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PROLOGUE: 3 MAY 1941.





17 CEDAR TERRACE LIVERPOOL.


Barry had never felt so frightened. He ran out the hall door, horrified to see that tonight Liverpool was ablaze. The city where he had spent all twelve years of his life had been bombed lots of times, but this was the worst raid yet. High explosive bombs were raining down on the docks, on factories, on the city centre, on housing estates – in fact anywhere the German bombers felt like targeting.


Barry had survived terrible raids coming up to last Christmas, but then in the New Year the attacks had eased off and life had mostly returned to normal. Of course Britain’s war with Adolf Hitler and the Nazis went on in other places – his dad was fighting with the Royal Navy somewhere in the Mediterranean – but Liverpool had been spared the frequent heavy raids of last year.


Now, though, the Luftwaffe bombers were back with a vengeance, and the air vibrated to the sound of aircraft engines. Barry felt his heart pounding as he followed his mother out the gate of their small front garden while loud explosions filled the air.The nearest underground air raid shelter was about a quarter of a mile away. Even though his mother could run fairly quickly, that meant they were still going to be exposed while they sprinted through the blacked-out streets.


‘Take my hand, Barry!’ she cried now as she reached the pavement.


Normally he would have hesitated to hold hands with his mother in public. Her tone didn’t allow for argument, though, so he took her hand and ran beside her, the street occasionally lit by the flash of anti-aircraft fire.


In the early days of the war, when bombing and ack-ack fire were still a novelty, Barry and his friends collected pieces of shell casings and the sharp metal bomb fragments called shrapnel. Now shrapnel wasn’t a prize to be collected, but something that could cut you in two if you were out on the street when a bomb detonated. Suddenly there was a series of thunderous explosions, nearer this time, though still several streets away. Barry thought of the red hot shrapnel being unleashed and he picked up his speed, his chest heaving as he gulped in smoke-filled air.


‘Don’t knock me over, Barry!’ gasped his mother.


‘Sorry, Mum,’ he answered, dropping his pace slightly to match her top speed. There was a glow in the sky from where fires were raging all across the city, but the street lamps were off, and every house was in darkness with blackout curtains preventing any light escaping. This was Barry’s neighbourhood, however, and despite the blackout he ran unerringly in the direction of the bomb shelter, praying silently that they would make it in one piece.


There were few others on the streets, with most people already having made for the shelters. Barry felt bad, knowing that he had put both Mum and himself at risk by arguing with her about not wanting to go to the smelly, crowded shelter. But this was too big a raid to sit out at home, and now he was sorry he hadn’t gone to the underground shelter as soon as Mum had suggested it. He hated having to leave his home, but the Morrison shelter that they had erected in the kitchen wouldn’t provide enough protection from heavy bombing like this. His father had joked in one of his letters that the Morrison shelter looked like a big rabbit hutch, and had asked Mum if they would have to eat lettuce when they were using it.


He hadn’t seen his father since September, however, when he was last home on leave. He wished that Dad was here. He missed his jokes, and on a night like this he missed the comfort of Dad always seeming to make things right. But there was no point wishing for things you couldn’t have. There was just himself and Mum – he had been an only child since his baby sister died – and they had to look after themselves.


They continued running down the road, then turned the corner, heading in the direction of the river Mersey. Despite being anxious to reach the shelter they stopped dead on rounding the corner. The sight before them was breathtaking. A huge anti-aircraft barrage balloon had come adrift from its moorings and was burning furiously, while in the city centre and all along the docks countless fires blazed, with sparks erupting high into the air. Searchlights criss-crossed the sky, trying to locate the bombers, and the sky above Birkenhead, on the far side of the Mersey, was lit up by an angry red glow.


The air carried a smell of burning rubber, and even as they watched, further explosions erupted, reminding Barry of the fireworks displays on Guy Fawkes Night. But these weren’t fireworks, these were incendiary bombs and high explosives, and they were killing men, women and children.


‘Oh my God,’ said his mother, ‘there’ll be nothing left!’


Barry loved his hometown and tried to console himself with the thought that it had come through other raids. He hoped that the huge statues of the two Liver Birds – the symbols of Liverpool – would survive atop their building at the Pierhead. Right now, though, the priority was to reach safety.


