from the shop. But it didn’t matter. Everyone who came to
the service in the tiny chapel fell in love with the beautiful
bride in the flowing white dress.

Later, at
the reception, Jack’s mother announced where the lucky couple were
going for their honeymoon. It had been a closely guarded secret, a
gift from the family. She beamed as she handed them an envelope
with two airline tickets.

They were
going to France.

Jack’s
uncle Colm worked at the Irish Embassy in Paris. He had a cottage
in the country near the town of Rouen on the River Seine. He knew
Jack had a passion for France. It had always been his dream to go
there one day. Now he could.

Colm
spent most of his time in his apartment in town so they’d have the
cottage all to themselves for two whole weeks.

‘I can hardly believe it,’ Jack said when Kathleen managed to
get him alone in the garden. ‘I’ve married the most beautiful girl
in the world. And now I’m going to France for my honeymoon. I just
can’t believe it. Mother said it would be a surprise, but I never
expected this. Two weeks in France! Isn’t it fantastic? Aren’t you
excited?’

‘Oh, Jack, of course I’m excited.’ Kathleen moved away from
him, afraid she wouldn’t be able to hide her apprehension. Because
this was the summer of 1940 and there was a dark and menacing cloud
hovering over Europe. ‘Who wouldn’t be? I’m excited for you more
than anything. You’ve got this wonderful opportunity to live your
dream. It’s just that ... well, you have to think about what’s
happening over there right now. All we hear on the news lately is
what the Germans are getting up to.’

‘But that’s not happening in France, sweetheart.’ Jack laughed
as he swept her into his huge arms. ‘Going to France will be as
safe as going to Dublin. The Germans won’t be anywhere near us. The
Maginot Line is right there between Germany and France. It’ll be
impossible for the Germans to get through that, I can tell you.
Then there’s the French Army. And the British have a huge
Expeditionary Force there as well. We know Hitler is mad but I
don’t think he’s stupid. He’ll leave the French well alone, I
promise you. We’ll be as safe as the little church mice in Limerick
Cathedral.’

Kathleen
leant her head against his chest and closed her eyes. She was
struggling to suppress the dread that still lurked in the pit of
her stomach. But the thought of a holiday in France excited Jack so
much it was contagious. And as she listened to the rhythm of his
heart she knew she’d been infected too. Anyway, right then she
would have followed him to the ends of the earth.

Uncle
Colm’s cottage was incredibly beautiful, very old and very cosy.
Low-beamed ceilings and narrow corridors lead to rooms that had
little windows in them. They let you look out over amazing
countryside that rolled away into a hazy line where the sky met the
mountains.

A gentle
breeze fanned the warm air as Jack dashed from room to room. Out
the back door and in the front door, exploring all the nooks and
crannies. Inspecting things that interested him, picking them up
and
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