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Chapter One

1945

 



‘Well there it is, luv, what’s flaming well left of it.’

The stocky woman standing next to Mary, her cheap, well-worn brown coat buttoned up tightly and a scarf tied firmly under her chin, seemed oblivious of the fine August morning as she pointed towards the Liverpool waterfront.

Mary looked puzzled. The three magnificent buildings looked to be intact. They stood out sharply in the early morning sunlight, black with soot after half a century of standing in air that was heavily laden with grime. Above them the sky was a clear bright blue with a few wisps of cloud, like white satin ribbons, twisting and trailing across it. The reflection of the sky turned the water of the Mersey to a pale shimmering blue. They had come up the river past the lighthouse on Perch Rock and then the fort at New Brighton. They’d passed the Franconia which seemed enormous in comparison to the ferry. She was on her way to New York and as she went by the three deep blasts of her whistle made Mary jump.

The river was calm and what ships there were moving left a silvery wash trailing behind them. The foamy white bow  wave of the Leinster, the British and Irish Steamship Company’s regular overnight ferry from Dublin, drew closer. At the landing stage ready to leave were the Isle of Man ferry Lady of Man and the gleaming white-hulled Empress  of France.


They were nearly there, Mary thought. This was the city where she would make a new and different future. Whilst saving for her fare she’d dreamed about Liverpool. She had big plans but no money to implement them, yet. Oh, she knew things were hard in the city and she missed Colin so much, but life had to go on and Liverpool would become her new home.

Her grip on her little son’s hand tightened as the boat drew closer to the landing stage as the Lady of Man drew away. Now she could see the devastation for herself and it horrified her. She was too young to remember the similar destruction of the buildings on O’Connell Street and the Dublin quays by the gunboat in the Liffey after the Easter Rising. The Troubles, as her mam and everyone else called those awful days. Days that had led to the creation of the Irish Free State. But their new status as a separate country had had little impact on the inhabitants of the Liberties. The overcrowding and poverty there hadn’t changed.

She raised her hand to shield her eyes and squinted ahead in the sunlight. St Nicholas’s church was just a pile of rubble. Only the blackened spire remained standing. She could see the heaps of rubble and the shells of burnt-out buildings in what had been Derby Square. The statue of Queen Victoria alone seemed untouched.

She was appalled, and softly voiced a thought aloud without even realising she was doing it.

‘Sure to God, is this what I left Dublin for?’

The woman beside her drew herself up and bristled with indignation.

‘Well, we got no help from youse lot. “The Emergency” youse lot called it! The flaming Emergency! Six years with one half of the world killing the other half, and it’s not finished yet with those little yeller heathens. Holy God, the number of ships and men that sailed from here on them convoys and hardly any came back. Them U-boats was just waiting for them. That’s why I’ve not seen me sister for years. It wasn’t bloody safe. Oh, they said it was and people did go, but I remember the Lusitania. It was fortunate that the Munster wasn’t full of passengers when it was sunk in the dock. Some Emergency! You weren’t here when night after night them Jerry planes came and half flattened the city. I was. I’ve ’ad murder with me sister in Ardee Street about it. I tell you, girl, it’ll be a long time before I go to see that one again, even if she has given me some bits of food. Her son sitting in safety stuffing himself with food we ‘aven’t seen the like of for years while his cousin, his first cousin mind, is buried in a war cemetery in France.’ She sniffed indignantly.

Mary’s younger sister Breda Nolan cast her eyes upwards to the blue sky. Everyone was always moaning about wars, emergencies and troubles. Why keep harping on and on about it?

She wasn’t in the least upset about going amongst strangers, as her mam described it. No, she was looking forward to it. Whatever state the city was in, it had to be better than the Liberties. There’d be a rake of things to do, but best of all she would be away from the Mammy and the neighbours who spied on you all the time and then went carrying tales.

Though Breda at seventeen was not as tall as her sister, they were very alike. Both had the black hair, deep blue eyes and pale skin that proclaimed their ancestry. But that was as far as the similarity went. Breda knew she was pretty, and she used her looks to further her own ends in ways which included flirting shamelessly. Where was the harm in that? she often asked indignantly. Wasn’t it just a bit of fun?

A bold strap of a girl, the Mammy called her, and if the Father caught you even just laughing with a lad after Mass there was holy bloody murder and you were marched back home and then the Mammy would belt you to bits. No, there wasn’t much in the way of fun in Dublin.

Mary thought back over the past six years. She’d argued and pleaded with Col when he’d come back from seeing a recruitment film. Step Together it had been called. There had been recruiting posters in bookshops and in places like Boland’s Bakery, Blackrock Hosiery and Bradmola for a long time, and the rally in College Green, when Mr de Valera and Mr Cosgrove stood together to explain Ireland’s precarious position, had been the final push Col had needed. After that the membership of the Local Defence Force had risen to 130,000 and the British Army had over 20,000 new recruits.

‘I’m going to help protect us, Mary, and to earn more money. Aren’t we a new country? The Treaty was only signed just over twenty years ago. Sure, how can we stand up to the Germans on our own when even Britain with all its empire is having to fight for existence? Hitler could invade us and we could do nothing, nothing, Mary. Wouldn’t it be worse to have our freedom snatched away again after so short a time and crushed under a jackboot?’

She’d had no answer and had clung to him, weeping.

Gripping Kevin tightly she turned on the small woman, an expression of anger on her face. There was sadness in her eyes, but her back was straight and her head held high.

‘Let me tell you, missus, that I’m a widow. Yes, a widow at twenty-four and with himself here to bring up, so I won’t be having strangers making a mock and a jeer out of us. Aren’t you a fright to say things like that. I begged and pleaded with my husband not to go but no, he went to help protect Ireland from invasion. And we did have rationing,  and a blackout, and Dublin was bombed a few times too. My poor Col was dead set on going and dead is what he is. He’s buried somewhere in a desert in Africa. I don’t even have a grave to tend. If I only knew I could go and see it ... him ... It would be a comfort to me.’ The tears sparkled in her eyes as she turned away.

The woman patted her arm contritely. ‘I’m sorry, girl, I didn’t know. There were a lot of Irish lads who joined up looking for a bit of excitement, more money, and, like your feller, to feel they were protecting their country. A lot of them never came back and it wasn’t even their war.’

She crossed herself. ‘It wasn’t as bad in some ways as the Great War. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the slaughter, the sheer slaughter of those lads! And they were only lads - some were only sixteen and seventeen. There was ’ardly an ‘ouse or a family in our street that ’ad no one killed or wounded. People got embarrassed if their lads came back unhurt.’ She decided to change the subject.