‘Let’s get to the shelter, Mum,’ he said.


‘Right,’ she answered grimly, then they began to run again.


They went at a fast pace, occasionally encountering others scurrying for safety. Spurred on by the sound of exploding bombs they kept running, their lungs burning. They approached another corner, about a hundred and fifty yards from the shelter. They rounded the corner at speed, almost colliding with a thin elderly woman who stood uncertainly on the edge of the pavement.


‘Sorry!’ cried his mother as they went to go past.


‘Where is it?’ called the woman. ‘Where is it, love?’


Despite wanting to reach safety, Barry’s mother hesitated.


‘Where is it, love?’ the woman repeated forlornly, her pinched face a picture of confusion.


His mother had stopped now and she turned back to the older woman. ‘Where’s what, Missus?’ she panted.


‘The shelter. Where’s the shelter?’


‘On the left, at the end of this road.’


‘I…I got lost,’ said the woman. ‘Why are…why are they doing this?’ she asked, pointing up at the bombers and sounding close to tears.


Barry felt sorry for her. But if they stopped to escort her to the shelter it would take ages. And being exposed for that long could cost their lives. Barry watched his mother put her hand on the woman’s arm.


‘It’s all right, Missus,’ she said reassuringly.


Barry remembered the promise he had made to Dad that he would look out for his mother. ‘Mum’ he said urgently, ‘if we delay here–’


‘We can’t leave her, Barry.’


‘But–’


‘We can’t.’ His mother spoke to the woman again. ‘Where are your family?’


‘I’ve…I’ve no family now…’


‘Who were you with?’


‘Mary. I visited my friend Mary. Why are they doing this?’ the woman repeated, again looking up helplessly towards the droning bombers overhead.


‘Where’s Mary now?’ his mother asked, trying to calm the older woman.


‘I don’t know…I…I don’t know…’


‘OK. You come with us then.’


‘Mum…’ began Barry, but his mother raised her hand.


‘We have to, pet. It’s only right. Take her arm.’


Barry took the woman’s bony arm, knowing that there was no point arguing. He had heard his mother saying that Adolf Hitler wanted to destroy the British way of life, and the way to defy him was by not changing, but behaving as decently as ever. And this was what she was doing now, even though she was frightened. They set off again, his mother taking the woman’s other arm.


‘Are we going to the shelter?’ asked the elderly woman.


‘Yes. But we really need to go as fast as we can.’


Despite being urged on, the woman was maddeningly slow. Barry tried to curb his impatience, knowing it wasn’t her fault. Then another stick of bombs exploded deafeningly, just a few streets away. The air was filled with dust, and Barry felt the shock wave from the blast, but he made sure to keep supporting the old woman, and all three of them managed to stay on their feet.


Barry was really scared now, but he tried hard to be brave. His thoughts were in turmoil, part of him admiring his mother for doing the decent thing, but part of him angry at the risk she was taking for a total stranger. How could he face Dad if anything happened to her? It didn’t bear thinking about, and he tried to put it from his mind.


They travelled on, passing a vacant lot where houses had been demolished after a previous raid. The garden walls were blown away, and Barry got a glimpse into someone’s exposed back garden, illuminated briefly by the light of an exploding anti-aircraft shell. He got an idea, but before he could say anything the old woman turned to his mother.


‘Can we rest, please?’


‘At the shelter. We can’t stay in the open.’


‘But I’m tired.’


‘I know’, said Barry’s mother, and he could hear her trying to stay patient. ‘But it’s too dangerous.’


‘I’ve an idea, Mum!’ said Barry. ‘You keep going, back in a second.’


Before his mother could object, Barry set off for the vacant lot. Picking his way across the rubble, he headed for the back garden he had seen. There was a faint light from the fire-lit sky, then another burst of anti-aircraft fire illuminated the gloom briefly, and Barry saw what he had come for. A wheelbarrow was propped against the back wall of a standing house, and Barry quickly reached out for it. Normally he wouldn’t have dreamt of taking someone’s property, but this was a matter of life and death, so he grabbed it. He wheeled it off as quickly as he could across the vacant site and into the roadway. His mother and the old lady had gone only a few more yards, and he swiftly caught up with them.


