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            Praise for The Weather Girls

            ‘I loved this story of two best friends, Grace and Sibby, caught up in all the excitement and tensions of World War Two. Sarah Webb has not only brilliantly captured life during the Emergency, but the dynamics of friendship between two very different girls. A gripping adventure and a great read!’ Marita Conlon-McKenna, author of Under the Hawthorn Tree and Fairy Hill

            ‘A wartime tale with a difference. A magnificent setting on the west coast of Ireland. A beautiful story that celebrates courage, resilience and most of all – friendship.’ Patricia Forde, Laureate na nÓg (2023-2026)

            ‘I loved this book so much. I read it in one sitting and immediately wanted to start over again. Sarah writes with such warmth and kindness towards her characters – they feel like old friends. Sarah is a natural born storyteller and I’d highly recommend this book for young (and not so young) readers.’ Judi Curtin, author of the Alice and Megan and Lily at Lissadell series

            Praise for Sarah Webb’s other books

            ‘Sarah Webb has yet again delivered a fantastic adventure of change, family, and friendship.’
Books Ireland on The Little Bee Charmer of Henrietta Street

            ‘This is the book for every little girl who dreams of changing the world.’
Irish Independent on Blazing a Trail

            ‘Webb’s book could be just the thing to provide encouragement that someone, regardless of age, might need to believe in themselves and realise that there is no dream that is too big.’
Irish Examiner on Be Inspired!

            For more information on the author and her books, visit obrien.ie
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            Dedication

         

         
            The Weather Girls is dedicated to the memory of Maureen Sweeney (née Flavin), the remarkable woman who inspired this story.

1923-2023
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            World War Two

         

         World War Two was a terrible conflict that involved most of the countries in the world. It began because the leader of Germany, a man called Adolf Hitler, wanted to expand German territory. He decided to do this by invading other countries, starting with Poland.

         There were two sides in the war, the Axis (including Germany, Japan and Italy) and the Allies (Britain, the US and others). Millions of people were killed during the war. It started in September 1939 and ended in September 1945: six long years.

         Ireland, like many other countries, remained neutral during the war. The Taoiseach at the time, Éamon de Valera, brought in emergency laws to run the country, so the period became known as ‘The Emergency’. However, as you’ll find out in The Weather Girls, many people in Ireland secretly helped the Allies.
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            Weather Instruments
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            Prologue

         

         Saturday 14th June, 1941

         ‘One day I’ll be up there.’ Sibby points at the red velvet curtains in front of us. We’re sitting beside each other in the picture house at Claremorris. ‘A matinee star, like Maureen O’Hara. She’s Irish, you know.’

         I put on my best radio presenter voice, all deep and dramatic, and say, ‘Maureen was whisked away to Hollywood at eighteen to star in The Hunchback of Notre Dame and has never looked back.’

         Sibby stares at me. ‘How do you know all that?’

         ‘You’ve only told me her story a hundred times,’ I reply. ‘You’re obsessed with Maureen O’Hara.’

         Sibby grins. ‘She deserves attention. She’s so glamorous. Like me.’ She frames her head with her hands and pouts.

         I laugh. ‘Just like you.’

         There’s a mechanical click and the curtains start to open for the Pathé news – a black-and-white newsreel that comes on before the main picture.

         ‘Girls, are you ready?’ Mamó says. ‘The reel’s starting.’ Her eyes are glued to the big screen. Mamó seems just as excited to be at the pictures as I am.

         Mamó is Sibby’s grandmother. She drove us to Claremorris today to see the film Dumbo as a special treat. Sibby loves the picture house, and she’s been loads of times. It’s only my second time after 8seeing Pinocchio last year – again with Sibby and Mamó – so it’s pretty special for me.

         ‘I’ll be on all the newsreels one day,’ Sibby says. ‘Grace, say something like “Mayo actress takes over the world” in your funny accent.’

         I deepen my voice again. ‘Miss Elizabeth Lavelle, Mayo’s answer to Maureen O’Hara, takes the silver screen by storm.’ Elizabeth is Sibby’s real name. No-one calls her that, but she says it’s going to be her ‘stage name’ one day.

         Sibby beams with delight. ‘Ha! “Mayo’s answer to Maureen O’Hara”! I love it!’