‘Have you anywhere to go, like, when we get ashore? The housing’s shocking. We was overcrowded before the flaming war, and now there’s people who ’ave been bombed out two and three times, God ‘elp them. And all these fellers  coming over for work will have to find lodgings as well.’ She jerked her head towards the crowd now assembling near where the gangway would be let down.

‘Yes, an aunt, if she’s still got a roof over her head.’ Mary hadn’t really noticed that the ferry was mainly full of men, young and old, who were hoping to get jobs clearing the rubble and starting to help rebuild a port and city that lay in ruins.

Breda had noticed, though. She’d spent the first minutes of the trip trying to look seductive and fluttering her eyelashes at one or two she thought seemed handsome and well set up.

‘Breda, will you behave and not be making cow’s eyes at that lot, showing us all up? Try to get some sleep,’ Mary had said sharply.

‘Sleep, is it? With the noise out of them all and these wooden seats?’

Mary’s patience had snapped.

‘Oh, shut up, Breda, for God’s sake! Haven’t I enough to be worrying about? We at least got a seat; some people are having to sleep on the floor. I wish I could have afforded a cabin for us.’

‘Aren’t the cabins reserved for the gentry?’ Breda asked.

‘Not if you’ve got the money, but we haven’t,’ Mary had stated flatly.

She had been awake and worrying all night with her six-year-old son tucked in against one side and her sister leaning against her on the other. The noise level had abated as people tried to sleep on the hard deck, but the saloon stank of beer and tobacco. She thanked God it was a calm night. The anxious thoughts went round and round in her head. What if things went badly? She didn’t have much  money after paying for the one-way tickets. There wasn’t much left of her little hoard at all.

She’d sold or pawned everything, including her silver cross and chain and her precious wedding ring. She’d cried all the way home the day she left it with Mr Brennen, knowing she’d never have the money to redeem it. It had been a special link with Col. When she was feeling really miserable and lonely she’d used to twist it round and round on her finger to conjure up his expression on the day they were married at St Catherine’s, or the look on his face as she’d stood and waved him off to join the British Army. That was before the Munster had been sunk. She certainly didn’t blame the woman next to her for not crossing the water.

It had been a hard decision for her to make, to leave Ireland, and not only had she her son to look after, but Breda as well. Her mother hadn’t wanted the girl to go.

‘Won’t you have enough finding work and taking care of him?’ Kathleen Nolan had argued.

‘Mam, it won’t be that bad. I’ll make some kind of fist of it. There’s more jobs over there. There always has been. Sure, don’t half the country take the emigrant ship?’

‘You’ll need your wits about you, Mary, in a huge place like that,’ Kathleen had said earnestly.

‘Mammy, for God’s sake, isn’t most of the population of Dublin living and working in Liverpool?’

‘Well, that’s as may be, but you’ll have to mind that bold strap. She has the heart across me.’

Breda had begged and pleaded and Mary had championed her sister’s cause.

‘Mammy, you know what she’s like. Left here without me she’ll just run riot and have you destroyed altogether with the worry of it. You should have some peace and  quiet. You’ve worked hard all your life for us.’ Mary had glanced around the sparsely furnished room that had been her home for years. Both she and Breda would send money home, like every other boy and girl who emigrated.

So Kathleen had capitulated. It was a tearful Mary and Kevin and an impatient and highly excited Breda Kathleen Nolan had watched go up the gangway of the ship that would take them all to a new life, like so many before them.

Now the thump of the ship’s side against the huge rubber tyres that acted as bumpers, and the shouts of the shorehands as they secured the hawsers, drove all thoughts from Mary’s mind.

‘Kevin, hold on tightly now to Mammy’s skirt while I carry the case and the parcel.’

‘God, we’ll be crushed to bits!’ Breda complained, clutching a large bundle to her chest with both hands.

‘Then go and flutter your eyelashes at one of those grand-looking navvies, maybe they’ll help.’ There was a note of sarcasm in Mary’s voice. It was a terrible crush and she was terrified that Kevin would fall and be trampled on. He was so pale and thin for the want of good food. Rationing had made no difference. All they could afford was bread and tea, a bit of brisket, ox heart or bacon with cabbage, or just scraps that Mammy used in a stew.

In the crush she lost sight of the woman in the brown coat. It was everyone for themselves, although a couple of the lads made room for them, with coarse innuendoes that she ignored but Breda did not.

‘Breda, for God’s sake stop encouraging them,’ she snapped. She was beginning to regret that she’d saddled herself with such a responsibility. In a city like Liverpool  there was plenty of trouble that bold strap could get into, but she’d done it for her mam.

One of the deckhands caught her eye and she shouted across to him.

He elbowed his way through to her. ‘What’s up, queen?’

‘When we get off how will I get to Hornby Street, please?’

‘Catch the number 20 or 30 tram. It’s not far. Ask the conductor to put you off where Scottie Road joins Hornby Street. I think most of the houses are still standing, though maybe they’ve been pulled down as being unsafe. I don’t know, luv, the whole of that area took a hammering. But we got our own back all right. Sometimes I feel a bit sorry for them now, with their whole country in ruins.’

‘Well, they should ’ave thought about that before startin’ a flaming war.’ The woman in the brown coat was there again, hanging on to the deckhand’s thick navy sweater with the letters ‘B & I’ on the front, having elbowed her way through the crush.

‘It’s all behind us now, missus. Come on then, let’s get yer all off.’

Mary felt happier in one way and very apprehensive in another. Happy that he had taken the case and parcel from her, leaving her free to look after her son properly. But what if the O’ Sheas’ house had been blasted to bits? What would she do then? Although they were first cousins, she’d only met them once and she couldn’t recall what they looked like. Apparently they’d come over for her mam’s wedding and then to wake her poor da, but that was all. No communication whatsoever since then.

Eventually they disembarked, but there was no time to stand and look around. People were pushing past them,  so she guided Kevin and Breda towards the row of green and cream painted trams that were lined up at the pier head. She found a number 30 tram and pushed her little brood aboard.

‘Sir, could you put us off on the corner of Hornby Street, please?’ she asked the conductor.

He grinned at her. ‘I can tell yer not from round ’ere. I’ve . never been called sir in me life before. I’m just a working feller, luv. I’ve a girl your age. ‘Ave yer just come off the boat? ’Ere, I’ll see to meladdo, you just find a seat. Yer look wore out.’

