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About the Book

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

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

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

May 1945

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Come on, Grace!’ Kate Nelson urged.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter Two
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THERE WERE MANY PEOPLE who did have thick heads, including Chrissie and Billy Devlin. Chrissie had never felt so ill in her entire life. Her head felt as though it would explode every time she moved it even a fraction of an inch and she felt horribly sick and shivery.

‘Oh, God! I’m dying!’ she groaned to Grace who was getting dressed.

‘Don’t be daft; it’s just an almighty hangover. Kate and I had a terrible job getting you to bed, you insisted on singing. You shouldn’t have drunk so much of that terrible stuff. Where did you get it?’ Grace looked without much pleasure at the creased cotton dress, printed with small blue and yellow daisies, she’d carelessly thrown over a chair the previous night. She’d been too tired to hang it up.

‘I don’t remember. I don’t remember much at all after Ellie said we should go up to the Brontë for another bottle,’ Chrissie moaned, pulling the sheet up over her face for Grace had drawn back the curtains and the shafts of sunlight streaming in through the window felt like piercing white-hot needles.

‘I’ll bring you up a big glass of water; try and drink it all, then go back to sleep. You’ll feel better as the day goes on.’

When Grace reported on the state of her sister’s health Sadie just raised her eyes to the ceiling and nodded. ‘I suppose she’s suffering enough. Let that be her punishment and I hope it’ll teach her a lesson.’

‘I’d say it’s something she won’t forget for a while, Mam. She looks terrible,’ Grace replied.

Sadie sighed. ‘It’s a good job you don’t have to go to work today.’

‘They’ll probably be closing the place down now. They won’t need so many anti-tank shells.’

‘Thank God.’ Sadie crossed herself devoutly.

‘I was wondering, Mam, should I go to Porter’s on my way to work tomorrow? I’d like my job back. I know I’d only been there a little while before I had to go to munitions, but I did enjoy it there.’

Sadie looked thoughtful and then nodded. ‘I don’t suppose it would do any harm. There’s going to be a rush now for good jobs, best to get there first.’
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The following morning Grace kissed her mother and determined to call into her previous employers before going on to the munitions factory. She really couldn’t see that there would be much activity there from now on.

The premises of Porter Bros were on the Old Dock Road and as Grace walked towards them she remembered how the area had looked when she’d first come here for an interview. Then huge warehouses had lined both sides of the road, the docks had been full of ships of all sizes and the traffic had been heavy: mainly horse-drawn carts but also lorries and trams; and above the road the Overhead Railway had transported hundreds of dock and factory workers to their places of employment. Now many of those warehouses had gone, reduced by bombs to piles of rubble, which had been cleared to leave vast empty sites where weeds now straggled between broken, blackened foundations. There were still ships in the docks but not as many, the U-boats had taken a heavy toll on shipping, and the carters still drove their carts pulled by heavy horses along the cobbled roadway, but there were very few lorries. Petrol was still in short supply. Even on such a bright May morning the place looked depressing, a shadow of its former self, as did the entire city, she thought. Battered, broken, shabby and run down – but not defeated, never that.

She turned into a yard and went through a small door that led into a sort of reception area. A middle-aged  woman was sitting at a desk, sorting through a pile of papers.

‘Mrs Middleton, am I glad to see you!’ Grace cried as she approached the desk.

The woman looked over the top of her glasses and then her face broke into a smile. ‘Gracie Devlin! I haven’t seen you for years!’

Grace smiled and looked around the room. ‘Isn’t it great that the war is finally over? I’ve come to see if I can have my old job back. I loved working here, everyone was so friendly.’

Myra Middleton nodded. ‘And you were one of the best workers we had, Gracie. You showed great promise, everyone said so. But the place has changed, I’m afraid. Most of the men went off to the Army, a lot of the younger girls and women – like yourself – had to go to munitions.’

‘But we’ll all be coming back now so I thought I’d be one of the first.’

The woman stood up and smiled. ‘Come along with me and we’ll see Mr Alfred. There’ll be plenty of work now, everyone will be clamouring for flags and don’t we make the finest?’

