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  PROLOGUE


Sitting to eat a piece of bread and cheese she'd saved from earlier; Etta’s gaze went over to the frock laid out on the bed. The calf length frock with its stiff white collar and cuffs was more sober looking than she would have liked but it would have to do. A loud crash of something and a commotion on the stairs brought her to her feet and out the door. Seeing it was only some of Tessie Earley’s brood who were up to their usual antics, she turned to close the door again. 
“Hello Etta!” Mrs. Clarke from next door greeted her as she turned the key, locking her own door.                 
“Little scamps aren't they?” Mrs. Clarke joked. “You'll have a gang like that yourself someday, you’ll see,” she added, with a wry smile, having noticed Etta's disdain at the raucous behaviour of the children who had all stopped to watch and listen.
Looking surprised at the suggestion, Etta kept her voice low.
“No! I don't think so, Mrs. Clarke. I don't know how Tessie Earley manages them at all, do you?”
“I don't think she does manage very well if you ask me. They're all a bit wild,” Mrs. Clarke whispered, turning her head away from the children. 
Bidding Mrs. Clarke goodbye, Etta shut the door and went back inside to hang the frock over the chair next to her bed, ready for the morning. She had a last look at the shoes too. Happy that they were just the right height, and shined to a lustrous sheen, she placed them under the chair, when suddenly, she remembered the jar. With the ceramic jar pushed securely into its stringy jute bag ready to be dropped off on the way in the morning and satisfied that everything was in order, she felt the nerves well up in her stomach that up to then hadn't surfaced.






  
  1
GLENASIOG


As she stood before her visitor, it reminded Etta of her first day at school when she faced the headmaster while he explained what his expectations were from each pupil. 
“You could go into service, you know,” Doctor Wilson from the village quietly suggested, having dropped by to see how Etta was coping now that she was completely on her own. 
“I know the work is hard but you would have three square meals a day and a roof over your head. There's many a one from these parts who went into service and it didn't do them a bit of harm, I can tell you,” he added, his voice trailing off as he glanced over his spectacles to note her reaction. 
Etta fought the urge to cover her ears and block him out completely. Doctor Wilson, she knew, had always been held in high regard by her family and others in the tiny rural parish. Known as a compassionate man, his advice was sought often, and not always on health matters. She knew she'd have to hear him out and at least acknowledge his concerns.
“I just don't know, Doctor… you're very good for thinking of me… but I don't know.”
Doctor Wilson shook his head disapprovingly and spoke in a low commanding voice.
“Listen to me, Etta, it’s far too lonely for you here. It's desolate. You're tucked away down here in this narrow boreen where there's nothing but wilderness all around you. There isn't another house for about a mile and I see you cycling the roads in all weathers trying to eke out a living. A few hens running around that yard out there won't sustain you, you know.”
“But I'm all right here, Doctor.”
“Look Etta, you would be far better off in service. I know a few people I can ask if you like. I'll tell you what I'll do, I'll drop over a few of the Dublin newspapers to you the first chance I get to come by this way. You can take a look through them and see if there happens to be anything in them.” 
“I have forty pound,” she suddenly blurted.
Taking a step backward in surprise at her minor outburst, he waited for her to elaborate, wondering how she could possibly have accumulated so much money.
“I scrimped up every penny I could from the hen money so that I could get a proper little hen flock of my own together. Maybe later on, I might be able to get a proper little farm going,” she explained softly, her eyes downcast, hoping that would be enough to make him drop the subject of her leaving her home.
The doctor nodded, moved at the thought of Etta, coming from a family of simple farming folk, having had the foresight to plan ahead in that way. The May family, he knew were a remote type of people who could be clannish and didn't welcome attention or intrusion into their  lives. 
“Just have a little think about what I said, Etta, that's all.”
“All right so, I will.”
“Well, I’ll be off up the road then.”
“Thanks so, Doctor.”
She accompanied him to the door and stood in silence watching as he lifted the latch and let himself out, greeted by a flurry of hens gathered around the door.