Mary smiled at his kindness as she ushered her son and her sister to a double seat. She put the case on the floor and gave the bundle to Breda. Kevin would have to sit on her lap; the tram was filling up.

When the conductor came for the fares, he shook his head at the proffered money in her hand.

‘It’s company policy to charge for meladdo as well, luv. It’s supposed to be half price but what the ’ell. The bloody Corporation can afford to lose a few coppers now and then. Grasping owld windbags the lot of them.’

As the tram trundled down Chapel Street and Tithebarn Street, the trolley giving out sparks as it crossed the junctions, Mary couldn’t believe her eyes as she twisted from side to side. Oh, they’d heard on the wireless and in the newspapers of the bombardment by the Luftwaffe on the cities over here. But seeing it with her own eyes she was horrified. Whole streets of houses, churches, shops and pubs were in ruins. It must have been terrifying, yet the Liverpudlians had gone on, day after day, week after week, month after month for six long years, trying to carry on as normal whilst encircled by chaos, loss, ruin and worry.

What kind of job would she get here? How could she make her dream come true? She held her little boy tightly. Oh, Col, why did you have to go? she said silently as the tears pricked her eyes. He’d not had a bad job as a coal heaver with Murphy’s and they’d got a two pair front in a house in Balfour Square. Once the gentry had lived in the beautiful Georgian houses, with a rake of servants to see to their every need. That was many long years ago and the houses were now dilapidated, crumbling and overcrowded.

She’d furnished their rooms with second-hand stuff, painting or varnishing tables and chairs. She’d scrubbed floors and woodwork. When Kevin had been a baby she’d got a deep drawer from an old chest Mr Brannigan had in his yard and lined it with canvas, then calico and finally muslin. To cover the wood she’d made a deep frill with cheap gingham, and Mrs Dunne, who lived upstairs, had said it was like one of those fancy cribs you’d pay an arm and a leg for in Grafton Street.

She’d made curtains, cushions, quilts and all her own and Kevin’s clothes. Oh, they’d not been doing too badly at all, and now she didn’t know if these relations she’d scarcely met had a roof over their heads or would welcome her one little bit even if they had.

When she’d alighted, with some assistance from the conductor who wished her good luck, she looked down Hornby Street and her heart sank. There were houses, but there were huge gaps and mounds of rubble too.

The sun was warm on her back now and people had started to go about their business. A horse and cart passed slowly, the iron-shod hooves of the heavy shire horse seeming very loud as they struck the cobbles and echoed along the street. The cart was decorated with crudely painted daisies  and was full of milk chums. It was followed by another proclaiming it contained the wares of ‘Blackledge’s. Bakers and Confectioners’. Mary ignored them, struck dumb by the sight of the dereliction that surrounded them.

‘There’s nothing left! It’s a wild goose chase we’ve come on.’ Breda was sure she’d not had a wink of sleep although Mary had said she’d slept all the way. She also had a headache. That was probably the half pint of horrible-tasting porter a young navvie had bought her when she’d managed to escape her sister’s eagle eye for half an hour. She’d used the pretext that she couldn’t stand the smell and needed some fresh air. Now it seemed as though they’d come to a place that was little better than the slum they’d left.

Mary glared at her but began to walk down the street, noting the condition of the houses that were still standing. They were ‘landing houses’, three storeys high, and had been built in 1900 to replace older slum houses. She could have shouted with joy and relief when she saw that the block that contained number 18 was miraculously still standing and was obviously occupied.

She put down her belongings while Breda leaned against the wall of the next house. Mary knocked loudly and after what seemed an age the door was opened by a large, rather blowsy-looking woman with greying hair and deep lines of worry on her face. She was Mam’s age, Mary surmised.

‘Mrs O’Shea?’

‘Who wants ter know?’ Maggie O’Shea’s gaze swept over the little group on her doorstep. The obviously bored but beautiful young girl was trouble if ever she saw it. The whey-faced little lad was dressed in cutdowns that had been skilfully done and the haggard-looking young woman’s wide blue eyes were full of anxiety.

‘I’m Mary O’Malley. Didn’t the Mammy write to you about us?’ Mary paused. ‘Mam ... you remember her ... your sister-in-law Kathleen Nolan?’

Maggie relaxed, her face transformed by a broad smile. ‘I’ve gorra head like a sieve these days; it’s all ter do with the war. Me nerves are strung like piano wires. Come on in, the lot of youse. Yer mam did write, I remember now.’

She led them down a dark narrow lobby that was devoid of carpet, rag rugs or lino.

‘It’s going ter be a terrible crush, like, with the six of us an’ you three, but we’ll manage. We’re dead good at managing after six bloody years. As yer can see, we were dead lucky. We’ve still got a roof over our heads. Not much of a one, but there was a poor soul with a husband away in the Navy and a gang of kids living where next door used to be. She’d already been bombed out three times, and when that lot went she up and took them all off ter Kirkby. They took ’undreds of people out to the country places of a night ter sleep, things were that bad. The Yanks took them in lorries and brought them back in the morning.’

Mary wondered just how they would all manage with nine people crammed into this two up two down house. At home there was terrible overcrowding too but at least the rooms were bigger, and if you had a two pair back or a two pair front and decent clean neighbours it wasn’t bad at all. Here they’d be all on top of each other. Still, she should thank God that the building was still standing.

She was taken into a small kitchen that served as a dining room as well. Over the range, the mantel was overloaded with bric-à-brac. The lino on the floor had definitely seen better days and there were stained newspapers covering the table in place of a cloth. That was all she could take in of her  surroundings for Maggie was busy introducing the family to her, beginning with her husband Jim who was Mam’s eldest brother and had come to Liverpool looking for work when he was just fifteen. He’d sent money home until he’d married, and that had helped. He was known as Big Jim and he was indeed a big man with a barrel chest and heavily muscled arms. Before he was demobbed he had sailed on the notorious Arctic convoys to Russia and counted himself lucky to be alive. He was jovial but very much in charge of his family.

‘So, you’ve come ter see us at last, Mary O’Malley? You were just a twinkle in yer mam’s eye the first time we were over. The second time was for yer da, God rest him.’ He shot a look at his wife. ‘And there’ll be no bitter words in this house about Ireland being neutral. I’ll not stand for it. Col O‘Malley did his bit for us, and of his own free will too. He fought and died for our freedom and now it’s our duty to look after these girls and the little lad too.’

‘I wasn’t going to make any such remark, Jim O’Shea,’ came the spirited reply.