Half an hour later Grace had left the building with a skip in her step. She’d been promised her job back. As soon as she was released from war work she would recommence as a cutter in the workrooms of Porter Brothers, the oldest established firm of flag-makers in the city, and if she was as efficient and skilful as she had  once been, then there would be the chance of promotion. She just hoped that she would be released soon; she hated the dirty, smelly and dangerous work of filling anti-tank shells and the long, arduous trek out to the factory in Kirkby, beyond the furthest city suburbs. It would be great to work with the brightly coloured materials again, for there was very little that was bright and colourful in life these days. Everything around her seemed to be drab and grey, tired and dilapidated from over-use, even her clothes and the second-hand, scuffed canvas shoulder bag that was the only bag she possessed. How she longed for something sunny and new to wear. Something that could be purchased without having to save up the necessary coupons. Still, she was sure it wouldn’t be long now before the hated ration books could be torn up for ever and the shops would once again be full of lovely, stylish things to buy. She’d smiled to herself as she’d quickened her steps to catch the tram she saw trundling down the road towards her. She didn’t care now how late she would be getting to work.

Billy hadn’t arrived home until midday. He was a gangly lad and today his usually pale face was even whiter making the freckles across his nose more noticeable. His light brown hair was standing up at odd angles and he looked decidedly sheepish. He found the kitchen untidy and his mother reading a telegram.

‘Ah, so you’ve finally shown up! I don’t suppose  Tommy Milligan went to work either? Aren’t the pair of you a living disgrace! At least some of the lads working for the Post Office behaved themselves last night otherwise I wouldn’t have had this delivered.’ Sadie waved the buff-coloured paper at him.

‘Sorry, Mam, we . . . er . . . sort of overslept,’ Billy muttered, pushing a lock of unruly hair from his forehead.

‘Oh, I heard about the carry-on out of you and Tommy Milligan and the butcher’s delivery bike. The front wheel is buckled beyond repair and he’ll want paying for it!’

‘Ah, Mam, it was VE Day!’ Billy protested. ‘What does the telegram say?’ he asked to divert his mother’s attention from the transgressions of himself, Tommy Milligan and obviously Chrissie. He presumed Grace at least had gone to work.

Sadie’s manner softened and she smiled. ‘Our Georgie is getting demobbed. All being well, he’ll be home in about a month, thank God.’

‘Ah, Mam, that’s great! I bet lots of lads will be home soon – will we be having a party for him? For all of them?’ Billy was truly glad his older brother was coming home. He hadn’t seen him for nearly two years.

‘I expect so although where we’ll get enough food I don’t know. We’ll scrape some sort of a celebration meal together. Now, you can get from under my feet. There’s hardly a tap of work been done in this house all morning  and before I know where I am I’ll be having Grace and Chrissie home tired and hungry. Billy, you can get the yard brush and go out and help clean up the mess that’s been left in the street. The celebrations are over for now and if I have anything to do with it, the next street party will be far more orderly.’

Grimacing, Billy headed for the scullery to locate the yard brush.

Grace didn’t feel in the least bit tired when she got home for there hadn’t been much work done at all. Those people who had turned in had stood around in groups, talking until some sort of effort had been made to tidy things up.

‘I see our Billy finally arrived home then,’ she commented to her mother, having seen her brother and half a dozen other lads brushing the remains of the rubbish into wheelbarrows. He’d grinned and waved to her and she’d waved back.

‘He did and he’ll be back at work tomorrow and then he and Tommy will be paying Mr Granby the butcher a few pennies a week towards the new wheel for that bicycle.’

Grace laughed. ‘That should teach the pair of them. What’s for tea, Mam?’

Sadie sighed. ‘Cottage pie, although there’s not much meat, it’s all potato.’

‘I’ll set the table,’ Grace offered, taking the cutlery from the drawer in the dresser.

‘How did you get on today?’ Sadie asked, returning the pie to the oven.

‘I went to Porter’s on the way and I’m to have my old job back and maybe even a promotion if I get on well. And what’s even better news, it was announced that munitions are winding down, we’re to be released gradually but anyone who has a job to go to can apply to leave first, so I did and I’m finishing on Friday so I’ll be starting back at Porter’s next Monday.’

Sadie smiled at her. She knew just how much Grace had hated leaving Porter’s. ‘You’ll get on well there, luv, I know you will. They’re good people to work for.’

Chrissie got to her feet. ‘Mam, I couldn’t face anything to eat, honestly.’

Sadie nodded. ‘I’ve had some great news today myself.’

‘What?’ Grace asked.

‘Our Georgie is going to be demobbed. Oh, I can hardly believe he’ll be coming home soon.’