    
  Next morning, Etta swung open the door expecting to see Paddo Riordan standing ready to enter.  
“Oh! It's yourself Doctor Wilson.”
She stood, surprised, as the doctor brushed past her, followed by a procession of hens, into the scullery of the stone walled cottage. While she waved her skirt at the hens and shooed them out the door, he dropped a bundle of newspapers onto the table and waited, expecting her to comment on them.
“Yes Etta, I brought a few of the Dublin newspapers for you to have look through. I told you yesterday I would.”
“Would you like a cup of tea and a bun, Doctor?” she asked.
“They're only made fresh this morning,” she added cheerfully, trying to mask the peculiar feeling she had of being banished from her home.
“No, I won’t, but thanks though, I'm only after my breakfast,” he said and peered around the scullery to see if there was any evidence remaining of her having eaten anything herself.
“Ah, maybe I will so, I changed my mind, it’s not that often you'd see me in these parts, after all.”
Etta made the tea and slathered some butter onto a bun. She placed them in front of the doctor and hesitating, she declined to join him choosing instead to shuffle through the newspapers and feign an interest. She stood quietly, leaning with one hand placed on her hip, as she looked through the pile she'd spread out across the table, making no attempt to engage him in conversation. Doctor Wilson spoke as he ate, breaking the silence between them.
“I wouldn't be at all surprised if some of those newspapers were from last year; Mrs. Wilson is always nagging me for hoarding them. I just pulled out a bundle for you to look at. Maybe you'll find them to be a bit of help to you.”
Etta gave him a courtesy smile and nodded while searching her mind for something to say. She turned a page as the doctor drained his cup. 
“I'll be off so, Etta, before the weather turns. That was very nice.”
Doctor Wilson pressed on towards the door, seemingly unnoticed at first by Etta whose  interest  had been gripped by something in one of the newspapers.
“I'll see you out, Doctor,” she said, slowly making her way to the door.
Casting his eyes upwards in the piercing cold air, the doctor hunched up his shoulders and began rubbing his hands.
“I wouldn't be at all surprised if there’s a fall of snow before the night is out. The hills are already tinged white, I notice." 
“We’ll surely have it before long so.”
“Do you have enough turf in to keep the fire going?” he asked, craning his neck around the door looking back into the scullery.
“I'll have to go out and feed the hens later on anyway and I'll bring some in then.”
Having bid the doctor goodbye, Etta rushed back inside and picked up one newspaper to look more closely at it. The freezing weather outside was of little concern to her as she pulled her shawl snuggly around her shoulders and continued sifting out the particular pages of interest to her.
Later, with the hens fed and closed away, Etta banked up the turf fire and nestled into her armchair with her hands wrapped around a mug of hot mutton soup. She scoured the Dublin newspapers and seeing that a position in service might be had easily enough added to her concern. With a pencil at hand to mark off something in case Doctor Wilson might return, she focused her attention mainly on an assortment of advertisements seeking domestic servants. Everything she read left her with an uneasy feeling about her circumstances. Fearing the end of her cherished freedom was now in sight, a feeling of dread swept through her as the reality of Doctor Wilson's words filtered through. Etta was beginning to see for herself that her future might lie in the life of a servant girl and wondered how she would cope with having to answer to somebody bossing her about and tried to picture what that might be like. 
There were plenty of big shops in Dublin too, she noted, with page length advertisements for an array of clothing that was far superior to anything she'd ever seen or even imagined. Frocks, handbags, shoes, and pictures of drawings of fancy slips and corselets drew her in further. There were stories buried in the pages about trials on in the courts too, and warnings about bogus collectors and a mention of Irish prisoners in England giving great cause for concern. Turning the pages, smiling at funny cartoon drawings, and reading more advertisements and horse racing results from the Phoenix Park, she went over all the possibilities in her mind.
The evening hours slipped by quickly as Etta, unaware of the drifting snow outside, kept coming back to the first sight that had captured her, sparking her imagination, the Paris Diary. The column, a favourite, the writer said, appeared every week in the  Freeman’s Journal with the latest news from the Paris Fashion Parades, featuring drawings of the latest styles being shown. According to the article, all the latest skimpy frocks came in flamboyant colours with styles that had never been seen before, anywhere. The images laid out on the page excited Etta, firing her imagination as she envisioned herself wearing them. Artificial flowers, it said, were now all the rage, especially on straw hats, which were being woven in bold brilliant check patterns and cloche hats with hardly any brim at all. The article went on to describe a range of shoes and other accessories in great detail with Etta becoming more immersed in every line she read.
“A crepe de chine scarf and strappy black shoes with gold bits on them,” she thought longingly, would be the first things she'd buy for herself if she ever did get a chance to visit Dublin - but one short visit would be enough. She could never leave Glenasiog!
Venturing out the next morning in the cold whiny wind, Etta stomped her way through the crunching snow on her first visit of the day to the henhouse. She stood briefly and looked off into the distance where the meadows and valleys had vanished, smothered under a blanket of snow, and wondered why Doctor Wilson could describe such beauty as desolation. The snowdrops, she noticed, despite being such fragile little loves, had still managed to stick their heads up above the snow. Getting on with her chores, she scattered the feed around while the hens pecked and scampered over each other. Deciding to keep them closed in for warmth, she gathered up the eggs and brought them into the scullery for washing. The snow, she knew would call a halt to her regular routine of cycling down to the village on Monday to sell her eggs and stock up on her weekly rations. Hopefully, she thought, Paddo Riordan would manage to make his way up somehow on Thursday as usual, to collect the second batch of the week. Soon after, with the eggs packed up and preparing to fill the buckets with water from the rain barrel instead of trudging down to the water pump and struggling to carry them back in the snow, Doctor Wilson's unwelcome words continued to go round and round in her head.
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FISHAMBLE STREET


