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About the Book

It is 1945 and the war is finally over.  The last few years have been almost too much to bear, but at long last sisters Grace and Chrissie Devlin can return to their normal lives.

Grace is level-headed and longs to meet a nice man and settle down.  But vivacious Chrissie craves more excitement – hard to find in austere post-war Liverpool.  When she meets Pat Kilroy, a handsome Irishman, she’s swept off her feet and eagerly follows him to Ireland.

Chrissie soon realises she has made a terrible mistake, and Grace rushes to her side to help.  But the consequences of Chrissie’s actions are devastating.  Can the bond of sisterhood survive?





My grateful thanks go to Julia and Peter Leonard of Ballinastragh, Rahan, for their time and hospitality. You were both an enormous help to me with your knowledge and experience of post-Emergency (World War II) life in Ireland, particularly in Rahan and Tullamore. As there are only a certain number of facts that can be obtained from reference books, without your help many of the background details in this book would be missing and therefore the sense of authenticity would sadly have been lost, to the detriment of the novel. Thank you both for those pleasant hours and your remarkable memories.

Thanks also, as usual, to my friend and neighbour Michael Guinan for additional local information.
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Chapter One
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LIVERPOOL

May 1945

‘IT’S OVER, MAM! IT’S really over!’ Chrissie Devlin’s cry rang through the small kitchen as she burst into the room. Her pretty oval face was glowing with excitement; her blue eyes were dancing with pure joy. ‘Switch the wireless on, Mam! Go on, Mr Churchill’s going to speak. I was just talking to Mr Shiells from number eighteen and he told me and he said he’d heard there are huge crowds out on the streets in London and there’s fireworks and floodlights too. Oh, I just can’t believe it’s true!’

Chrissie, panting a little after running home, sank  down into the chair beside the range, her hands to her flushed cheeks. Tendrils of light brown curly hair clung to her forehead.

Sadie Devlin put down the pan she had been scouring and stared wordlessly at her youngest daughter. Her thin shoulders slumped and she was overcome by a wave of great weariness. As she glanced around her shabby kitchen she thought how hard, how exhausting it had been to keep a home going through years of war. Trying to put decent, nourishing meals on the table when there was nothing in the shops and what little there was available was rationed and had to be queued for. Trying to keep the place clean when even carbolic soap was in short supply; trying to keep it warm when there was never enough coal for heating never mind to boil up water. Trying to make clothes and household linens last by patching and mending. And throughout it all she had had to try to bolster everyone’s spirits.

She wiped her hands on her faded and stained floral pinafore and thought with a strange detachment that the garment was just like herself. Once she had been considered pretty. Like Chrissie she had had thick curly hair and laughing blue eyes. She’d had a pink and white complexion and been plump like Chrissie too. Now all that had gone. She was worn out and thin, her hair was limp and dull, her eyes had lost their sparkle. The freshness of youth had gone and she was old before her time.

It was Grace who, with fingers that trembled slightly, twiddled the knobs on the wireless set that stood on a  small table in a corner of the room. Of course they’d heard that the Germans had surrendered in a school-house in France last week, she thought, but it hadn’t been announced officially that at last the war that had raged in Europe for six long years was over.

‘Hurry up, Grace. We’ll miss it,’ Chrissie urged, jumping to her feet like a jack-in-the-box, seemingly unable to sit still, and jostling her sister in her eagerness.

‘If you’d stop pulling and poking at me I might be able to find the station. Wait, I think this is it,’ Grace replied in a voice that held both mild irritation and excited anticipation. At twenty she was two years older than Chrissie, taller and slimmer with dark brown curly hair, but she had the same blue eyes as her sister. Eyes that, like Chrissie’s, were full of relief and joy.

The wireless crackled a little but then the unmistakable voice of the Prime Minister came through, the voice that had given them all courage and fortitude and hope over the long, dark and dangerous years.

Japan had yet to be subdued, he told them, but the war in Europe would end officially at midnight. ‘Advance Britannia! Long live the cause of freedom! God Save the King!’ he finished in ringing, stentorian tones.

Chrissie threw her arms around her sister and hugged her, her eyes bright with incipient tears of relief. ‘Oh, Grace, it’s finally over! There’ll be such a party! We’ll have the time of our lives. There’ll be dancing and singing and we can have every light in the house on and  every streetlight in the city will be on again too. Just think, soon we’ll be able to get decent jobs and not have to slave away every day in that damned munitions factory. We can have pretty clothes, good food – all the things we’ve had to do without. And there’ll be no more flaming ration books or queues!’ She could hardly believe that what had just been dreams were about to become reality. She’d been a child of twelve when war had broken out and had had no idea of what it would entail. Those years, which should have been so happy and carefree, had been stolen from her. She’d been deprived of a part of her youth. But she was grown up now – eighteen – and she was going to enjoy the rest of her life. She would seize every opportunity that presented itself, come what may.