Grace hugged her. ‘Mam! That really is great. Isn’t that wonderful, Chrissie?’

Chrissie smiled. It was the best thing that had happened all day. ‘If you don’t mind, Mam, I’ll go up and tidy the bedroom, it’s a bit of a mess.’

‘I’ll go up too and take off this dress, it’s so grubby.’

‘Don’t be up there too long, Grace, tea’s nearly ready,’ Sadie advised.

As Grace stripped off the offending dress Chrissie sat down on the bed. ‘I suppose I’ll have to find myself  a decent job too. I’ve only ever worked in munitions.’

‘I’d be quick if I were you, there’s going to be hundreds of girls looking for alternative work. And don’t expect to be paid as much.’

‘I always thought I’d like to work for T. J. Hughes, the department store in London Road,’ Chrissie mused. Of course she’d miss the company of the girls and women she’d worked with for so long but she was bound to make new friends in a place like ‘T. J.’s’ as it was commonly called.

‘It’s as good as anywhere with both Blackler’s and Lewis’s having been bombed out.’

Chrissie looked wistful. ‘Oh, Grace, wouldn’t it be great to work in the dress department or the millinery department? I’d get to see all the latest fashions as soon as they come in. I might even be able to buy them, maybe at a discount.’

‘I wouldn’t hold out too much hope of that. I can’t see them selling new stuff cheap to the staff before it’s on offer to the customers at full price,’ Grace warned.

Chrissie nodded; that made sense. ‘Well, I think I’ll try there first. I’ll go down first thing in the morning before work and if I’m in luck and get taken on I can get an early release too. Oh, I’m so sick of all these old rags!’ She picked up the faded brown and cream check skirt she’d been wearing the day before.

Grace smiled at her. ‘I know. There’s been nothing new or pretty for what seems like years. The only stuff  you could buy was dark and serviceable and the skirts had to be short to save on material. Everything was skimped and you couldn’t get a decent hat for love nor money! I’m going to treat myself to something really frivolous – if I can find anything – with my first week’s wages from Porter’s.’

‘We’ll need something nice to wear for when our Georgie gets home. He’ll be home in about a month and then there’ll be a party for him, and the other lads in the street.’

Grace hugged her. ‘Oh, I’m so glad he’s coming home, I really am! It might make Mam a bit happier. It’s been so hard for her, Chrissie, losing Harold and then Da and having to bolster our spirits and keep going every day.’

‘I know, Grace. I’ll be glad to see Georgie too and know he’s safe and well. I do miss Da and Harold, though – even now the house seems strange without them. But I feel as though I’ve never really lived. Before the war started I was just a bit of a kid and then all the years I’ve been growing up we’ve been at war. I’m fed up doing without so many things and “making do”. I want to enjoy myself, see what life and being grown up is really all about. But I’m looking forward to the future now, Grace, I really am. I want pretty clothes and make-up. I want to go to dances, to the cinema and meet a nice lad and—’

‘Fall in love? Don’t we all? Still, there’ll be plenty of lads coming back from the forces and things are bound  to get better. The country will get back on its feet in no time.’

Sadie’s voice came up the stairwell and Grace smiled.

‘And we might even get decent food again. Oh, for a nice pork chop and oranges and even bananas! I can’t remember the last time I tasted one.’

Chrissie grinned. ‘And we’ll have a bonfire with the flaming ration books! Do you think there’ll be decent things to eat by the time our Georgie gets home?’

‘There’s bound to be. There are no more U-boats so there’ll be stuff coming in from all over the world. We’ll have a great time and I’ll be able to get all the flags from Porter’s. I’m sure they’ll let me use the off-cuts to make yards and yards of bunting and I know someone else who’ll be delighted he’s coming home.’

‘Mags Draper?’ Chrissie queried.

Grace nodded. ‘She’s been writing to him for years and she’s never been out with anyone else while he’s been away fighting, although I know she’s often been asked.’

‘Do you think they’ll get engaged?’

‘Probably. I hope so, I like her.’

Chrissie looked a little doubtful. Margaret ‘Mags’ Draper lived in Westminster Road, near the police station. She was a pretty girl with dark curly hair and big brown eyes but she could be a bit sarcastic and on the few occasions when Chrissie had been in her company she had felt that the older girl thought her a little self-centred and vain and giddy.

‘Grace, this pie is getting cold and it’s not very appetising even when it’s piping hot!’ Sadie called up again.