Paddo Riordan took Etta by surprise when she heard him calling out to her as she leaned her bicycle against the brass plaque outside Doctor Wilson’s surgery. 
“How are ya, Etta?”
“I’m grand, Paddo, and yourself?” 
Paddo was a burly red faced fellow of about her own age. He had become the farmhand at Tom Donnelly’s farm where Etta's father had worked until his death. He lived in the small rickety cottage that went with the job.
“You're not ailing are you, Etta?”
“No, just calling in for a few minutes, that's all.”
Etta sat and waited her turn before being ushered in to see Doctor Wilson who greeted her warmly as he led her to a chair beside his desk.
“Etta, I'm delighted to see you. What can I do for you?”
“I… was, er, thinking about what you said about moving away and I am thinking about going up to Dublin… for good like.”
“You've changed your mind then?”
Unable to knit the words together properly into what she’d prepared in her mind to say to the Doctor, she found herself muttering.
“What I mean is this. Er, like, I changed my mind because I always said I would never leave here… but now…”
“I know it is a terrible reality, but it has to be faced, Etta. Even if there were only a few more people of your own age left, but they're all gone. Some even off to England and others as far as America too.”
“I wrote off to one of the big shops up in Dublin, you see, one that I saw in one of your newspapers and they wrote back to me.”
“You’re a great girl altogether, Etta.”
“I was wondering, like, if you would write a reference for me. They wrote and said that if I had an excellent letter of recommendation that there would be a place for me.”
Doctor Wilson listened carefully, then pushing his chair away; he rose up and went over to a cluttered writing desk, sat down, and positioned a large sheet of writing paper in front of him. Dipping the nib into the inkwell, he paused to think for a minute and then, with swirling extravagant loops, he wrote across the page and carefully blotted it.
“Now Etta, I have said here that you come from good stock, a well thought of family in this village and surrounds and I have no hesitation in recommending you for any position. I have also stated that you are a very hardworking, honest, a mindful and dependable girl. Is there anything else you would like me to add to that?” he asked, peering at her over his spectacles while she stood thinking for a moment.
“I can't think of anything. Thanks, I'll post it off while I'm down this way. I have the envelope written and all,” she said, taking the letter and running her eyes across the page.
“Listen to me, Etta, will you?” Doctor Wilson said, getting to his feet again and looking serious.
“I want you to promise me that you will hold on very tight to any money you have. I know how hard it would have been for you to get that much together, you know, and it’s very easy to be tempted to spend your money up there. Anyway, you'll have a wage coming in soon enough.”
“I will, I will.”
“Anything else I can help you with?”
“No, I think I'll rush off now because I saw Paddo Riordan out there a while ago and he might be able to find someone to buy the hens off me. I promise I will mind my money too. You're very good Doctor. Thanks.”
“Good plan then by the sound of things! Don't forget to drop a few lines once you're settled, will you?” he asked, bowing his head sadly and holding the door to see her out.
“Another reluctant departure from Glenasiog - you’ll be greatly missed,” he said.