Mary learned that their eldest son Davie had been killed on D-Day. In one of the first companies to go ashore, he hadn’t even made it to the beach. The weather had been atrocious for June and every man in the landing craft had been sick. Their uniforms were sodden, their packs so heavy and the swell so strong that he and many others had stumbled, fallen and drowned. Maggie had never forgiven the Army.

Bryan, who was twenty-two, had come through unscathed but tended to go on and on about his experiences in the King’s (Liverpool) Regiment. When he’d been conscripted  the turning point in the war had already been reached, and like his father he had already been demobbed.

Maurice O‘Shea was a quiet gangly lad of sixteen. He hated his name because his mates called him Maury, and when he was introduced as such he complained, ‘I ’ate being called that. It’s like being called after the Mauretania. Me name’s Maurice.’

Maggie glared at her son. ‘Well, isn’t that a nice way to speak to anyone?’ Her words were heavy with sarcasm.

Two young girls in grubby nightdresses stared at the newcomers in silence. The smaller of the two had a mop of gold curly hair and had her thumb in her mouth. The other one was older and bolder and had untidy dark brown hair and eyes.

‘I’m Patsy an’ I’m eight,’ she announced confidently.

‘An’ the other one’s our youngest, she’s six. Lily O’Shea, get that thumb out of yer mouth. I’ve told yer time an’ again, yer mouth’ll get out of shape an’ when yer grown up yer won’t speak proper,’ her mother instructed.

‘An’ then yer’ll never gerra feller,’ Patsy jibed.

Maggie rounded on her. ‘And since when ’ave you been thinking of fellers and the like, Patsy O‘Shea? Did yer hear that, Jim? Eight years old and as bold as brass. Any more of that and yer da will take his belt to yer, yer ’ardfaced little madam, an’ then I’ll take you up to Father Hayes an’ tell him about yer sinful goings-on.’

Breda’s spirits began to droop. Maggie O’Shea sounded just like her mam, and at the look on Jim’s face she inwardly cringed. Growing up without a da had meant she was subject to just her mam’s giving out and chastisement. Now it looked as if she, like Patsy and Lily, would have to obey Jim’s rules, like them or not.

Despite the sinking feeling in her stomach Mary managed a smile. It was like a circus in here, she thought. Were they like this all the time? But after six years of terror and grief and making do, who could blame them? She’d probably be the same herself.




 Chapter Two

Breda looked with undisguised disgust at the small bedroom she was going to have to share with Mary, Patsy, Lily and Maggie. Jim and his two lads slept in the other bedroom and Kevin would have to join them.

‘After work our Maury - or our Maurice as now he’s taken the notion to be called - will go and get a couple of donkey’s breakfasts,’ Maggie raised her eyes to the ceiling, ‘and our Lily and Patsy can sleep on them. We’ll have the big bed. It’s cramped but we’ll have ter manage. We used ter have a saying “There’s a war on” which covered everything people complained about, but it looks as if it’s nearly over now, thank God.’ Maggie patted the faded quilt covering the big iron bed that took up nearly all the space in the room.

Mary gulped and pulled herself together. Why some of them didn’t sleep in the downstairs front room she didn’t know. She voiced this thought and Maggie said that room was let to the lodger, Mr Fallowfield, a confirmed bachelor who kept himself to himself whenever possible. What his job was was anyone’s guess, but he always paid the rent on time and saw to his own washing. In fact she’d wondered whether or not to up the rent because he sent his stuff out to the laundry, would you believe, but Jim had said to leave  the feller alone. Mary kept her eyes fixed on the floor. After Col had died she’d gone back to her mam’s, where she and Breda shared a double bed and Mam and Kevin had a single bed each. The rooms were bigger, too.

‘That’ll be great altogether. It’s only sorry I am that we have to be putting you to so much trouble. I think we should all call you Aunty Maggie. It’s more respectful.’

‘Suit yourself. And it’s no trouble at all, girl. There’s whole families sharing rooms this size. We’ll all muck in together.’

From what she’d seen so far ‘muck’ was a very apt description, Mary thought. Her own rooms in Balfour Square had been scrubbed twice a week and had been brushed every single day. She’d cleaned her windows with old newspaper. The carbon in the print put a real shine on them; a tip she’d got from Mrs Dunne upstairs. And Mammy wouldn’t have you in the door with shoes or boots on, trailing the dust and dirt of the Dublin streets into the room. Mary’s homes had always been spotlessly clean and that hadn’t been easy to keep up in an area like the Liberties.

‘What are donkey’s breakfasts?’ Breda enquired, trying to keep her emotions out of her voice.

‘Ticking mattresses stuffed with straw. They’re cheap and not bad to sleep on, an’ it’s still warm of a night.’ Maggie crossed herself. ‘Me own mam, God rest her, always used them. There were twelve of us. We was like a tin of those little fishes ... sardines, but we was always warm in winter. Too flamin’ hot in summer, though.’

Breda closed her eyes. God almighty, it got worse by the minute.

‘Right then, I’ll leave the pair of youse to get your bit of unpacking done. There’s a couple of orange boxes with the  kids’ stuff in them. Chuck it all on the bed - we’ll get more boxes ternight.’

When Maggie had gone Mary sank down on the bed and passed a hand over her eyes. There was already a faint throbbing in her head which she knew from experience would get worse as the day went on.

‘Jaysus! Would you look at the place! You said we’d be grand here. You said it was a new life. You said—’

‘Breda, in the name of God, shut up!’ Mary was close to tears. She put a protective arm around her silent and mystified son.

Breda sat down and some of the anger left her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Mary. It’s just that ... well, I thought it would be ... different. They’re all mad. I’ve never seen such a carry-on.’

‘Sure, it’s different all right.’ Mary turned up a corner of the quilt. There were no sheets, only the ticking covering the mattress which they’d have to lie on. There were no pillows either, just a long bolster, again covered in the stained, faded blue and white striped ticking. She bit her lip but straightened her shoulders.

‘Well, once they’ve all gone to work or school or whatever they do all day, you and me are going to find the nearest second-hand shop and pawnbroker’s. Even if we can only get sheets you can see daylight through I’ll buy them and sew them ends to middle. I’m not sleeping on a bare mattress. Then we’ll give the whole place a damn good clear-out.’

Breda stared at her mutinously. ‘Why do we have to do it? It’s their house and she doesn’t seem to mind the mess. Old newspapers on the table, for God’s sake! Mammy would have a fit, so she would.’

‘Well, I do mind the mess, and you’re right, Mam didn’t  bring us up to live like this. Sure, we never had much but what we did have was clean.’ She softened her tone. ‘It’s different for them, I suppose. Why struggle to keep a house looking like a new pin when the water mains and gas pipes are broken and it could be flattened by a bomb any time?’