Grace laughed and hugged her exuberant sister and let herself be danced around the kitchen until she realised that her mother wasn’t joining in. She had sat heavily down in the chair Chrissie had recently vacated and was just staring into the fire in the range, her face pale and drawn. Grace disentangled herself from Chrissie’s embrace and squatted down beside Sadie, taking her hand.

‘Mam? Mam, are you all right?’ she asked gently.

Chrissie stared at them, puzzled. Wasn’t Mam delighted? Why was she sitting as if she was carved from stone? As if she still had the cares of the world on her shoulders?

Sadie looked at her two daughters and shook her  head slowly. She felt empty and bowed down with misery. Her gaze slipped away and focused again on the faded wallpaper, chipped paint and shabby furniture of her home. The sight only lowered her spirits yet further.

‘Ah, Mam, it’s just the shock, you’ll get over it. Come on, can’t you give us a bit of a smile?’ Chrissie was determined that nothing was going to mar this day. She couldn’t wait to go out and celebrate, as she was certain everyone would soon be doing.

Before Sadie could reply the kitchen door burst open and Mary, Kate and Ellie Nelson from next door crowded into the room. The three over-excited young girls grabbed Chrissie and dragged her laughingly towards the lobby.

‘Chrissie, everyone’s going out in the street. People are bringing bottles of beer and spirits – God knows where they got them from – and me da is helping Mr Bradshaw get their piano out on to the pavement,’ Ellie screeched delightedly.

‘Come on, Grace!’ Kate Nelson urged.

Grace shook her head, still holding her mother’s hand. ‘Later, Kate. I’ll be out later,’ she promised as they all clattered down the lobby, through the front door and out on to Royal Street where the occupants of nearly every house were spilling into the road, laughing, cheering and hugging each other. Through the open door came the sound of church bells – silent for six years – now pealing joyfully out across the city.

When the girls had disappeared, a hush fell on the kitchen, despite the bells and the sounds coming from the street.

‘What’s wrong, Mam? What is it?’ Grace pressed. She had always been more sensitive and sensible than Chrissie. She understood, as her sister did not, how heavily the burden of the last six years had weighed on her mother.

Sadie looked at her and slowly shook her head. ‘Oh, Grace, what have I got to celebrate?’ The tears that had welled up in her eyes spilled over and trickled slowly down her thin cheeks. ‘I’ve lost your da, not only a good and caring husband but the best friend I ever had, and I’ve lost Harold. My poor lad is lying somewhere at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. Not even in a proper grave, just the rusting hulk of that old merchant ship. My firstborn and him not even as old as you when he died, Grace.’

Grace nodded slowly and put her arm around her mother. She would never forget the day they’d heard that her eldest brother had gone down with the Southern Cross when the convoy had been attacked by submarines. She glanced at the photograph on the mantel of the dark-haired young lad, proudly wearing the uniform of the Merchant Marine and grinning widely. She still missed him terribly; she would never forget him. His death had aged her parents, her da in particular, and then there had come that terrifying week in May 1941 when the city had been bombarded night  after night and her da, an ARP warden, had been killed trying to rescue a family from their bombed home. A wall had collapsed on him. Grace brushed away her own tears and the painful memories.

‘But, Mam, just think, our Georgie will be coming home from the Army soon and now Billy won’t have to go and fight. They’re both safe and we have our house, we didn’t get bombed out, and I can go back to work at Porter’s and Chrissie can get a decent job. You won’t have to go out cleaning offices any more. We have some things to be thankful for.’

Sadie managed a sad little smile and wiped her eyes with the hem of her pinafore. ‘I suppose so, Grace, but with half the cities in the country in ruins and all the men coming back from the forces, there isn’t going to be a wave of prosperity. Things aren’t just going to go back to the way they used to be, no matter what our Chrissie thinks. I remember what it was like after the last war. We’ll all have to work and work damned hard too. Six years. We’ve all suffered for six long terrible years and now it’s over and I’m asking myself was it worth it?’

‘Oh, Mam, of course it was! Think what it must have been like for all those people who had to live under Nazi rule? At least we never had to suffer that.’