‘Put her in this, Mum!’ he said.


The old woman looked at him as though he were mad.


‘What?!’


‘You just sit on it,’ said Barry,’ and we’ll push you. It’ll be much faster.’


‘Well done, Barry,’ said his mother. Then before the woman could protest they held the wheelbarrow steady and lowered her into it. As if to underline the danger they were in there was another deafening bang. They got a smell of burning oil and felt the blast from the explosion.


‘Let’s go!’ said Barry, and they pushed the wheelbarrow, holding the woman in place and steering with one handle each.


They made much faster progress now, and Barry was pleased that his idea had worked. The shelter was up ahead, and he felt his spirits rising. At the same time he found himself getting more fearful. To have made it this far and then be hit on the last leg of the journey would be unbearable. They kept going, then Barry suddenly cried out in warning. ‘Stop, Mum, stop!’


His mother obeyed at once, and they shuddered to a halt. The old woman cried out, but Barry reacted quickly, wrapping his arms around her and holding her gently in place. He got the scent of moth balls from her clothing and felt her bony frame under her coat.


‘It’s OK,’ he said, ‘it’s OK.’


But it nearly hadn’t been. Another couple of feet and they would have gone into a crater where a bomb must have fallen on the road. Barry peered into the dark, anxious to find a route that the wheelbarrow could negotiate. Instead Mum took charge.


‘Leave the barrow! It won’t get through this. We’ll carry her the last bit!’


His mother was right, and without wasting any time he helped the woman from the wheelbarrow, then copied Mum who had draped the woman’s right arm around her own shoulder. Barry draped the woman’s left arm around his shoulder, then they each put their arms around her tiny waist and lifted her up.


Grunting from the effort, they carried her across the broken ground of the crater. Suddenly an ARP warden came running from the entrance to the shelter. ‘Here, I’ll take her!’ he said. He was a big man, and he swiftly scooped the protesting woman up in a fireman’s lift.


‘It’s all right, Missus,’ he told her, ‘nearly there!’


Just then another bomb exploded with a loud bang several streets away. ‘Right, follow me!’ cried the warden and he took off at speed.


Barry and his mother ran after him, and Barry found himself praying under his breath. Please, God, let us make it after all this!


They sprinted the last yards towards the doorway of the shelter, then finally their journey was over. The warden ran down the steps, the old woman still on his back. Barry’s mother followed behind, but now that they had reached safety, something made Barry pause at the door.


He looked back at the burning city. His relief at arriving unhurt was mixed with fury at what was being done to his hometown. He sensed that life in Liverpool would never be the same after this, and he swore that he would do something to fight back. He had no idea what it might be, but he promised himself that someday he would. Then he breathed out wearily, turned away from the blazing city and descended the steps into the shelter.



















PART ONE:


ARRIVALS







[image: ]

























CHAPTER ONE





4 JUNE 1941, DUBLIN.


Uncle Freddie wasn’t funny, but unfortunately he thought he was. He was sitting at the breakfast table and imitating Mr Churchill, the British Prime Minister. Grace wanted to tell him that he didn’t sound a bit like the English leader, whom she had often seen on the Movietone News at the cinema. She bit her tongue. Ma had warned her not to complain about anything. Ma said that guests had to adapt to their hosts, not the other way round, and that they must be good house guests while they were staying with Granddad and his son, Uncle Freddie.


Grace loved Granddad, who was soft-spoken and kind. Even Uncle Freddie wasn’t too bad when he acted like the electrician that he was, instead of trying to be a comedian. To Grace’s relief he ended his impersonation of Mr Churchill, acknowledged their polite laughter, and returned to his breakfast porridge, slurping it slightly in a way that Grace found annoying.


‘More tea, anyone?’ said Ma.


‘Thanks, Nancy, don’t mind if I do,’ said Granddad.


‘Freddie?’


‘Sure a bird never flew on one wing, what?’ said Freddie, holding out his teacup for Ma to pour.


‘You might as well have a hot sup too, love,’ said Ma, and Grace nodded in agreement.


Like most twelve-year-olds she wasn’t particularly keen on tea, but because of the war it was rationed, so adults hated wasting it once a pot had been made.