***


“Tata- tat- tata-tat.” Some of the children sang in rhythm with the train. The other passengers in the third class carriage, mainly good humoured, chatted and laughed as they swapped stories while some freely offered advice about Dublin to avid listeners. Etta shared a paper bag around, inviting everyone to take a sweet from the few pennyworth that Paddo Riordan had given her at the station to see her on her journey. One man in a heavy tweed overcoat, who sat close to Etta, claimed to know Dublin very well. Pointing his hand out in front of him, he told her to go straight down the quays and use the wall of the River Liffey for navigation, adding that she couldn't get lost because it runs right down to the centre of  Dublin town.
“There's that many places along there, you'll be sure to get herself in somewhere without a bit of bother,” he told her.
“Just look for the signs in the windows and maybe ask a few of the people along the quays. They would know.”
Hours later, with all the passengers weary and having run out of topics to talk about, the train finally rolled into Kingsbridge railway station in Dublin, coming to a screeching, lurching halt. All the doors swung open immediately with people rushing off, mostly in one direction, towards the main door. Etta stood amongst the crowd on the bustling platform nervously observing everything while trying to find her bearings. The train station appeared much bigger and busier than she'd anticipated, causing her to feel anxious. She followed the crowd through the station up to the main door and watched as everyone quickly dispersed. Wishing to rush off too, Etta took shelter at the front of the station, where the arches towered above her shielding her from the blustery rain while she tried to find the courage to venture onwards. She looked off to the right of her, then to her left and right again. Feeling displaced and disoriented and fighting the urge to take the next train home to the familiarity of Glenasiog, she braced herself for what lay ahead and continued out into the street. Once outside, she walked to the corner where people stood in small groups waiting to board a tram with many others crossing over to walk along by the river wall, exactly the way the man on the train had described. Etta gathered her shawl around her shoulders and holding a tight grip on the strapping of her suitcase, she marched off in the blowing rain, reassured to see her route laid out in front of her.
Moving swiftly along Victoria Quay, she was soon hampered by her long damp skirt wrapping itself around her legs as she walked. The worn through sole on her right boot had torn itself away from its upper causing her to stop frequently to stomp it into place. With so many bridges along the River Liffey, noisy motor cars streaming past her and unfamiliar faces on the people passing by, she stayed close to the wall. Smoke billowed from the brewery barges bobbing in the river as men in peaked caps unloaded barrels onto the quay. Over the road, she noticed the gates of Guinness’s Brewery were heaving as horse drawn carts laden down with barrels clattered through. She stopped to look at the boot again, trying to find a solution that would keep it on her foot until she got herself somewhere for the night. There was nothing she could do, she decided, but to continue on. 
With nothing visible along the way and reaching Merchant’s Quay, Etta crossed over and turned the corner, taking her into Winetavern Street. She meandered wearily up the hill past public houses and rows of small huckster shops with windows displaying their wares. 'Broken Biscuits' a sign said. She thought about food and quickly decided it might be best to just carry on as best she could. 
Approaching a row of small, dilapidated cottages in a laneway, Etta caught sight of a large foreboding rooming house jutting out with writing on a windowpane. 'FOR RENT' it said, in big white letters. She walked past gangs of children playing in the silt, which had been made worse by the rain, and found the heavy black door ajar. Pushing it open, she hoped the place would look a bit better on the inside. It didn't. A group of pale sunken faced women sat huddled on the stairs with more children playing around them. Suddenly, everyone stopped talking to look as she entered the dark, dank hallway. Reeling from the putrid stench of the building that caused her screw up her face and spin around quickly, Etta exited the building as fast as she could without speaking to anyone and headed out onto the street again to resume her search. With the evening starting to draw in a bit, she began to feel anxious at the thought of being out in the dark alone and with nowhere to go. Cold and hungry too, and with her wet shawl weighing heavy on her shoulders, she wandered aimlessly in the direction of Christ Church Cathedral.
Soon afterwards, with her long arduous journey at an end, Etta stood looking around the room in a Fishamble Street tenement house, thinking about carbolic soap as she sized up her surroundings. So addled after her journey and the urgency she felt to get somewhere, she took little notice of the peeling distempered walls along the stairs and the scuffs and scratches on the brown painted door of the room. 
Charles Hannigan, who introduced himself as the landlord’s agent, spoke very fast. He informed Etta that he kept a clean house, and no messing would be tolerated under any circumstances from anybody. Leaning cross-legged against the table with his gaze settled on her feet, he sucked the last few drags out of a cigarette butt and went over the terms, telling her the rent would be three shillings a week and he'd collect it every Saturday night at about eight o'clock and five shillings deposit down. He went on to tell her that if she wanted to rent the room, he would let her take possession of it immediately and come back in a day or two with the agreement for her to sign and collect the few bob deposit. Without waiting for an answer, he suggested that if she wanted to get the boots on her feet mended there was a boot mender’s shop just around the corner - she only had to look out for the sign that looked like a big brass boot, over the door. She couldn’t miss it, he told her, but she'd need to hurry up because it must be near closing time. Speaking hurriedly, he also pointed out to her that the bed was very clean, but she would need her own bedclothes and there was enough paraffin oil  in the lamp for a night or two. Etta, trying to take in everything as he spoke, released her grip on her suitcase allowing it to drop to the floor with a thud as she flexed her fingers to wriggle some life back into them. She counted out three shillings from her purse and offered them to the man. He handed back one shilling, telling her the week was halfway through already and reminded her that he could be contacted anytime at the fish shop he runs around the corner, where she'd seen the sign in the shop window earlier. He left swiftly, leaving Etta standing looking as he bolted out the door. She walked over and carefully closed the door, turning the key in the lock.