Sadie sighed heavily. ‘At a cost, Grace, at a terrible cost.’

‘I know, Mam, but now at least we can look forward to the future. We’ve all got a future. Georgie, Billy,  Chrissie, me and you too. The city will be rebuilt; people will get new houses, better houses and decent jobs. We’ve got hope, Mam!’ Grace smiled. ‘You remember that story you used to tell us when we were little, about Pandora and her box?’

Sadie looked wistful, remembering the days when her children had been young and had clamoured for a bedtime story. She’d grown tired of repeating the same fairy stories over and over and had resorted to the myth of Pandora’s box. ‘That seems a lifetime ago, Grace. It was one my mam used to tell me; I don’t know where she heard it because she never had time to read. I didn’t understand it fully until I was grown up. It’s not a story for children really.’

Grace nodded. ‘You’d tell us about all the dreadful things that came flying out of that box after she opened it. War and famine and death and pestilence, although we didn’t know what half those words meant then, and I always thought she was really stupid to have opened it at all when she’d been forbidden not to, but what was the last thing out of that box, Mam?’

Sadie squeezed Grace’s hand. ‘Hope. That was the last thing out of the box.’

‘And the best, you always used to say, and now after war and death we still have hope.’

Sadie made a huge effort to try to pull herself together. Grace was trying so hard. ‘You’re a good girl, Grace, and wise beyond your years. I’ll be fine now. You’re right. The two lads I have left will be safe, we all  will. No more dreading the news on the wireless or the wail of the air-raid siren. No more sitting in the shelter wondering if we’d survive the night and if we did would we still have a roof over our heads. No more dreading the lad from the Post Office knocking on the door with a telegram or the police coming with bad news. We have to try to look forward now. You go out and enjoy yourself like the rest of the young ones, I’m all right now, luv, truly I am.’

Grace got to her feet with relief but she wouldn’t leave her mother alone, not tonight. ‘I’ll go up and bring Ada McMurray down to you. She won’t be in much of a mood for celebrating either.’

Sadie nodded. Frank McMurray had been killed on the Tuesday night of the May Blitz when the fire engine he’d been driving had plunged headlong into a bomb crater. Ada had also lost two sons in North Africa. No, there wouldn’t be much celebrating in number four Royal Street tonight either. She stood up and filled the kettle. ‘And if you see our Billy, tell him I don’t want him falling in the door drunk. Sixteen is too young to be drinking – even tonight!’ she called as Grace left to fetch their neighbour.

‘I’ll tell him that – if I see him,’ Grace called over her shoulder.

By the time she had persuaded a tearful Ada to keep her mother company, made them both a cup of tea and gone back outside the celebrations were well under way.

Mrs Bradshaw was playing a spirited version of ‘Roll out the Barrel’ on their piano, which had been dragged into the middle of the road. People had brought tables and chairs and stools out from their houses and all the women had brought what food they could scrape together. The pub on the corner of Royal Street and Walton Lane that went by the rather grand name of the ‘Brontë Hotel’ had generously supplied a barrel of beer and from the depths of cupboards and sideboards the precious remaining ‘drops’ of spirits, usually obtained on the black market, had been unearthed. Red, white and blue bunting was being strung from the lampposts and Ellie Nelson had draped a huge Union flag from the front bedroom window of their house.

Grace had a glass thrust into her hand by Maggie Molloy from number fourteen.

‘Get that down yer, Grace! We’ve plenty ter celebrate terday!’ Maggie laughed.

Grace grinned and sipped it; it was rather weak home-made lemonade but at least a dash of port had been added.

Mrs Bradshaw had now launched into ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and young Tommy Milligan from the bottom of the street dragged Grace into the crowd of singing and dancing neighbours.

‘Have you seen our Billy?’ she shouted over the noise.

‘His bike had a puncture; he went to get it mended, like. Said he’d need it for tomorrow but I don’t reckon  he will now. I can’t see many people getting in to work at all tomorrow,’ he yelled back.

Grace nodded. Both lads worked for the Post Office as messenger boys.

‘Well, if you see him before I do, tell him Mam says he’s not to be getting drunk.’

Tommy rolled his eyes expressively. ‘She’s got ter be kiddin’! Who’s goin’ ter stay sober ternight? I’m not and neither are me mam and da and your Chrissie’s half cut already. Them Nelson girls managed to persuade that feller from the pub ter give them a bottle of Empire sherry.’

Grace pulled a face. ‘It tastes like paint-stripper, that stuff, and she’s not used to it, none of us are. Oh, well, on her own head be it.’