‘They don’t have to worry about bombs now. The Emergency’s over.’

‘Not out in the East it’s not.’

‘Well, I can’t see how any Japanese plane could get this far,’ Breda said irritably.

Mary sighed, thinking about Kevin. He’d had friends at home and had seen how they lived, nearly all in dire poverty. One had died but that was often the fate of children. If you reared them over the age of ten you counted yourself-lucky. But he’d never had to cope with such overcrowding, or having to share a bed. He’d have to go to school tomorrow too, but she’d take him there herself. She’d get all the details from Maggie later on.

‘The quicker we get jobs the better,’ Breda said petulantly.

‘I don’t see how that will change much. You heard her. The housing shortage is desperate.’

‘Surely we can get one room? Three of us won’t be too many for one room and we’ll be out all day. It’ll be easier to furnish, too.’

Mary sighed and got to her feet, weary already.

‘For now we’ve no choice. I suppose we’d better go down and tell her we’d like to help with the cleaning.’

Breda pulled a face. ‘She’ll just sit there on her fat behind and watch while we do all the work. And she’ll be giving out at us too. Wanting this done and that done.’

‘Breda, that’s enough. She’s given us a home, we should  be grateful,’ Mary stated firmly, but there was no note of gratitude in her own voice.

 



When they went downstairs the kitchen was empty. The room was a mess. Clothes and papers were piled on chairs. Ash had fallen from the range, which was dull for the want of cleaning. There were half-open cupboards and dirty dishes everywhere. The rack that hung over the range, operated by a pulley and rope system, was suspended to a height where Maggie could just reach the items of clothing she needed.

Breda lifted the lid of the brown glazed teapot and sniffed.

‘It’s stewed and half cold. Will I throw it out?’

‘Yes, but go down the yard with it. I dread to think what the sink in the scullery is like.’ Mary shuddered.

She turned to her son who had remained silent, sitting on the edge of the old sofa. ‘Kevin, will you take up your things in the parcel there for Mammy?’ She squeezed his hand.

The child looked warily up at her but seeing her smile he did as he was bid. He was totally confused and miserable. He didn’t like this house at all. Suddenly his safe little world, which had been bounded by his room and his bed at Granny Nolan’s, had gone. They’d left Granny Nolan in Dublin. Mammy had tried to explain why they had to leave but he didn’t understand.

He’d left his friends too and there seemed to be no boys of his age in this house. Tomorrow he’d have to go to a new school amongst strange boys who might torment and bully him. He clutched the bundle tightly to him. Last Christmas Santi had left a knitted rabbit for him and it was his most precious possession. He slept with his cheek resting on it  but now he wondered whether the others would take it off him.

‘Will I keep my rabbit, Mammy?’ he pleaded.

‘Of course you will, why shouldn’t you? Now go on up.’

She sent him into the lobby and stood watching him climb the stairs.

‘Has Mrs O’Shea moved out, then?’

Mary turned, startled by the male voice.

‘Who are you? Haven’t you put the heart across me!’

‘I’m sorry. I’m Chris. Chris Kennedy. My mam told me to come over. I’ve just got home. I’ve been demobbed. I live across the street.’

Mary regained her composure. She wasn’t afraid of him. He didn’t look like the desperate men she’d seen so far, although he was a good head and shoulders above her. He had dark hair like her own and a disarming smile.

‘You’ll be wanting Aunty Maggie, then? I don’t know where she’s got to but it won’t be far, so you’d better come into the kitchen.’

‘And who are you? Has she taken in more lodgers?’

‘No ... er ... well, yes, I suppose we are lodgers. I’m Mary O’Malley. Mrs O‘Malley,’ she added.

‘I see.’ Chris nodded slowly as he followed her. His mam had said nothing about her but she was lovely and had a gentle calming attitude.

Mary turned and smiled at him. ‘No, you don’t see at all. I’m a widow. A war widow.’

‘But you’re Irish.’

‘I am and so was Col. He was killed. He was one of Montgomery’s Desert Rats. I have my little boy and my sister with me.’

‘I’m sorry about your husband,’ he said with sincerity. He’d seen so many men die that he shouldn’t be surprised she was a young widow. The city was full of them, not only from the Army but the Navy as well.

‘We only arrived this morning too, my sister Breda, my son Kevin and me. Aunty Maggie is being so kind giving us a home, and she after being overcrowded herself.’

Chris scrutinised her as she moved a pile of clothes off the armchair and indicated that he should sit down. She was young. Twenty-three or four at the most. She must have been a very young bride but he could certainly see what Col O’Malley had seen in her.

‘How is it that Bryan is home already?’ she asked, folding the clothes she’d just removed.

‘Last in, first out, I suppose. I’m lucky to get out at all; there are plenty of lads who won’t ... oh, I’m sorry ... I didn’t mean ... I ...’ He could have bitten his tongue. Col O’Malley hadn’t been lucky.

‘Don’t worry at all.’ She smiled sadly. This was something she was going to have to cope with: the men coming home alive and well and the rejoicing of their families.

‘I’m truly sorry, Mrs O’Malley.’

‘Don’t I know that? And seeing as we’re to be neighbours wouldn’t it be better to call me Mary?’

‘Only if you’re sure?’ He felt at ease with her again.

‘I’m sure.’

‘Well, I’m sure I’ve never seen such a mess in my life.’

Mary and Chris both laughed as Breda came back indoors.

‘Your sister?’ Chris queried.

‘She is. Breda, this is Chris Kennedy, just home from the Army. He lives over the road.’

Breda nodded curtly in his direction.

‘Isn’t that a nice way of going on?’ Mary chided her.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that we’re so tired and ... and, well, things were ... different at home.’

Chris didn’t have time to reply before Maggie, who had nipped over the road to see Flossie O’Hanlon, walked into the kitchen, gave a cry of delight as he stood up, then almost smothered him as she hugged him.

‘When did you get home? You look great, lad!’

‘Thanks. Just half an hour ago. Mam sent me over and I’m glad I came.’ He smiled at Mary and Breda and then at the pale, thin and scared little boy who had crept in behind Maggie.

‘These are Jim’s nieces from Dublin. They’ve come over to start a new life, although God knows why, the state this city’s in. At least you’ll not go short of work, being a brickie.’

‘This is Kevin,’ Mary said, her arm protectively around her son’s shoulder.

‘Hello, Kevin.’ Chris smiled down at the child who remained silent.