  
  3
SEMOLINA


Looking damp and bedraggled, Etta glanced upwards to see where the tinkling sound came from as she entered the shoemaker’s shop. 
“Good evening to you. Step in there away from that draughty old door,” the wiry, grey haired man called out from behind the counter as the door sprung closed behind Etta.
She paused at first before approaching the counter, then kicked her foot forward to show her broken boot as the man stretched to lean over the counter to look down at it.
“Would I be able to get this mended, like, and how much would it be to get it fixed?” 
“Let me have a look now” he said and appeared to be putting a lot of thought into it. 
“Ah sure, a smile’d be a just award on such a rotten day out there. Don’t worry, it won’t be much,” he replied, looking directly into the face of the forlorn looking girl.
A shy smile beamed across Etta's face as he gestured to her to hand over the boots.
“These are the only ones I have, like, I mean, I have no others, so would it all right if I waited in here, mister?” she asked, pulling the boot off her foot to stand in her wet stocking as the man nodded, smiling.
“A beauteous girl with eyes sparkling like, oh, what do they call them blue coloured diamonds?” 
The shoemaker scratched his head as though searching for the right word. “Ah sure, I’ll think of it in a minute, I suppose.”
Etta placed the boot on the counter and stood back.
“I’ll do the two while I’m at it. So, tell me, what’s your name then?”
“Henrietta May.” Etta responded, wriggling out of the second boot.
“Henrietta May? Now there's a name,” he said, turning the broken boot over to find the best place to start on the repair job. “Two  names.”
“May is my surname, mister.”
“Oh, that’s what it is, I see. It has a nice ring to it though, like the first words in a melodious sonnet. So, Henrietta, you’re not from around here are you? I can tell by the way you talk.”
“No, I only came up from the country today. I'm stopping around on Fishamble Street, do you know it?” she asked, jabbing her thumb over her shoulder.
“I do! Sure, isn't that one of the oldest streets in Dublin, if not the oldest altogether? There was the Messiah… Hallelujah, and that sort of thing performed around there a long time ago.”
Etta listened appearing pleased as she studied the man’s face and the way he spoke.
“You look perishing cold; do you know that?” 
Already on his way and lifting the counter flap, he beckoned to Etta to follow him through to the back.
“C’mon, would you like to, maybe, wait in there beside the fire where you might be a bit more comfortable?”
“All right so.”
“You must be parched for a sup of scalding hot tea too and I hope I wouldn’t be offending you if I offered you a bit of something to eat, you see, I only made a whole pot of semolina just before you came in.”
Etta gestured with words of thanks and nervously followed him around the counter into the living area of the shop with her eyes accessing everything. An imposing fireplace which took up almost the length of the back wall had a fire blazing in the black iron grate. A pile of turf and a bucket of coal stood to the right side of the fireplace and two worn lopsided winged armchairs with tufted buttons hanging out on ropey strings, stood at each side. As she sat down and eased her shawl away from her shoulders, she flexed her purple veined hands over the flames for warmth.
“Here, look, I'll put that shawl on the back of this chair; the fire’ll dry it out for you.”
The shoemaker lifted the coarse haired damp shawl and, awkwardly turning the leather armchair backwards, he draped the shawl across it, to face the fire. He leaned forward and pulled down a large kettle that hung on a chain at the chimney and steadied it on a solid rack over the burning coals and turf sods. Etta sat in silence watching him, placing her hands on her lap as she grew accustomed to the shabby cluttered room where a mixture of odours from the burning turf, pipe tobacco and shoe polish permeated the air. She quietly studied the room thinking it strange that a shop would have somebody's home in it.
“It'll only take a few ticks for that to boil and then I'll wet the tea,” the man said, leaning over to lift up the pot of semolina.
Hesitating slightly, he laid it down again and walked over to a tall pine cabinet filled with brightly coloured crockery and glass that stood with its back to his work bench. After some thought, he selected a scalloped edged saucer and eased the glass door closed while Etta's eyes followed his every move without uttering a word. The pendulum clock struck, followed immediately by two other clocks sitting alongside on the maroon velvet covered mantle shelf. The man hummed as he spooned milky semolina onto the saucer and poured hot water into a shiny dimpled teapot. Etta piped up with the question she was dying to ask.
“Do you live in your shop?”
“Ah sure, doesn't everyone ask me the same question.”
Shuffling along, back, and forth, between the long cabinet and the table, the man continued to speak as he lined up two teacups and poured some milk into each one.
“Sure, I was going to put up a wall to make separate rooms when I took this place over. One day just went into another and I never got around to it. But now I wouldn't want it any other way.” 
With the two teacups filled almost to the brim and with sugar added, he tapped on Etta’s arm.
“Now get that drop of tea into you. You needn’t get up; sure, you can reach the table easily enough from where you are. Would you like a little dollop of jam on that semolina?” 
He held the spoon over the jam pot as he waited for her to answer.
“I'd love that. You're very good mister, thanks.”