Grace grimaced. ‘What I wouldn’t give for roast beef and all the trimmings!’ she sighed as she left her sister sitting on the bed, frowning slightly.




Chapter Three
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CHRISSIE WAS DELIGHTED WHEN she was offered a job in the dress department of T. J. Hughes, a department store that was renowned throughout the area for its bargain prices. It might only be as junior assistant and on a month’s probationary period on what she considered to be a very low wage, but, as she remarked to Grace, it would be wonderful to be surrounded by lovely clothes instead of smelly chemicals and metal shell casings.

Both girls started their jobs the following Monday and Grace slipped easily and effortlessly back into the routine of the workshop. The work was so much easier, she thought as she measured and cut the squares and strips of brightly coloured material that were then pinned and passed to the machinists to make up. There  were off-cuts and she begged to be allowed to use them to make bunting during her lunch break.

To her disappointment Chrissie found that there still wasn’t very much in the way of pretty, stylish clothes and that the despised ration books were not yet being scrapped. In fact Miss Perkins, the Departmental Manageress, had been very sceptical about things when Chrissie had broached the subject.

‘It will be months and months, if not years, before things are in any way back to normal, Miss Devlin. It is a huge undertaking to get this country back on its feet after what we’ve been through. Food and fuel supplies, housing, roads, transport, communications, the care of the wounded and jobs for the returning servicemen are the government’s priorities. Not fashions or cosmetics or perfumes or entertainment,’ had been the depressing reply. Still, there were some lovely fresh-looking and quite inexpensive dress materials in the haberdashery department, Chrissie’d thought, if you could sew or pay a dressmaker – although she could do neither. She had brightened up when she remembered that Kate Nelson had gone back to her old job as a seamstress in Bold Street. If she had enough coupons she’d get a dress length and beg Kate to make it up for her, then at least she’d have something new for when Georgie got home.

As the weeks went by Sadie received more definite news from Georgie about the date he was to be demobbed but she was finding it just as hard to get  things for the ‘Welcome Home’ party that was being planned. He was amongst the first group that consisted of seven lads returning to their homes in Royal Street; the remaining men and boys would not arrive until later in the year.

‘I’m so glad he’ll be amongst the first to get home, Polly, it will be such a relief, but I would have thought that at least some tinned foods would be coming into the country now,’ she confided to Polly Nelson from next door whose own son was also returning.

‘Why don’t you have a word with Charlie Dawson from number twenty? He works on the docks: those fellers always know what’s coming in and when. His lad, Joe, is being demobbed too so it’s in his interest as well. And I know for a fact that Ted Granby, that butcher down on Walton Road, opposite the Astoria Cinema, keeps stuff under the counter for special customers, so I’ll be asking him for a bit of something to make a few pies and as many sausages as he can provide. If we cut them up small we should get a couple of dozen sausage rolls out of them,’ Polly advised.

‘And there’ll be sandwiches and jellies and hopefully a few cakes. Oh, I suppose it will have to do. I just wish we could have laid on a slap-up feed for them, they’ve been through so much.’

‘I’ve a feeling it’s going to be a good while yet before any of us can put a “slap-up” meal on the table, Sadie. At least next Christmas we should be able to get a goose or a turkey or even a capon and not be having to make  do with whatever we can get our hands on as we’ve done in the past.’

‘Well, our Grace is going to make sure that the street is decorated and Chrissie and your Ellie are making a huge banner to string right across the road with the words “Welcome home all our brave lads!” printed on it.’

Polly nodded. ‘Although not all of them are coming home. Young Freddie Chambers is still a POW in Burma.’

‘And my poor Harold is lying at the bottom of the ocean.’

Polly patted her hand. ‘It’s been a terrible time, Sadie, luv, and we’ll never forget them, but let’s be thankful for the lads that are coming home and give them a real Liverpool welcome. I suppose young Mags Draper will be at the station to meet your Georgie?’

Sadie nodded, pushing away her grief. ‘She’s a good girl. Steady and loyal. I hope they decide to make a go of it.’

‘So do I, it will be good to have a wedding in the street.’

‘Let’s not go jumping the gun, Polly. Let them get to know each other again, he’s been away over two years and God knows what terrible sights he’s seen. I hope he hasn’t changed.’

‘He’ll have grown up, Sadie, stands to reason, but maybe that’s for the best. Marriage isn’t something anyone should go rushing into.’