         Someone behind us tut-tuts. Sibby grins and rolls her eyes. ‘One day grown-ups will appreciate our tremendous talent and outstanding wit,’ she says as the screen crackles into life and the newsreel comes on. Everyone in the picture house starts to clap and whistle.

         ‘They will,’ I say over the noise. ‘But maybe not today.’

         Sibby nudges me with her shoulder. ‘Happy birthday, Grace. Hope you like your picture house trip.’

         ‘Best present ever,’ I say. ‘Thanks, kindred spirit.’

         This is what my favourite book character, Anne of Green Gables, calls her best friend. I loved the book so much I made Sibby read it too. She liked it, but she didn’t love it. Not enough drama, apparently. Which is nonsense – it’s full of drama!

         Sibby laughs. ‘You’re welcome,’ she says.

         A posh male voice booms out through the speakers. ‘This is the Pathé Newsreel for June 1941. Belfast is still in shock from the recent bombings which killed over a thousand innocent civilians.’ 9

         The screen is filled with German planes flying over Belfast and dropping bombs. There are loud explosions and then burning buildings, blown up bridges, children running away from the blasts, screaming. The images are so vivid I can almost taste smoke and dust in my mouth. My heart squeezes. It’s horrible!

         Beside me I can hear Mamó say, ‘Poor souls.’

         The newsreel continues. ‘On Burke Street, all twenty houses were wiped off the map. Here we see Dublin firemen fighting the blaze. De Valera himself sent thirteen Irish fire tenders to help deal with the fires that raged all over the great city.’

         As we watch, fireman struggle with thick hoses, trying to drench the towering flames.

         ‘Who’s De Valera again?’ Sibby asks me.

         ‘Sibby!’ I say. ‘He’s our Taoiseach.’

         ‘Oh yes, I remember now,’ she says. ‘But why is he sending fire engines to Belfast? I thought we were supposed to be neutral?’

         Someone behind us coughs loudly, and another person gives a loud ‘shush’.

         ‘Girls, you’re disturbing people,’ Mamó says. ‘Hush now. Watch the newsreel.’

         My cheeks flare up, but it’s dark so no one can see them. ‘Sorry, Mamó,’ I whisper.

         Beside me, Sibby chuckles behind her hand. She’s not as bothered about what other people think as I am. Sometimes I wish I could be more like her.

         As I continue to stare at the burning buildings on the screen, the tops of my hands tingle and I start to feel a bit sick. Hitler bombed Dublin in January too. What if he bombs Blacksod 10next? I know it’s unlikely – so far, it’s mainly been cities, and why would he attack our small Mayo village? – but I can’t stop thinking about it. I take a deep breath and try to calm my nerves. Hitler is not interested in Blacksod, Grace, I tell myself. Get a grip!

         The newsreel comes to an end, and jaunty circus music plays as the credits for Dumbo start to roll. Da-da, diddly, da-da, daaa-da.

         ‘Dumbo!’ Sibby jumps up and down in her seat. ‘And look, a circus tent!’

         The woman behind us sighs loudly. ‘Here, are you going to gasp and talk the whole way through the picture?’ she asks Sibby.

         Sibby swings around, bold as anything. ‘I’m sorry, I’m a very emotional person,’ she says. ‘I just can’t help myself. I might gasp, but it won’t be on purpose. But I do promise not to talk.’

         Luckily the woman finds this funny. She chuckles. ‘Ah, sure, I’m a bit of a chatterbox myself. Do your best, love.’

         ‘I will,’ Sibby says. ‘I promise.’

         And I do my best to concentrate on Dumbo and to forget about the blazing buildings I’ve just seen. Cute cartoon baby animals are being flown through the sky to their mothers, carefully held in the mouths of storks. Forget about Belfast, I tell myself. Think about the circus and the baby animals!

         * * *

         In the car on the way home, Sibby is still teary. ‘It was so tragic,’ she says, giving a dramatic sigh. ‘Poor little Dumbo. But at least it had a happy ending. Did you like it, Grace?’

         I nod. ‘I loved it. Apart from the newsreel. I didn’t know that 11many people had died in Belfast.’

         ‘I hope it didn’t upset you too much, Grace,’ Mamó says. ‘I don’t know why they show those reels before children’s pictures. It’s one thing reading about a bombing in the newspapers but another seeing it on the big screen like that. Awful business.’