They all drank up, and Grace thought how strange it was to be staying here. A week ago she had been living contentedly with Ma in their cottage. She wished that they could return there right this minute. But Ma had always taught her to be positive, so she stopped thinking about how they had been left homeless and tried to feel grateful for the roof over their heads.


‘Did I tell you I got three ounces of tobacco last night?’ said Uncle Freddie proudly, like this was a big achievement.


‘Really?’ answered Ma politely.


‘Leave it to Freddie, what?!’ her uncle continued, happily praising himself.


Great, thought Grace, now he’ll be smoking his smelly pipe even more.


‘How did you manage that?’ asked Granddad.


Granddad wasn’t a pipe smoker himself, but Grace had noticed that adults were usually intrigued when someone managed to get extra supplies of the things that were scarce because of the war.


‘Oh now…’ said Freddie, as though he were some kind of man of mystery. Then he couldn’t resist boasting and he looked at Grace and winked. ‘You scratch my back,’ he said.


‘Sorry?’


‘You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.’


‘Right…’


Freddie turned to the others now, like a magician revealing a very clever trick.


‘Didn’t I wire the tobacconist’s house last year, and did him a few extra sockets. So I dropped into his shop last night and told him I was gummin’ for a smoke.’


‘Very subtle, Freddie,’ said Granddad with a grin.


‘Subtle gets you nowhere. Ask and you shall receive – amn’t I right, Nancy?’


‘I’m sure you are,’ said Ma agreeably.


Maybe I could ask him to stop slurping his porridge, thought Grace – though I know what I’d receive if I did!


‘What’s the joke?’ said Freddie.


Grace realised that she must have been smiling to herself. Freddie looked at her enquiringly, and she tried not to panic.


‘Eh…just…just thinking about a Mutt and Jeff cartoon,’ she answered. Mutt and Jeff were cartoon characters in the Evening Herald newspaper, and they were the first thing that came into her head.


‘Ah yeah, those lads would make a cat laugh, right enough,’ said Freddie, and Grace felt relieved that he accepted her answer.


‘Talking about cats,’ said Freddie, ‘Did I tell you about the aul’ wan with the cats in Terenure?’


‘You did, yeah,’ said Granddad.


‘I didn’t tell you though, Nancy, did I?’


‘No,’ answered Ma, and Grace could see that even someone as good natured as Ma had to make an effort to seem eager for one of Freddie’s tales this early in the morning. ‘What was that, Freddie?’ she asked gamely.


Freddie put down his bowl of porridge and leaned forward. ‘It’s a good one, if I say so myself…’


Freddie began telling a long-winded story, and Grace followed Ma’s example, trying for an interested look on her face. Inside she felt differently. Why do we have to be here?, she thought, as she wished, with all her heart, that she was back home where she belonged.
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Barry was worried. The class bully, Shay McGrath, had been picking on him during the three weeks that he had been attending his new school in Ireland. Going in the entrance gate a moment ago McGrath had suddenly pushed him for no reason, and Barry feared that today would be a bad day.


It had started off discouragingly when he saw the headline of the newspaper that was delivered to his grandma’s house each morning. The paper said that the Greek island of Crete had just fallen to the Nazis, and Barry wondered how the Germans could be stopped as they swept across Europe. What hope was there of his Uncle George being set free from the prisoner of war camp where he was held, unless the Nazis were defeated? And Barry knew that his own father wouldn’t get to come home from the Royal Navy unless the Allies won the war and defeated Adolf Hitler.


It was now over eight months since Dad had been home on leave. It seemed like ages ago, and Barry wished they could be together again. He missed the funny songs that Dad sang to make him laugh, and going to football matches together at Anfield, and just having him around the house. But his father’s ship was still in action somewhere in the Mediterranean and there was no telling when they would see each other.


Barry missed his mother too, even though it was only three and a half weeks since she had sent him off to Dublin. After the night when they had brought the old woman to the underground shelter Mum had insisted that for safety’s sake he go and stay with his grandma in neutral Ireland. That night in Liverpool had been the worst of the war, and the devastation in the city centre the next day was horrific. Lewis’s, the famous department store, had taken a direct hit and was gutted, and a ship loaded with a cargo of bombs had exploded in Huskisson Dock, causing such a colossal blast that the two-ton ship’s anchor block landed outside Bootle Hospital, a mile and a half away.