Sadie nodded and they returned to the list they were making.

Towards the end of the month Mags Draper, Georgie’s long-standing girlfriend, came to call on Sadie bringing with her a bag of currants and two pound-bags of flour.

‘I managed to cadge them off the boss, I thought they’d come in handy, Mrs Devlin,’ she said, placing them on the kitchen table. Mags worked in Peegram’s Grocery Stores.

‘They will indeed, thanks, luv. I’ll make some scones. Every little helps. Sit down and have a cup of tea. I’ve got to go out to work soon but our Grace is in, you’re not in a rush, are you?’

Mags shook her head. It was hard on Georgie’s mam to have to go out cleaning offices, she looked so tired and pale but with Mr Devlin now dead she knew they needed the money. ‘Then let me put the kettle on, you sit down for a bit and tell me how the “party food” is coming along.’

Sadie smiled at her. She was a pleasant and thoughtful girl from a decent family. She was attractive too but certainly not flighty. ‘We’re doing the best we can, although all our Chrissie seems to think about is the new dress she’s managed to persuade Kate Nelson to make for her. It’s all we ever hear about.’

A frown creased Mags’s forehead. That was typical of Chrissie Devlin. Always thinking of herself. If she had money to spare for new dresses surely she could afford  to turn up a bit more to her mam and then maybe Sadie could work fewer hours scrubbing floors. She liked Grace who was the same age as herself but she didn’t have much time for Chrissie. Still, who wouldn’t want a new dress for such an occasion? And she was Georgie’s sister – if everything went well she would become her sister-in-law.

‘I wanted to ask you, do you mind if I come to Lime Street Station with you to meet Georgie? If you’d prefer it to be just family I’ll understand, truly I will,’ Mags asked a little hesitantly as she handed the older woman a cup of tea.

‘Of course I don’t mind, Mags! You’ll come along with us, he’d go mad if I said you had to wait for him at home. Besides, I’m hoping that eventually you will become “family”.’

Mags blushed but said nothing.

‘Well, here’s our Grace now. I’d better be off. The sooner I get the work done the sooner I can get home to my bed.’ Sadie quickly finished her tea as Grace came into the room.

When Sadie had left the two girls cleared and washed the dishes.

‘I’m glad you came round, Mags, our Chrissie is next door with Kate having a fitting and she’ll probably be there for hours, she’s being so fussy over this dress. I didn’t much feel like going out so I’m glad of your company.’

‘I heard about the dress. Your mam told me,’ Mags  replied a little curtly, then she sighed. ‘I wish I had something new to wear when I meet Georgie but I’m trying to save up.’

Grace smiled at her. Mags wasn’t as tall as her but she was slim and attractive. ‘Is there anything of mine you’d like to borrow – not that I’ve anything brand new either? My pale pink blouse is fairly new by today’s standards. I’ve had it six months but I’ve only worn it a few times.’

Mags looked thoughtful. ‘Well, I’ve a decent navy skirt and if the weather holds I won’t need a jacket.’

‘Our Chrissie could get a bit of navy ribbon from T. J.’s and we could tuck it under the collar and tie the ends in a bow at the neck, that might dress it up a bit. Make it look a bit different. Our Georgie hasn’t seen any of the clothes we’ve got, he’s been away so long.’

Mags grinned. ‘And probably wouldn’t really notice what we have on, you know what fellers are like! But I do want to look my best. Oh, Grace, I’ve missed him so much and I’ve been terrified that something awful would happen to him!’

‘We all have, especially after our Harold, but nothing did and now he’s coming home. You really do love him, don’t you?’

Mags nodded, her eyes shining.

Grace looked at her enviously. ‘What’s it like? I mean how does it really feel?’

Mags fiddled with the edge of her cardigan and looked shyly at Grace. ‘It’s wonderful. It’s exciting and  yet sometimes you feel . . . nervous and at the same time so happy you could burst. And it’s being . . . cherished, looked after, sharing all your hopes and dreams. Oh, I can’t really explain it, Grace, but you’ll know what it’s like when you meet the right lad. You’ll never want to be parted from him, not even for a few hours. That’s why it’s been so terrible to have been separated from Georgie for so long.’

‘Will you get married then?’ Grace hoped that one day she would indeed feel about someone the way Mags felt about her brother.

‘I hope so, Grace. He . . . he’s hinted in his letters – the bits that weren’t censored – that he was going to ask me.’