‘He’s tired and shy,’ Mary said.

‘Well, I’d better go back. Mam was trying to find something for my breakfast.’

‘Good luck to her. It’s hard to find anything at all these days, but it’s great to have you back, lad.’

Chris nodded to the newcomers before he left. They were a strange little trio, he thought.

‘Here, Breda, luv, give me the teapot. I’ll put fresh water on the leaves,’ Maggie instructed.

‘I threw them out. Haven’t I just come up the yard from the ash pit?’

‘You can tell you’re not used to rationing. We have to use the leaves over and over again.’

‘We did have rationing!’ Breda said truculently, then fell silent as she caught the look on her sister’s face.

‘Will you have some tea and a bit of bread, Kevin? That’s if you can spare it, please?’ Mary finished appealingly.

‘Ah, the poor kid. He’s worn out, and so thin that if he turned sideways he’d fall down a grid. We’re still on rationing, so you’ll have to go and get ration books and clothing coupons.’

‘We’ll have to get jobs before we’ll be able to buy clothes, with or without coupons. I can let you have five shillings a week for our keep, for three weeks. Where do you think we should go? For jobs, I mean?’

Maggie helped herself to a cup of tea.

‘What can yer do? They’re closing down the munitions factories now so the competition for jobs will be hard.’

‘I can sew and cook,’ Mary answered.

‘But isn’t your handwriting desperate? You’d think a spider had got drunk, fallen in the inkwell and then staggered all over the page, so you would,’ Breda said disparagingly.

Maggie shot Breda a narrow glance. Pushy and hardfaced too was this one, but she’d soon put a stop to her gallop.

‘Mary, I’d try Williams’s. They make overalls. They’ve been turning out uniforms but they’re back to normal now, or so I heard. And iffen I were you, Breda, I’d make meself presentable and go on up to the General Post Office in Victoria Street and see if they’ll take you on as a clerk or something, seeing as yer so good with the writing an’ all,’ she finished sarcastically.

‘We’ll do that. Thanks, Aunty Maggie. But first we’d like to give you a hand with the cleaning, then we’ve a  bit of shopping to do. Will that be all right?’ Mary tried to sound casual.

Maggie was surprised but she didn’t show it. She smiled at Mary. ‘Oh, that’ll be great, luv. The kids have the place looking like a rubbish dump. Yer can’t do nothing with them, they’re that flaming untidy. I’ve tried an’ tried an’ just given up.’

Mary pressed her lips together. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to just give up, not even if she had to have a row every single day for a month. By the end of the week this place would be transformed.

Empty orange boxes seemed to be free and could be used for a dozen purposes. She’d yet to meet the neighbours but surely someone must have a sewing machine or know of somewhere she could borrow one. She’d run up some cheap cotton curtains in no time at all. Breda could teach Patsy to make rag rugs. That would keep the pair of them out of trouble for a while, for she sensed that despite their ages Patsy and Breda were alike. Even young Kevin and Lily could help, too. They could cut up the strips.

As she rolled up her sleeves she smiled grimly. When that lot came home from their jobs tonight working boots would be left in the scullery. She’d allow no dirty boots in at the door in future. Oh, there’d be opposition. She would be asked what right she, who had just arrived off the boat, had to order them about. All three of them worked on the docks, patched up and busy again now that there were American, Canadian, Australian and South African troops sailing for home, and at least now the merchant ships could bring in the much needed supplies.

 



By mid-afternoon they were sitting at a table that had been  scrubbed within an inch of its life, as had everything in the house. Mary and Breda’s hands were red with it. They all had a bowl of soup and chunks of fresh bread that Maggie had bought from the corner shop run by Cissy Mathews. She’d taken Kevin to introduce him to Cissy and show him where the shop was, because he’d often have to run down for messages not only for herself but for neighbours too. Cissy was great, she’d let you put things on the slate but only if she knew you’d pay her at the weekend.

Maggie had also bought a ham shank with the money Mary had given her. It was simmering in a pan on the range and would be served up for supper with a mound of boiled potatoes and cabbage.

The girls were both exhausted, but knew they had to go into town to get the precious ration books. And of course they were citizens of a foreign country now, as Breda had remarked.

‘Would we be here now, doing this, if Col had still been alive? Don’t they owe us at least that much, Breda?’

‘The pair of you had better get a move on before the flaming place decides to close. They’re a bloody law unto themselves, that lot!’

Mary stood up to take her empty bowl into the scullery.

‘We’ll just get tidied up a bit first. Breda, bring the dishes out here. I’ll wash them before we go.’

‘Ah, leave them, queen. I usually do the lot after tea.’

Mary ignored Maggie and washed the bowls and mugs and left them upside down on the draining board to dry. She’d used the ragged tea towel as a floor cloth. It wasn’t fit for any other purpose. When she was out she’d get a proper dish mop and she’d call in at Mathews for washing soda, a Dolly blue bag, bleach and Jeyes Fluid, plus a bar of  carbolic soap for the men and one of Lifebuoy for the rest of them. They’d have to get some linen too. She sighed. All of this was eating into her savings. If they didn’t get work soon they’d have nothing left at all.

 



Neither of them had ever experienced such sights as those that surrounded them as they travelled into Liverpool on the tram. There were more open spaces than buildings. Whole streets had been demolished. In the town centre a few of the big stores had survived. The Bon Marché, Hendersons, George Henry Lee, shops they would never have the money or status to frequent. Lewis’s, Frisby Dykes and the smaller shops were just burnt-out shells.

They’d spent ages waiting in the queue only to face a barrage of questions from an over-officious, spotty clerk in a very shiny suit and grubby collar. Mary put the books in her handbag and tucked it tightly under her arm. She’d heard from the clerk that you could swop or even buy coupons. He’d warned her it was illegal, but legal or not it had also been an eye opener. They could sell some of their clothing coupons, and she would make all their things as she’d always done. Buying the material was much cheaper.

It was nearly half past five when they staggered back, laden with brown paper carrier bags and parcels.

‘I’d given the pair of yer up for lost. Did yer get the ration books? They can be right snotty sometimes. Jumped-up little gets they are. A bit of power an’ they think they’re the Lord Mayor himself. They treated people who had been bombed out somethin’ shockin’. Keeping them waiting and then sending them trailing across the city from office to office when the poor souls ‘ad just lost their ’omes ... and they  had no money or anyone to leave the kids with. Flaming shocking it was.’

‘We got them after we’d been through the grand inquisition,’ Mary replied.