During a week of attacks over six hundred bombers had pounded the city, devastated the docks and wrecked the Custom House, the Liverpool Museum, and many other local landmarks. Thousands of people had been killed and injured, with even more left homeless. But although the raids had been frightening, Barry still hadn’t wanted to leave his friends behind.


Mum couldn’t be talked out of it, though, and she had bought the ferry ticket and made all the arrangements. Barry had then argued that if Liverpool was that dangerous, she should come to Dublin too. But Mum was stubborn. She worked in a factory manufacturing aeroplane engines for the Royal Air Force, and she explained that she couldn’t shirk her part in the fight against Hitler while Dad was risking his life at sea, and Uncle George was locked up in a prison camp.


He remembered her wiping away her tears and trying to keep a smile on her face as she waved him off on the ferry from Liverpool to Dublin. His Grandma Peg, Dad’s Irish mother, had gone out of her way to make him feel welcome in Ireland. And he liked Dublin, and had often stayed in his grandma’s house in Arbour Hill during the summer holidays. But living here was different. Taken away from his old school and his old friends, he was suddenly the new boy – and an easy target for jeering with his different background and English accent.


He walked into the school yard, the sky overcast, and he nodded to several boys from his class who were gathering for the Tuesday morning drill session with their Polish instructor, Mr Pawlek. Not all the boys in his class were mean to him, and Barry’s ability to tell jokes had broken the ice with some of his classmates. But he understood how schoolyards worked, and if a bully like McGrath decided he didn’t like someone, then McGrath’s gang would go along with it – as would other boys who didn’t want to get on the wrong side of a bully.


On Barry’s first day in the school McGrath had loudly asked was it not enough to have the English coming over to Ireland for 700 years – without another one of them moving into sixth class. Barry had kept his voice reasonable and answered that thousands of Irish people had been glad to go to England, people like his own dad, who as a young man couldn’t find work in Ireland.


McGrath had sneered and said, ‘Fine. Let’s do a swap. Your aul’ fella can come back to Ireland – and you go back to England!’


Some of the other boys had laughed, but Barry had shrugged it off, not wanting to get into a fight with a bigger, intimidating character like McGrath. The annoying thing was that he would have happily gone back to Liverpool in the morning. But he had no choice; his mother had insisted that he had to stay in Dublin.


So here he was, three weeks into his time in Brunner – St Paul’s Boys’ School in Brunswick Street – with almost four weeks to go before the term ended. He crossed the school yard, the air heavy with the smell from the nearby soap factory. Today was the first school day since the weekend air raid on Dublin’s North Strand, and many of the boys were talking about how the Germans had bombed the city, despite Ireland being a neutral country.


‘Did you hear the explosions at the weekend?’ asked Charlie Dawson, a slight but perky boy who was friendly to Barry when McGrath wasn’t around.


‘Yes,’ answered Barry, ‘they woke us up.’


‘I heard the army were firing up green, white and orange flares – so the pilot would know he was over Ireland.’


‘Really?’


‘That’s what they’re saying,’ said Charlie. ‘Didn’t work though, did it?’


‘No, I suppose not.’


‘My da went down there the next day. Said the damage was desperate – he never saw anything like it.’


He should have seen Liverpool, thought Barry, though he was careful not to say it. Although the attack by one aeroplane on Dublin was tiny compared to the massive raids on his hometown, it was still terrible for the people who had been killed and injured at the North Strand.


‘All right, boys, form a line!’ said McGrath as he approached. He said it in imitation of the foreign accent of Mr Pawlek, and the other boys laughed at McGrath’s mimicry.


Even though he didn’t want to antagonise the class bully, Barry couldn’t bring himself to join in. For one thing Mr Pawlek was fair-minded and popular – and he had been particularly welcoming to Barry as a new boy. There was also the fact that Barry too had a different accent to the rest of the boys, so he wouldn’t make fun of the drill teacher’s grammatically correct but accented English.