“Ah yes, there's many a person calls in and sits in that chair and keeps me company while I'm working. I live by myself, you see, so the minute I shut the shop at night I only have my music box to keep me company. I have a little bedroom upstairs and a bathroom and a scullery of sorts in there, so I have everything around me. I'd be very shut off if I put a wall up,” he explained.
Comfortable in the company of the old man as she sank lower into the lumpy armchair, Etta ate her fill of semolina and jam and began to chat happily, going on to tell her new friend about her life in the country. He listened as she elaborated at length about the new life she was about to embark on in Dublin while he lightly tapped on the sole of her boot over a polished steel last. He continued to listen closely to every word she said as she told him about her Mammy and Daddy dying of the consumption and how she had nobody else belonging to her left alive. Stopping his hammering to listen, he found himself reflecting on the misfortune of his own family who were lost to the same terrible fate.
“I know how you must be feeling, sure wasn't nearly all my own family swallowed up the same way? I only have the brother left, poor Cyril. He was left very delicate after being sick for two years or more. He's off out there in Rathfarnham in some class of a rest home now. Taking in all that fresh mountain air out there'll do him the world of good. There's far too much smoke up here for his poor lungs.”
Etta watched quietly as the shoemaker put the hammer down and pulled a chair up close to her. He slowly lowered himself onto it and appeared to be thinking about what he was going to say.
“Isn’t it a terrible thing to be left on your own, isn't it?” he whispered, leaning closer.
The directness of the question surprised Etta. Not sure how to answer him and trying to keep her own sadness at bay, she nodded and paused before speaking in a soft voice.
“Yes it is. It really is.”
“Oh, do you know what? I just remembered what the name of them blue diamonds is. Sapphires! Sapphires, that’s what they’re called. Did you ever hear of them?” he asked, quickly changing the subject to bring a cheery tone to his voice, having noticed how the sorrow had clouded her eyes.
“I know the ones you mean,” she said. “They’re lovely.”
He moved back to his work bench to continue with the repair job.
“Do you know the reason I'm asking you? It's because you have eyes exactly that colour, a gorgeous shade of blue. Azure, I think they call it.”
Etta smiled, breaking into a girlish giggle, not sure if he was really asking a question or not because he seemed to say everything in the form of a question.
Noticing Etta's amusement, he continued.
“Don't be minding me. I'm always rambling off the subject like that.”
“Did you say what your name was, mister? I'm a bit mixed up,” Etta called out over the hammering.
“You see me full title is Aloysius Cooke, but nobody ever calls me that. Never! Mister Cooke occasionally, and I was born and reared in Cook Street, of all places - it’s only a stone's throw from here. So, everybody, except the brother, Cyril, calls me Cookie. It’s like my imprint or my mark in this world,” Cookie explained, and as he spoke, he pointed with the hammer to a photograph of a frowning child with pudgy cheeks and a clump of white curls falling onto his face, who Etta supposed to be Cyril, in a frame on the wall.
“Henrietta is my real name, after my granny, but when I was very small I couldn't get hold of my name at all, only Etta. Now everybody calls me that.”
“That's a lovely name though; it's a pity in a way to shorten it. Not that there's anything wrong with Etta.” 
As he worked, Cookie went over what Etta had told him earlier about moving to Dublin.
“So, you're going to be selling new rig outs to all them toffs over there in Grafton Street?”
“I will and I'll be starting next week. I have to wear a regulation grey frock and proper shoes as well, so I still have to go out and buy them, tomorrow maybe, if I get myself settled in a bit.”
“You know, it's a bit inconsiderate of them, all the same, to be making you spend money on special clothes before you get a shilling out of them.”
Etta pondered on what he said, not having thought about it like that before.
“You know what though? You couldn't do any better than that Iveagh Market. It’s not too far from here, only a walk away,” he told her.
“They sell all the best of the best, all for only a few coppers. You should go up there and get what you want. If you see a half decent pair of shoes, sure I'll give them the once over for you. It’s all second-hand stuff, but sometimes, it’s barely worn.”
“Where's that place? Etta asked curiously. “I don't know my way anywhere yet.” Cookie shuffled over towards the front door, jingling a bunch of keys. He locked the door and tugged at the blind to pull it down as he spoke.
“The market. I know a lot of them dealers up there for a long time now and I'm sure they'll see you right. They’re a decent bunch. Anyway, I'll explain it all to you properly when your mind is better settled. In fact, I'll take you up there myself.” 
Reaching for her boots, he drew her attention to them as she held them up for inspection.
“Now, Jewel, with eyes like two pools of sapphires, tell me, did you ever see such a fine looking pair of boots as these ones?”
“You did a very good job on them. I tried to fix them before, but I only made them worse,” she answered, giggling shyly.
“Well, they're fixed now with good soles on them and should last you for a very long time to come. All I have to do now is give them a good polish over with the boot paste and they'll be as good as new, but they’ll need be dried out a bit though… a bit damp yet.”