         This reminds me of Sibby’s question earlier. ‘Mamó, Sibby was asking why Mr de Valera sent the fire engines when we’re supposed to be neutral.’

         ‘We are neutral, all right,’ Mamó says, ‘but most people are on the side of the Allies these days, and that includes Mr de Valera and the government. I think the Belfast bombing turned a lot more people in the south of Ireland against the Germans, to be honest. Sure, aren’t we all on the same island after all? That’s what Mr de Valera himself said when he was asked about the fire engines. And some people are even helping the Allies a wee bit, any way they can.’

         ‘War, blooming war!’ Sibby says. ‘How much longer will it go on, Mamó? It’s been two years now. Two whole years!’ She groans and throws her hands in the air. ‘I’m sick of the stupid war. It’s all the grown-ups talk about.’

         ‘Not too much longer,’ Mamó says. ‘You all right now, Grace?’

         Mamó’s kind eyes meet mine in the rear-view mirror. I nod and then look away.

         ‘Try not to be worrying about the war, girls,’ Mamó says. ‘We’re safe. Most of the fighting is far away in Europe and Russia. Sure nothing ever happens in Blacksod.’

         ‘True,’ says Sibby. ‘Which is why I’ll be leaving for Hollywood the minute I turn eighteen.’ 12

         Mamó laughs. ‘Will you now?’

         ‘I will,’ Sibby says firmly. Then she looks at me and grins.

         ‘Like Maureen O’Hara,’ we both say together. It sets us off laughing so hard that Mamó can’t help but laugh too. Sibby always makes me feel better when I’m worrying about things. She can be a lot, but I love her all the same.

         * * *

         Mamó insists on dropping me the whole way home. As she pulls up beside the lighthouse, she opens her driver’s door.

         ‘I can see myself in, Mamó,’ I say, jumping out and closing the car door behind me. ‘Thanks for a wonderful afternoon.’

         ‘It was a pleasure, my love,’ she says. ‘It’s not every day you turn ten. I want to have a quick word with Flora, but you run on ahead.’

         ‘Thanks for the best present ever, Sibby!’ I call through the open car window.

         ‘See you tomorrow, kindred spirit,’ she calls back.

         I give her a big grin. ‘See you!’

         Flora must have heard the car’s engine as she comes out to meet us in her green work overalls, which are streaked with fresh oil stains. Her bobbed red hair is tied back with a scarf, and there’s a smudge of oil on her cheek too.

         I’ve always called her Flora, ever since I was a baby. Not Mum or Mam. Everyone at school thinks it’s strange.

         ‘How was Dumbo?’ she asks me, her Scottish accent making the elephant’s name sound longer, Duuum-booow.

         ‘The best picture ever,’ I say. 13

         ‘Flora, can I have a quick word?’ Mamó says.

         ‘Of course.’ Flora smiles at me. ‘You run on inside, pet. I’ll join you in a second.’

         As I walk towards the kitchen door, I can hear Mamó say the words ‘newsreel’ and ‘bombing’. Darn it, I was hoping to forget all about that stupid newsreel, but no such luck.

         We live in Blacksod Lighthouse. It’s not the kind of building most people think of when you say ‘lighthouse’; tall and white with red stripes banding it. Blacksod Lighthouse is square and pale granite grey, apart from the lantern, which is white, and the green wooden shutters over the windows. It’s not that tall either. The lantern is at the top of a three-storey square tower, but it’s plenty tall enough to safely guide ships into the bay, which is what it was built for. I know what year it was built too, 1864, as my dad is really into history.

         There are six of us in the family if you include the dogs, which I do, of course. There’s me, my seven-year-old brother Dannie, Flora, Dad, Poppy (or ‘Poopy’ as Dannie sometimes calls her as she’s a bit daft and when she was a puppy she used to poo in the oddest places, like Dad’s slippers) and Lucky (who’s older and far more sensible).

         When I walk inside, Dad and Dannie are sitting at the kitchen table and the dogs are under it. The table is covered in a sky-blue linen tablecloth and in the middle, on a china cake stand, is a Victoria sponge cake, with cream and strawberries squishing out the sides. My favourite! There are twisty little blue and white birthday candles stuck through the icing sugar on the top of the cake – ten, I’m guessing.

         I grin. What a treat! I can’t remember the last time we had an 14actual cake. There are food shortages on account of the war and lots of things aren’t available.