McGrath approached Barry, aware that he wasn’t laughing. ‘No sense of humour, Malone?’


Barry wasn’t going to apologise for not going along with the joke, but neither did he want to provoke the bigger boy, so he said nothing.


‘Anyone ever tell you that?’ persisted McGrath.


Still Barry refused to be drawn, and now McGrath sneered and mimicked his Liverpool accent.


‘Anyone ever tell you there’s something wrong with the talking part of your brain?’ he said.


‘Anyone ever tell you you’re a pain?’ snapped Barry, unable to take any more goading.


Several of the other boys looked surprised, and Charlie Dawson said ‘That even rhymes!’


‘Yeah we get it, Dawson,’ said McGrath, aggressively turning on him.


‘I’m…I’m only saying,’ answered Charlie.


‘Well, don’t say. And you, Malone,’ said McGrath, turning to Barry. ‘Think you’re smart, don’t you?’


Barry racked his brains for an answer that wouldn’t sound like giving in, but that also wouldn’t make things worse.


‘Everything all right, boys?’ said a voice, then Mr Pawlek casually stepped between them. He was muscularly built, with sandy brown hair and clear blue eyes, and he moved with the ease of a natural athlete.


‘Everything is fine, sir,’ said Barry with relief.


Mr Pawlek looked enquiringly at McGrath, who held his gaze briefly, then nodded.


‘Yeah, fine, sir,’ he said.


‘Right, put aside your bags and form a line,’ said the drill teacher.


Barry turned away from McGrath without another word and placed his schoolbag against the wall. This time he had been saved by Mr Pawlek, and with luck the incident might blow over. But he sensed that his smart answer had made McGrath more of an enemy than ever, and he feared there would be trouble ahead.
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Was Uncle Freddie going to slurp his way through every meal? Grace wondered as she sat at the kitchen table. Admittedly, Ma’s stew tasted delicious, but Granddad and Ma were able to enjoy it without making the irritating noises that Freddie made.


The evening sunshine shone in through the kitchen window, and Grace let its warmth play on her face as Granddad talked about the dance orchestras that he listened to on the wireless. She had noticed that Granddad and Uncle Freddie seemed to argue about everything, but without ever actually getting annoyed, and now Granddad was making a case for the Joe Loss Orchestra while Freddie claimed that Joe Loss wasn’t in the same league as Mantovani and his orchestra.


Grace couldn’t be bothered following the argument and she let her mind drift, then with a jolt she realised that her mother was talking to her.


‘Grace? You’re away with the fairies.’


‘Sorry, Ma.’


‘I said, did you want more stew?’


‘No thanks, Ma, I’m grand.’


She wasn’t, really. Or at least she would have been a lot more grand if she were wearing her own clothes instead of her cousin Geraldine’s cast-off dresses and shoes. But the bombing of the North Strand had wrecked their cottage, and every scrap of clothes that she owned and all their furniture had been destroyed. It was what her mind had just drifted back to – something that was happening a lot since her life had been turned upside down by the air raid.


It was four days now since the bombing, and Grace and Ma had spent the first night in a crowded school hall with dozens of other people whose homes had been demolished. The seriously injured had been taken to hospital, and everyone else had been provided with food and blankets, while first aid was given to the many people like Grace and Ma who had suffered minor cuts and bruises.


The next day Grace’s Aunt Cissy had arrived with spare clothes for them both, and Grace had been relieved to leave the noisy, crowded hall. Cissy lived with her husband and five children in a small cottage in Coolock, so there wasn’t really room there for two more people. And so Grace and Ma had come to Granddad’s house.


Ma had said that there were two ways of looking at this. You could say they had been really unlucky to lose their home and everything in it. Or you could say they had been blessed to walk out of it in one piece. Ma always looked on the bright side, so she felt that they were blessed, and when Grace thought of all the people who had been killed and injured, she had to agree.


It was good, too, the way Ma always tried to find the fun in any situation. She said that because Granddad’s house was near the cattle market Grace would be able to enjoy the drovers herding cattle along Stoneybatter – where the animals sometimes ran amok – and because they were also near the Phoenix Park they could go to watch the polo there, or to see the dogs swimming in the dog pond.