Cookie slathered on the black paste and worked it into the boots in fast circular movements using a small round brush, whistling as he worked. Etta looked on as he spat on the boots every so often before buffing them to a high sheen.
“They didn't even look as nice at that when I got them. Thanks very much.”
“That's the best of boot paste, it makes them look new with the shine it gives them and it'll make them a bit waterproof too,” he said proudly as he watched Etta pull the boots onto her feet and tie them up before throwing her shawl around her shoulders.
“Now I want you to come back over here to me tomorrow morning, do you hear me? And have a little bit of breakfast.”
“I will Cookie, you’re very good. You did a great job. You made me a new pair. Thanks. I want to pay you properly for these, tell me what I owe you.”
“You won’t be handing over a brass farthing until you’re earning. Isn’t that the fairest way?”
Seeing Etta through the door and preparing to lock it again, he watched as she walked up the street where she turned to wave back at him. A surge of sadness welled in him as he felt sorry for the girl on her way over to what was likely to be a cold and empty room. He quickly gave a signal for her to return and called out to her.
“You know what? I think I'll fill a jar with hot water for you to bring back with you. You can put it in your bed to heat it or if you like you can even make a drop of tea. It'll hold the heat for hours.”
“All right so, I'll wait. Thanks very much.”
Once inside the shop door again, Etta leaned against the counter as Cookie went back to the fire and pulled the kettle down to bring it up to the boil.
“It's this time of year; it's neither winter nor summer. One minute you're warm and snug and the next you're freezing, isn't that right?”
Etta nodded, and looking down at her boots, she turned the heels sideways to have a better look at them. Cookie watched her. She had a hollow feeling in her and he knew it as he stretched up and took down a large brown ceramic brewery jar from the top of the cabinet and blew the dust off it. With the jar filled and corked he carefully handed it to the girl, warning her not to let it flip over.
“Walk easy or you'll be scalded, do you hear me?”
“I'll be grand; I'll see you tomorrow morning then. Thanks, Cookie, for all your kind treatment.” 
Etta walked away with a firm grip on the jar and taking a quick glances down at her newly mended boots, glistening as she walked. The dreaded cloud of sadness that she'd managed to ward off all day had somehow started to envelop her now.
Unnerved by the sight of the stout slovenly woman perched on a stool in the gloomy hallway as she entered, Etta's eyes widened with fright.
“Are you the new woman who moved in?” the coarse voiced woman called out; her round faced baby hanging over her arm knawing on a crust.
Brushing back some of the stray tendrils that hung over her face from her topknot; to have a clear view of Etta, she shifted the baby to the other arm while she waited for an answer.
“Yes, I did move in here today,” said Etta, slowing down as the neighbour woman eyed her cautiously before allowing her eyes to rest on the jar.
“What's your name then?”
“Henrietta,” Etta called back as she ascended the stairs, two at a time, hoping to escape glare of the woman who shouted after her.
“I'm Tessie Earley.”
Offering no response, Etta held on tight to the jar as she fumbled for the key in her pocket. Then, rattling the key into the lock, the door sprang open as she caught sight of another pair of eyes assessing her. Through a sliver of an opening in the door next to hers, another neighbour watched before easing the door closed and quietly easing the bolt over.
“Home,” she said aloud half-heartedly and looked around at the sparse, but adequate room.
She studied the bed, and then the table with two chairs pushed in under it. One wall had a long green coloured shelf stretching along it, with a line of small nails sticking out. Walking towards the lone window, she saw it had twisted up newspapers stuffed along the bottom and surmised they were put there to keep the rain and cold draughts out. Curtains that looked like they had once been an old lace petticoat hung limply on a drawstring across the window. A mirror and a few other bits and pieces placed around the room completed her home. 
Undoing the strapping that held her overstuffed suitcase closed, Etta began to empty it, shaking out her crumpled patchwork quilt first. Carefully spreading it over the straw mattress on the big iron bed, a waft of familiar smells of her old home caught her attention causing her to stop and look at the quilt and hold it to her face. She remained there for a long moment while she travelled back in her mind to that morning when she had carefully folded it to take with her. Then with the bed ready, she shook out the remainder of her clothes, an odd assortment of tweed skirts, patched and darned in places and seeing the nails, she hooked some onto them. The brown paper parcels holding her treasures remained unopened as she slid them under the bed. Reaching up, Etta grasped the tin basin on the shelf and placed it on the table before uncorking the ceramic jar. Steam rose from the water as she poured it out. A parting gift from Paddo Riordan along with the bag of sweets, a tablet of lavender soap was then swooshed around until frothy suds covered the water. With the jar corked again, she placed it under her quilt and moved back to the basin and placed it on the floor. She eased her boots and stockings off and looked over her shoulder back into the room, 
“Oh God in heaven above,” she said, sinking her feet into the water and closing her eyes, 
“This’ll never be my home. Never!"