‘What ’ave yer bought? Yer should save yer coupons, luv.’

‘Oh, we have. Your man in that office told us it wasn’t legal but people bought or swopped them. We can afford to sell some of the clothing ones. This is just some cleaning stuff, and I got some scorched sheets and pillowcases, bomb-damaged, that a man was selling cheap in that little road that runs off Church Street.’

‘And didn’t himself want four shillings for them, the creature. She beat him down,’ Breda added.

Maggie looked at the two girls with astonishment. ‘What do yer want sheets for? It only makes more washin’.’

Mary knew she was treading on dangerous ground already.

‘We always had them at home. I ... I ... suppose it’s like having a bit of home here. A bit of a comfort, a reminder.’

Maggie didn’t seem to be put out. She nodded. ‘Aye, our Kathleen had some queer notions when she got wed.’

Breda refrained from saying that if, as they hoped, they’d both be working, Maggie would have to do the sheets with the other washing on Mondays.

Mary hung up her cotton jacket. ‘I’ll wet the tea. I suppose we’ll have the men all in on top of us soon?’

Maggie wrinkled her brow. ‘No, Mary, luv, we won’t see a sight of Jim nor our lads until gone half past six. They stop off at the Grapes for a pint or two.’

‘Then won’t the tea be ruined altogether?’ Breda asked.

‘No, queen, I just keep theirs hot. We’ll have ours  first. I sent young Kev out to play in the street with those two little madams. I gave them all a conny onny butty.’

‘A what?’ Mary asked.

‘Oh, the kids love them. It’s just a bit of condensed milk on a piece of bread, keeps them going until their proper teatime.’

Mary smiled, but inwardly she thought conny onny butties sounded disgusting.

‘I’ll get these things put away and then I’ll call them in to wash their hands.’

Maggie raised her eyes to the ceiling. Didn’t these two have some very odd ways of going on? Still, they’d turn up their keep and help out with the chores, and if she played her cards right she wouldn’t have to lift a finger hardly. Except for wash days, at the end of which she had the excuse of being worn to a frazzle to get out of having to cook or wash up.

 



The table was covered with a red and white check tablecloth they’d bought from another street trader and Breda had set out all the cutlery she could find.

‘Take that milk bottle off the table, Breda.’

‘There’s no jug and the plates and mugs are all chipped and cracked,’ Breda hissed back.

Patsy, Lily and Kevin had all been called in and given a good wash in the scullery sink. Kevin was used to this procedure.

‘Kevin O’Malley, you little bowsie, I’ve never seen you so mucky. What have you been at?’

‘Playing ollies in the gutter,’ Patsy answered.

Mary cast her eyes to heaven. Patsy and Lily went to great  lengths to avoid soap and water at all and complained bitterly at having to come into contact with it now.

‘You should be grateful it’s the decent soap for you and not the carbolic, so stop all this nonsense,’ Breda had snapped at Patsy who had been wriggling to get free of her cousin’s grip.

Finally they were all seated at the table and Maggie and Mary served up the meal, Maggie slapping hands and telling her two daughters not to snatch and grab, to have some manners and not show her up. They were all halfway through their meal when they heard the back entry door groan protestingly on its rusty hinges.

‘Trust them ter get ’ome early terday!’ Maggie got to her feet.

‘Sit down, Aunty Maggie. I’ll see to them,’ Mary instructed. She’d have to face them at the back door and she didn’t know what kind of reception she’d get.

They were all grubby and their boots were thick with dust and dirt.

‘You’re all home early. Aunty Maggie said you’d be in later. Well, isn’t it grand we can all eat together, like a family. You’ve just time to take off your boots and get a quick wash. Kevin will clean them for you later on.’ She turned and went quickly back into the kitchen, leaving them staring after her in amazement.

‘I’m not takin’ me bloody boots off for that one!’ Bryan blustered and Maurice muttered his agreement.

Jim had noted the tidiness of the scullery, the clean sink and scrubbed draining board, the new dish mop hanging on a rusty nail. The cleaning utensils were stored under the sink and his limited view into the kitchen showed that more changes were in store. They’d worked hard, both of  them. Maggie wasn’t getting any younger and she’d had a hard time of it bringing the kids up alone for six years and with the worry of him being away too. It was thoughtful of the two girls to ease the burden for his wife.

‘You will and so will I. Those girls must have been scrubbing and cleaning non-stop since we left this morning.’ He bent and unlaced his boots, placing them side by side against the wall.

‘Well, I will, seeing as young Kev is going to clean them, though that’s a bloody stupid waste of time as they’ll only get dirty again tomorrow,’ Bryan scoffed. He’d only had a brief conversation with his cousins, but they were both beautiful. Breda knew it, of course, but that didn’t matter. He’d noticed the way she looked at him from under her thick dark lashes.

‘I can see now where your mam and me have gone wrong bringing you lot up. No self-discipline, no pride in your appearance. Yer leave your things all over the place for yer poor mam to clear away. A right pair of lazy gets, that’s what yer are. Well, I can see things will be changing and I won’t hear any moans from you two either. Yer mam’s had it hard these last years and she’s not getting any younger and no one in the house lifts a finger ter help her, except the queer feller that lives in the parlour, if he’s passing through, like.’

Big Jim O’Shea looked coldly at his sons and shook his head. The war had been hard on the women, they had double the responsibilities. Their men were away fighting or on the high seas. He’d been lucky and he gave thanks every day for it, for the convoys, whether Arctic, transatlantic or Mediterranean, had taken a terrible toll in ships and men. The women had faced that worry day after day as well as the shortages and the queues. Then the terror of the Blitz and the  loss of their homes, no matter how poor they’d been. Many women cracked under the strain and all that was on offer was gin, strong tea and aspirins, a tonic from the dispensary and the sympathy of friends and relations. He was glad the two girls had come. Maggie’s worries were over now.

The truculent expression vanished from Bryan’s face as he went into the kitchen, noting how tidy it was and the proper tablecloth covering the table.

Breda and Mary were getting their meals from the oven, and as Breda put his meal down in front of him her fingers touched his own. It was deliberate, he knew that, as was the quick seductive glance she gave him before going back to her own place and resuming her meal, her eyes now fixed on the plate.

His heart lurched at the brief contact but it was a pleasant sensation. She was truly beautiful. All the girls of his acquaintance faded into insignificance. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind all day and now, well, she’d made it clear that she found him attractive. Life was looking up.




Chapter Three

Kevin looked up apprehensively at the Christian Brother who was talking earnestly to his mammy. His mammy didn’t seem worried but he was frightened of being left. He was six, a big boy now, he told himself, but it didn’t help much.