Ma wasn’t just a dreamer, though, she also got things done. Already she had enrolled Grace in the nearby Stanhope Street convent. It was too far to get to Grace’s old school at North Strand, but although there was less than a month to go until term ended, Ma had insisted that Grace couldn’t miss school. And Ma and Granddad had combined to get Grace a part-time job, with Granddad persuading a friend who ran a local cake shop to hire Grace, starting tomorrow.


‘Well, that hit the spot,’ said Granddad now, ending his argument with Uncle Freddie about the orchestras, and pushing away his plate.


‘Yeah, fair play to you, Nancy,’ said Freddie, looking approvingly at Ma. ‘Us aul’ bachelors aren’t used to having a good cook like yourself around the place.’


Ma smiled at the compliment, and Grace felt uneasy. Ma had always said Freddie was a confirmed bachelor. He had a good job as an electrician with the Electricity Supply Board, but he had never married, never even left home, and now in his late forties he was set in his ways. So why was he flattering Ma, the way Grace had seen fellas do when they wanted to impress girls? Surely he couldn’t be thinking about Ma that way? It wasn’t that Ma wasn’t goodlooking – she had flashing brown eyes, and dark hair and sallow skin like Grace’s. And though she was fifty now her face looked young and she had no grey in her hair. And widows did sometimes marry again. But still. Uncle Freddie. No, she was probably imagining it.


‘I see the Army Band is playing in the Hollow next weekend,’ said Granddad.


‘Really?’ said Ma.


The Hollow was a little valley with a bandstand, just inside the Phoenix Park. As a lover of brass bands, Granddad went there regularly.


‘Sure maybe we’d all wander up to see them,’ suggested Uncle Freddie, raising an eyebrow and looking at Ma.


Grace looked at her mother, hoping she would politely decline.


Ma hesitated, then she nodded casually. ‘Yeah, maybe we will.’


No! thought Grace, although she was careful to keep her feelings from showing. Even though she was grateful to Granddad for taking them in and making them welcome, she hated the idea of being away from her friends over the summer. And now, to make things worse, Uncle Freddie sounded like he might be taking a shine to her mother. It didn’t bear thinking about. And maybe she was reading it wrong. But she wasn’t looking forward to the next few weeks.
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‘I couldn’t, Grandma!’ said Barry, putting aside his teacup and looking appealingly at his grandmother.


‘Of course you could, love,’ she answered, clearing away the crockery after their evening meal.


‘I can’t just go and knock on their door. I’ve never met them.’


‘Sure aren’t the Ryans one of my oldest neighbours? I was talking to Thomas. I said I’d send you down.’


‘But, Grandma…’


‘No making strange, Barry. They’re expecting you. The Ryans are lovely people; you’ll be welcome as the flowers in May.’


Barry hesitated. It wasn’t that he was shy – he had always been good at telling jokes – but he felt really uncomfortable calling on his own to people he had never met.


‘Maybe we could both go?’ he suggested.


‘No,’ said Grandma, ‘then it would be like we were visiting. I don’t want them having to use their rations feeding us. Better you just pop down.’


Barry tried to think of an objection, but before he could, his grandmother continued.


‘Go on. Yourself and young Grace will be company for each other. You’ve both had to move home because of the war. You’ll have plenty to talk about.’


Barry didn’t like to say that the last thing he wanted was to talk about being bombed. He still had nightmares about the roaring fires that raged across Liverpool when the city had been blitzed. He still remembered the distraught look on the face of Georgie Wilson, a boy in his class whose older sister had been killed when a bomb shelter had taken a direct hit, with forty-two lives lost. And it was enough worrying about Mum still being in Liverpool without this Grace girl reminding him of the havoc the German bombers could unleash. He said none of this to Grandma, knowing that she fretted about him, and not wanting to add to her concern.


Grandma smiled her kindly smile and put her hand on his shoulder. ‘I bet you’ll get on great – you’ll have loads in common,’ she said.


Barry thought this was crazy. It was like claiming that if he met another boy with fair hair and freckles they would automatically be friends. But there was no point saying this to Grandma. She had already set this up, and he would have to go through with it.


‘All right,’ he answered. ‘When did you fix it for?’