  
  4
HALF A CROWN


They passed through the heavily embellished entrance of the Iveagh Market, a vast Victorian style building with an interior balcony towering over a myriad of stalls. Cookie wandered alongside while Etta led the way. Taken by surprise at the sight of stalls with clothes piled high, Etta’s eyes travelled to where the dealers shouted in noisy banter creating a bustle like she hadn’t ever heard before. To those who knew him, Cookie was greeted by name. Etta noted the way some of the women called out, inviting her over to try this coat or that hat or just look at what they had. Stopping at first to see what was on offer at each stall, she then wove her way through and watched as dealers sorted and laid out a variety of articles for her to view. Soon after, with a selection of frocks and blouses, and a black hat swathed in spotted veiling over lavender silk flowers, Etta asked how much she owed for the bundle. Before the woman could answer, Etta had spotted another frock in the pile and moved over to have a closer look at it. 
“There’s a richness like the warm glow of champagne to that shiny frock, love? I’ll leave it at the three and sixpence, for the lot, ”  the dealer women said.
Cookie stepped forward and began to take the bundle from Etta and appeared ready to lay them down.
“Mary, c’mon! Where are you going with your three and sixpence? Half a crown, c'mon. The girl is only up from the country since yesterday and needs to get herself dressed for a new job. Her very first one.”
The woman looked at the bundle and appeared to be thinking as Etta waited.
“Half a crown, Mary,” Cookie repeated. 
“All right then, go on ye oul blackguard ye, two and sixpence so. A poor soul’d never make a decent few coppers with the likes of you around the place.” 
As Etta paid and thanked her, the dealer woman spoke affectionately to Cookie asking how his poor brother in Rathfarnham was doing and saying she remembers him in her prayers every Sunday at mass. They moved on from the stall with Etta carrying an armful of clothes and her new hat on her head and her shawl wrapped around her.
Cookie stopped to speak to a woman gutting the fish she was selling from an old pram without wheels and hoisted up on wooden blocks. After he’d bought some fresh herrings from her and they’d arrived over to where a boy was minding an egg stall, he asked Etta if she ever got any fresh fish at all down the country.
“Yes, Paddo Riordan used to drop me in a few trout whenever he caught some in the river, and now and again, a rabbit or two.”
“Two,” Cookie said to the boy, holding up two fingers. “Two eggs there. Big ones.” 
He turned to address Etta as he counted the money into the boy’s hand to pay for the eggs.
“Now, you'll have to come back down for your tea later on and maybe you’ll drop by for your bit of breakfast in the morning again. I can't eat all this grub by myself.”
“All right so, I will. This is a great place, Cookie; I can come here whenever I like now that I know my way and all.”
“I'd better get you out of here or you'll buy the whole place out. Anyway, I’ll have to hurry back to the shop now, it’ll soon be time to open up again.” Cookie said, pretending to push her towards the door.
“There's only one thing though, did you manage to find a frock for that new job? And you’ll need proper shoes too,” he said, looking around for someone he might know, selling shoes.
“I bought a long grey serge frock that I can cut down to fit me and I can maybe take a collar off one of the blouses. I brought my needles and thimbles with me but I might need a few spools of thread.”                                     
Cookie walked ahead as she spoke and waved to a man standing behind a table with shoes heaped high.
“Would you ever see this young one all right for me, Des? She needs a proper pair of shoes, something sturdy with a bit of substance to them for working in a fancy shop.” 
Cookie stood away as Etta mooched through one stack while the man pulled out more shoes from another pile for her to try on. With one pair after another tried on at least once and satisfied she had chosen the right ones, Etta signalled she was ready to pay. A gold pair with small sprigs of flowers painted on them would have to wait for another day. 
“Ninepence for them, love, or if you like, I can do the two pairs for only a bob.”
Cookie called out to the him.
“Ah would you go on with your bob outa that. Ninepence for the two is enough. Come on, Des.” 
The man nodded to him and put his hand out for the money, telling Etta to come to him in future and he'll see her right. Clicking open the clasp on her worn purse, she counted out the sixpenny piece and three pennies while thanking him and promising to return.
“Gold? God tonight, gold shoes!” Cookie said, shaking his head and watching as Etta struggled into her boots excitedly.
“I only had a broken pair of boots this time yesterday and now look at me. I have three pairs altogether.”
“Right so. I’ll give them black kidskin ones a good polish over and you get yourself sewing and we’ll have you well turned out for them toffs.”

    
  Making her way along Fishamble Street, a winding narrow street on a steep hill that twisted off to the right





OEBPS/cover.png





OEBPS/images/0a041007-2c23-4bda-a7b7-3309289e24fe.jpeg
)






OEBPS/images/bcde29ff-6822-41d8-b944-a0c229df2be9.png
Jewel

Cat Nolan