         I opened my birthday presents already, this morning at breakfast. I got a new book from Flora and Dad called Swallows and Amazons, and a big magnifying glass from Dannie and the dogs. I told Dad I wanted one for looking at insects, but I secretly want to see if I can use it to start a fire.

         ‘Surprise!’ Dannie jumps up from the table, making the dogs bark. ‘Can we eat the cake now, Dad? I’ve been sitting here for ages and not putting my fingers in the cream, like you said.’

         Dad smiles. ‘You have. And once your mum’s joined us, yes, you can have some cake. But Grace gets the first slice as she’s the birthday girl.’

         Flora walks in the kitchen door. ‘Here she is now. Everything all right with Mamó?’ Dad asks her.

         She nods and smiles. ‘All good.’ She reaches into the top right-hand pocket of her overalls, pulls out a box of Friendly matches and carefully lights the candles.

         ‘Blow them out and make a wish, pet,’ she tells me. ‘Quick, mind. I’m dying for a slice.’

         I manage to blow out all the candles in one go, and I wish for the stupid war to be over. I know my little wish isn’t going to make any difference, but it seems wrong to wish for stuff for myself when people’s houses are being bombed.

         ‘Did you bake the cake, Flora?’ I ask, helping her pull the candles out. They make little clinks as we drop them onto a saucer.

         She laughs. ‘Ach, no, pet. Ellen made it this afternoon, bless her, while I was servicing the car.’ Ellen is Sibby’s big sister. The 15Lavelles live just down the road, and Ellen is kind of like my big sister too. Me and Sibby have been best friends since we were tiny tots.

         ‘That’s why it looks so good,’ Dad jokes.

         Flora grabs a tea towel from the metal bar in front of the Waterford Stanley stove and swats him with it. ‘You mind your manners, Tom Devine. I may be no cook, but I do have other talents. Like slicing cake.’

         She takes a large knife out of the drawer and starts carefully dividing the cake into half, then quarters, then eighths.

         Flora’s right, she has a LOT of talents. My dad is the official Blacksod lighthouse keeper, but it’s Flora who really runs the lighthouse and the weather station. And she looks after our old Ford car. And anything else that breaks around the house. Dad runs the post office and corner shop and spends a lot of his time there. It suits them both perfectly. He’s very chatty and outgoing. Flora can be chatty too, when she wants to be, but she also likes time on her own to think. Spending all day pretending to be nice to people would exhaust her, she says.

         The cake is delicious, the sponge light and fluffy, but my favourite bit is the cream and strawberries. Yum! We all tuck in.

         ‘That Ellen can bake,’ Dad says, sitting back in his chair and licking icing sugar off his fingers. He’s polished off two slices.

         Flora stands over him, tea towel at the ready. ‘If you add that she’ll make some lucky boy a fine wife one day, you know I’ll swat you again, Tom.’

         He grins. ‘I know. Which is why I’d never say such a thing in this house, Flora.’ 16

         ‘Good!’ Flora looks at me. ‘So, tell us all about your trip to the picture house, Grace. What was Dumbo about?’

         ‘A little elephant with big ears,’ I say. ‘He’s in the circus and they make him dress up like a clown and do dangerous stunts. And then there’s a very sad bit …’ I tell them the story but not the ending, as I don’t want to spoil it for Dannie. He might like to watch it some day.

         When I finish, Flora says, ‘Speaking of sad bits, Mamó said they showed a newsreel about the Belfast bombings before the picture. She said it upset you.’

         I nod. ‘It did a bit.’

         ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

         ‘Not really,’ I say. ‘But I still don’t understand why the Nazis are bombing Ireland when we’re supposed to be neutral.’

         ‘In the south of Ireland, we are,’ Dad says. ‘But not in the north. They have a different government up there. They’re part of the United Kingdom, remember? And they have a lot of factories in Belfast, and shipyards. That’s what the Nazis were supposed to be bombing, not houses.’ He calls them something rude under his breath.

         ‘Mamó said that most Irish people are on the side of the Allies now. And that some people are even helping them a bit. Is that true?’ I ask him. Dad looks at Flora and they lock eyes for a second. Am I imagining it or does she give him a tiny frown and a shake of her head?