Tommy grinned. ‘She’ll have a head as big as Birkenhead in the mornin’ but she said she’s determined ter enjoy herself.’

Grace laughed. She couldn’t blame Chrissie – she couldn’t blame any of them. They all wanted to forget the last six years, if only for today. She wondered if she should try and get a couple of glasses of something halfway decent for her mam and Ada.

She begged two tiny glasses of port wine and took them into the two women. She found them sitting talking quietly but at least the tears had stopped, she saw with relief. They seemed more composed as they thanked her for being so thoughtful.

At a few minutes past ten, aided by Kate Nelson,  Grace half dragged and half carried a thoroughly inebriated Chrissie up the stairs to the bedroom the sisters shared. The light in the long, narrow lobby was dim, barely illuminating the brown varnish on the doors and the cream and brown wallpaper that had darkened with age, which helped hide Chrissie’s state from Sadie – until she broke into a very tuneless version of ‘White Cliffs of Dover’.

‘For God’s sake, Kate, put your hand over her mouth! Mam will go mad if she sees the state of her,’ Grace hissed.

‘I can’t. It’s taking me all my time to keep her from falling down the flaming stairs!’ Kate hissed back. ‘I don’t know where she got the second bottle of sherry from.’

Sadie appeared in the kitchen doorway, having heard the racket. ‘Grace, what’s going on?’ she demanded.

‘Oh, God! Now we’re for it!’ Kate muttered. She raised her voice: ‘It’s all right, Mam, Chrissie’s just had a bit too much sherry. We’re getting her to bed.’

Sadie tutted and folded her arms. ‘Trust that little madam! Well, no doubt she’ll suffer for it tomorrow. Did you see our Billy?’

‘I did, Mam. He’s all right, he’s with Tommy Milligan. I think he’s staying with them tonight so as not to disturb you,’ Grace called back.

‘Well, the pair of them will have to report for work in the morning just the same,’ Sadie said a little curtly before returning to her conversation with Ada.

Kate and Grace exchanged glances and then Kate burst out laughing. ‘I can’t see Tommy Milligan “reporting” for anything tomorrow. The last time I saw him he was sitting in the big basket on the front of the butcher’s delivery bike, singing his head off.’

Grace laughed with her. ‘And our Billy was pedalling it and the pair of them were heading straight towards the lamppost at the bottom of the street. They’ll both be in a heap on the floor by now but I couldn’t tell her that. One drunk in the family is enough.’

At last they’d hoisted Chrissie up to the bedroom. It was rather cramped, containing as it did two single beds covered with heavy blue and white cotton bedspreads, a narrow wardrobe and a chest of drawers on top of which was a small lamp. They heaved the now unconscious girl on to the bed and Grace began to pull off her shoes.

‘It’s been a day to remember all right and it’s not over yet!’ Kate grinned.

Grace smiled back. ‘It’s just a pity madam here won’t “remember” half of it or even if she enjoyed herself. Well, I’ll turn this lamp off and we’ll get back to the dancing.’

Kate bent and pulled the bedspread up over Chrissie and Grace smiled at her. Kate Nelson was by far the most attractive of the three Nelson girls. Her glossy dark hair was styled in a fashionable pageboy and she had wide hazel eyes, fringed with thick lashes.

‘She’ll feel terrible in the morning,’ she whispered as the two girls went back downstairs.

As they stepped out into the crowded street Agnes Milligan caught Kate’s arm. ‘ ’Ere, Kate, I’d go an’ get a grip of your Mary if I were youse.’

‘Oh, now what?’ Kate demanded a little irritably.

‘She’s got ’erself draped all over that ’Arry Bently from number twenty and iffen yer mam sees ’er she’ll ’ave a blue fit. Course she’s ’alf cut, like, and so is ’e, but that won’t cut no ice with Polly.’

‘God, aren’t younger sisters a bloody pain! Well, I’m not interested in what our Mary is up to – let Mam sort her out. We’ve just had to put Chrissie Devlin to bed and Grace and me want to enjoy ourselves, not play nursemaid.’

‘And don’t even mention our Billy,’ Grace added.

Agnes laughed. ‘Suit yerself. I was just tryin’ ter be ’elpful, like. But don’t you worry about Billy, Grace. I’ll cart ’im and our Tommy ’ome to our ’ouse later on. Oh, aye, there’ll be a few thick ’eads in the morning all right!’

OEBPS/lyna_9780755379224_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lyna_9780755379224_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lyna_9780755379224_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





OEBPS/pub.jpg
hea