Last night he’d clutched his rabbit tightly and lay on the edge of the bed as far away from his cousin Maurice as possible. Maurice had fallen asleep quickly and begun to snore. In fact they’d all snored. Uncle Jim, Bryan and Maurice. No one had snored at home or at Granny Nolan’s. Oh, he’d wanted his mammy so much. He’d wanted to get up and go straight to her and say he wanted to go home now, this very minute. His salty tears had seeped into his only toy.

Mammy had got him ready this morning and walked with him to this new school. Patsy and Lily were nearly always late.

He’d been taught by the Christian Brothers in Dublin and some of them had been very hard men to please. In fact they were not very Christian at all. Some boys were beaten regularly and many were the raps on the knuckles with a ruler Kevin himself had been given. This one looked to be one of the hard type. Tall, thin, with a firm, forbidding expression on his face and a hooked nose like that of the big bird he’d once seen a picture of.

‘Don’t you worry about him, Mrs O’Malley, he’ll get on fine with the other boys. Some of them are unruly but they don’t get away with that, not in my class they don’t. If he works hard and is punctual then I can’t see there will be any problems.’

‘He’ll be no trouble. He’s always been a grand little lad. He can write and read very well but he does take a bit of time to catch on to sums. Dividing and taking away and things like that.’

He placed a hand on Kevin’s shoulder. ‘Well, I’m sure we can remedy that.’

Mary twisted her hands nervously. She’d glanced down at her son and seen the stricken look in his eyes.

‘Could you have a bit of patience with him, Brother Francis, please? He’s very confused just now what with coming over here and being sort of thrown in at the deep end with my cousin and her family.’

‘Mrs O’Malley, don’t trouble yourself. He’ll be as right as rain by the end of the week. We’re sometimes prone to being “confused” ourselves. This school has been closed and reopened more times than I can count over the last six years.’ He managed a grim smile.

He was a well-spoken, well-set-up man, Mary thought as she gently pushed a lock of hair off Kevin’s forehead. Her son was so young and everything was so strange to him that tears were pricking her eyes. But she knew that the sooner she left the better it would be for him. Mary forced herself to step back while Kevin felt the tears burning his eyes. He knew his mammy loved and cared for him, but he wished he had a da like Patsy and Lily. He’d feel better if he had the protection a da could give. But Mary had to get back. Breda would be ready and waiting for her. They were both taking Maggie’s  advice. Breda was going up to the Post Office and she herself was going to Williams’s. With any luck, by the end of the day they’d both have jobs.

Maggie had told her last night that in some ways the Blitz had been a blessing in disguise for some people. For the first time in years there had been full employment, for those who wanted it. Even Gerry O’Hanlon who lived across the road and was definitely workshy had worked full time and that had been a miracle. The dockers didn’t have to wait on the stands to be picked these days. No, there was more than enough work for everyone. When all the men were demobbed from the forces it might be a different tale, though.

 



The morning had passed quickly, Kevin realised as the bell rang not only to signify the end of lessons but for the Angelus too. They all said the prayer to Our Lady, which they would repeat at six o’clock tonight, and then they were pushing, shoving, scrambling and laughing out into the playground.

Brother Francis had made him read out loud and that had scared him and caused him to stumble a bit, but his new teacher had said, ‘Thank you, Kevin, you may sit down now.’ Next they’d had a religious lesson which was easy and then they’d had to copy some words off the blackboard and been told they must learn them thoroughly by tomorrow as there would be a test.

Now he just stood and watched the other boys playing. Not one of them had spoken to him yet. He was so miserable that he almost wished Patsy and Lily were with him, but the girls had another part of the building where they were taught by nuns who always looked desperate. They’d walk him home, though. Mammy and Aunty Maggie had said they had to.

Suddenly he was confronted by two boys both bigger and  stronger than he was. He shrank back against the wall. One had a shock of ginger hair, freckles and crafty-looking eyes. The other one had black hair and a few pimples on his pasty face.

‘We heard that you’ve come from Dublin,’ the dark-haired lad said.

Kevin nodded, wishing his mammy or even Brother Francis was with him.

‘Youse lot didn’t go and fight. Cowards, that’s what youse lot were,’ the ginger-haired one said menacingly.

‘Cowardy cowardy custard,’ the other boy chanted, poking a finger in Kevin’s face, then giving him a hard dig in the shoulder.

‘We ... we weren’t frightened. Mammy told me why we didn’t fight but I ... I can’t remember.’

The boy with the red hair yelled with mocking laughter. ‘Listen to ’im. Mammy! Yer big baby!’

Tears of fear, misery and frustration trickled slowly down Kevin’s cheeks, but he spoke up.

‘My da went to fight. He went for you and us ... and he didn’t come back. He’s buried in a far-away place.’

‘Oh, yeah! Yer just sayin’ that.’

‘I’m not!’

‘Just what is going on here, Thomas Rooney?’

At the appearance of Brother Francis both boys drew back.

‘What have you been saying to this boy? I can’t abide bullies and I’ll have none of this. Go over there by the wall and kneel and say a decade of the rosary. In fact, make it three, and stay there until I call you in. Kevin, what did they say?’ Brother Francis looked less forbidding now.

‘They said I ... we ... were cowards, but my da wasn’t. He joined the Army.’

The man nodded. This war had taken a terrible toll, not only on the citizens of this country but many others too. But they’d won. It was the triumph of good over the terrible evil that had spread across the world, contaminating everything and everyone it touched.

His tone softened a little. ‘Go on in now and wash your face. Will there be anyone to meet you when we’re finished for the day?’

‘My cousins. Patsy and Lily O’Shea.’

Brother Francis’s expression changed. Mother Superior had told him that if ever a girl was destined for damnation, and she’d seen many in her time, it was Patsy O’He nodded briefly and turned away.

The afternoon dragged on with sums and history and Kevin wished it was four o’clock. Tommy Rooney and Vinny Burns hadn’t spoken to him again but they’d obviously been talking to the other kids in the class because he’d had a lot of sneering glances directed at him, so he’d bent his head over his exercise books and made sure he got out of the door quickly when Brother Francis dismissed them for the day.

‘What’s up with yer?’ Patsy demanded irritably when he joined them at the gate to the boys’ part of the school. She wasn’t at all happy to have to wait.

‘Nothin’.’

‘There is. You’ve been cryin’. You’ve got dirty marks all down yer face.’

‘I haven’t! I haven‘t!’ he cried defiantly.
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