         Dad looks back at me. ‘Maybe we can talk about this some other time,’ he says. ‘It’s supposed to be your birthday tea. It’s all getting a bit serious. And you know your mum doesn’t like war talk.’

         ‘You’re right,’ Flora says. ‘I like peace talk. And the sooner this darned war is over, the better. For everyone.’ 17

         ‘Is Alfie still in the war?’ Dannie says.

         I look over at Flora, who sits up straighter in her chair and swallows. Alfie is her younger brother, our uncle. He lives in Edinburgh, where Flora is from, and he joined the British Army only a few months ago, just after his eighteenth birthday.

         Before the war, he used to stay with us for a few weeks every summer. He took me and Dannie on adventures in our wooden fishing boat looking for sea monsters and made us laugh by dressing Lucky and Poppy up in human clothes. We wrote and put on daft plays together based on books he liked, like Peter Pan and Treasure Island, and we acted them out for Dad and Flora. Alfie said he’d like to be on the stage one day. Or be a teacher. He’d make a brilliant teacher, he’s great fun.

         ‘Yes, he’s still in the war,’ Flora says after a long pause. ‘But he’s not a solider, he’s a medic, remember. He helps soldiers who are sick or wounded.’

         ‘So he doesn’t have a gun?’ Dannie asks.

         ‘No,’ Flora says. ‘Alfie’s a Quaker, like me. We’re pacifists, which means we don’t like war and believe countries should talk to each other, not fight. That’s why you learn German and French, so you can talk to people in different parts of the world in their own language.’

         Dannie gives a little groan. I smile to myself. I find our German and French lessons with Flora easy – fun, even. We’ve been doing them for as long as I can remember. Flora says I have a knack for languages, but Dannie finds them difficult.

         ‘Where is Alfie now?’ Dannie asks.

         ‘France, God love him,’ Flora says. ‘Don’t ask me exactly where, 18I don’t know. He’s not allowed to say.’

         ‘Can we please talk about something else?’ Dad says again.

         ‘Yes, let’s,’ Flora says. ‘And speaking of Alfie, that reminds me, he had a present sent over for you, from Edinburgh, bless him. It arrived weeks ago, and I’d forgotten all about it until now. Back in a second.’ She leaves the kitchen for a moment and comes back in with a brown paper package, the size of a small shoebox. She hands it to me.

         Dannie’s eyes are out on stalks. Even though Dad runs the post office, we hardly ever get packages in the post, other than parts for the car or the weather instruments that Flora orders from Dublin.

         I shake it, trying to guess what’s inside. Flora hands me a pair of scissors. ‘Careful now, I can reuse that string and paper.’

         Once I get through all the packaging, I pause for a moment. ‘Do you want to open the box, Dannie?’ He loves opening things.

         His eyes widen. ‘Can I? Ace!’

         I hand it to him. He pulls off the lid and lifts out something that is covered in layers and layers of old newspaper and nestled in even more newspaper, like an egg in a nest, keeping it safe. He passes it to me.

         It’s small but heavier than I expected. It must be something metal or stone. I unwrap it and stare down at my hands.

         ‘Wow, Alfie’s mini binoculars!’ I say. Last time he was in Blacksod, he showed me how to use them to study the clouds. I turn them over in my hands. They are pretty special, and I can’t wait to go outside and look through them.

         ‘There’s a card too,’ Flora says, handing it to me.

         It’s in Granny’s spidery handwriting. I pass it back to Flora to 19read. She’s the only one who can make out the funny pen marks.

         ‘Happy birthday to my favourite niece,’ she reads. ‘Think of me when you go cloud spotting in Blacksod. Wish I was there with you all. Much love always, Alfie XXX.’

         ‘Good old Alfie,’ Dad says. ‘What a great present.’

         ‘Can I go outside and test them out?’ I ask.

         ‘’Course you can, love,’ he says.

         I look at Flora. She’s gone quiet and still, which is unusual – she’s never quiet or still. Maybe she’s thinking about Alfie and France and the war.

         She snaps out of it and gives me a smile. ‘Happy birthday, Grace. I can’t believe you’re ten already. Where does the time go?’ She gets up and gives me a big hug. She smells sweet, a bit like burnt toast. It must be the engine oil on her overalls. She breaks away and rubs my head. ‘Now go outside and enjoy yourself. Tell those clouds I said hello.’
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