‘I didn’t say. But now would be a good time.’


Barry hesitated again, and Grandma smiled encouragingly. He nodded, knowing he was beaten.


‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll call down.’
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‘Bit of a sweet tooth, have you, Grace?’ said Uncle Freddie, resting his elbows on the kitchen table as he looked at her enquiringly.


‘Eh, yeah, I suppose so,’ Grace answered, unsure where this was leading. They had just finished their meal, but she hadn’t eaten any more of Ma’s tasty scones than any of the adults, so what was Freddie going on about?


‘Most kids love sweet things,’ said Freddie, ‘but I don’t. So maybe we could do a deal.’


‘What kind of deal?’


‘When they bring in this sugar rationing they’re talking about, I could give you some of my sugar.’ He looked at Grace and Ma. ‘For some of your tea ration – I like a decent brew in work.’


‘You’re not taking anyone’s tea ration!’ said Granddad.


‘No one said anything about taking. I’m talking about swapping.’


‘You swap marbles when you’re ten, Freddie. You’re forty-eight – catch yourself on.’


Grace wanted to laugh but she kept a straight face. Sometimes it was enjoyable when Granddad and Freddie sparred, and Grace was looking forward to Freddie’s retort when Ma spoke.


‘Grace and I would be happy to share. And there’s no need for any swapping, you’ve been more than kind to us.’


‘Well done, Freddie,’ said Granddad sarcastically, ‘put our guests under a compliment, why don’t you?’


‘That’s not what I meant at all,’ protested Freddie. ‘I just think…’


But whatever Freddie thought never got said, because there were three knocks on the front door, stopping Freddie in mid-sentence.


‘Would you ever get that, love?’ said Granddad.


‘All right,’ said Grace, rising from her chair and going out into the hall. She passed the small mahogany table on which Granddad always left his keys and his cap, then reached the hall door and opened it.


A boy of about her own age stood on the doorstep. He had fair hair and a freckled face and greeny-blue eyes that looked at her slightly sheepishly.


‘Are you Grace?’ he said, in an English accent.


‘Yes,’ she answered, wondering how he could have known her name. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Barry.’


He said it as though that explained everything. When Grace was slow in responding he elaborated a little awkwardly. ‘My eh…my grandma sent me. Your granddad invited me.’


‘Oh. Right. Well, come in, so,’ said Grace.


He nodded and stepped into the hall. Grace led the way back into the kitchen.


‘Granddad, this is Barry.’


‘Ah, Barry, you’re welcome, son,’ said her grandfather, rising and shaking the boy’s hand. ‘This is the lad I was telling you about, Freddie, Mrs Malone’s grandson, from Liverpool.’


‘Oh right,’ said Freddie. ‘Now I have you.’ He turned back to the boy and nodded. ‘Good man yourself.’


‘And this is Grace’s mother,’ said Granddad, ‘Mrs Ryan.’


‘How do you do, Mrs Ryan,’ said the boy, politely shaking hands.


‘I forgot to mention to you, Nancy, that Mrs Malone has Barry here staying for a bit,’ said Granddad. ‘She thought himself and Grace might be company for each other.’


‘Great,’ said Ma, ‘that would be nice.’


Grace felt annoyed that this had been set up and nobody had told her. And now they were talking about her like she wasn’t here. She wanted to say something that wouldn’t be quite rude, but that would let them know that she could make her own friends. Before she got a chance, Granddad pointed to the front room.


‘Why don’t you bring Barry into the parlour and play the gramophone for him?’ he suggested.


‘OK.’


Her grandfather had a big Pye gramophone of which he was proud, and Grace thought that playing a few records wasn’t such a bad idea, and would be easier than being sent out to play with a boy she didn’t know.


‘Would you like a scone first, Barry?’ said Ma.


‘No thanks, we’ve just had tea,’ he answered.


‘Right, in you go, so,’ said Granddad nodding towards the parlour.


Grace led the way, and the boy followed her wordlessly into the front room. He closed the door, then looked at Grace.


‘They never told you I was coming?’


‘No.’


‘I thought it was all arranged.’ The way he said it, it sounded like a complaint, but Grace felt that she was the one with the right to complain.
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