‘Then knowing our Georgie he will. We can have a double celebration. You will say yes?’

‘Of course I will!’

‘Would you come and live here? So many houses have been bombed that it’s nearly impossible to get anywhere of your own and with Da and Harold . . . gone, we’ve a bit more room.’ Grace would enjoy having Mags’s company and maybe then with the extra money coming in Mam wouldn’t have to go out to work.

‘I don’t know, Grace. I think I’d better wait until Georgie asks me to marry him first.’

Grace nodded, wondering if she had been too pushy.

‘There’s going to be a wedding in our street in December and I’m so glad Georgie will be home in time for it. It’s been planned for ages; it’s Eileen Kilroy who  lodges with the Graysons who is getting married. Half the street has been invited and she even has relations coming over from Ireland. She’s Irish. She came over to be a nurse; that’s how she met her fiancé. He was wounded in France, just after the D-Day landings last year. He walks with a bit of a limp but he’s fine apart from that.’

Grace smiled at her. ‘You’ll be able to get some ideas from her then. Is she having a proper dress?’

‘Mrs Grayson says so. I heard the material is being sent over specially from some shop in Dublin as you can’t get much here.’ Mags sounded a little despondent.

‘Oh, things are bound to have improved by the time you and our Georgie set a date and our Chrissie will be able to help.’

‘Help with what?’ Chrissie demanded, entering the room in time to hear her name mentioned. ‘And why are you two sitting in the dark? The war’s over, remember? You can switch the light on and not have to draw the blackout curtains now.’ She was surprised to see Grace sitting in the semi-darkness of the summer evening with Mags Draper. She hadn’t known she was coming round this evening.

Mags cast Grace a warning look. She didn’t really want to talk about weddings, after all Georgie hadn’t asked her to marry him yet.

‘With the welcome home party. We’ll all be doing our bit,’ Grace answered and then decided to sound her sister out – cautiously. ‘Mags was just telling me that a  girl in their street is getting married in December and is having a long white dress. She’s having the material sent over from Dublin.’

‘Isn’t she the fortunate one! Well, we’ve certainly no white satin or white anything in our haberdashery department, people are making do with a nice costume or borrowing dresses.’

‘But things will be getting better, surely? I mean doesn’t that Miss Perkins get to know when new stock is expected?’

Chrissie laughed cuttingly. ‘According to her it may well be years before anyone can get a decent wedding dress or any kind of stylish outfit.’

‘But she would be the first to know, wouldn’t she?’ Grace pressed, seeing Mags’s disappointed expression.

Chrissie shrugged. ‘I suppose so. I’m just so lucky to have got that lilac and white cotton. Kate’s doing a great job and I’m having the skirt made longer. I’m fed up wearing skirts that come above my knees, I look and feel as though I’m still a kid in short socks.’

Grace raised her eyes to the ceiling and Mags pursed her lips.

‘Mags is coming with us to Lime Street to meet Georgie,’ Grace announced to divert her sister’s attention from the much-discussed new dress.

‘That’s great. Well, I’m tired so I’ll be off to bed,’ Chrissie excused herself.

Mags rose. ‘I suppose I’d best go too, I told Mam I wouldn’t be long.’

‘See you a week on Wednesday evening then, the train is supposed to get in around seven o’clock,’ Grace informed the girl.

When she’d gone Grace began to lay the table for breakfast to save Sadie a job in the morning.

‘Do you really think our Georgie will ask her to marry him?’ Chrissie probed.

‘I do and I know she’ll accept and that we’ll all be made up,’ Grace replied emphatically, glancing at her sister. ‘What’s wrong with you? Don’t you like her?’

Chrissie shrugged. ‘I suppose so. It’s just that . . . well . . . sometimes I think she doesn’t really like me.’

‘What makes you think that?’ Grace demanded. This was news to her.

‘Oh, she’s just made the odd remark about being “giddy”. She’s so serious, Grace! She never goes  anywhere!’

‘She doesn’t go anywhere because she’s been waiting for Georgie to come home and she’s saving up. You can’t save up and go out, Chrissie, and if you loved someone you wouldn’t want to go places without them.’

‘Oh, don’t you start, Grace! All I’m saying is that she’s too serious for her age.’

Grace sighed. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something, Chrissie? Our Georgie has been away fighting for over two years. He could have been killed or badly wounded or taken prisoner at any time and poor Mags has been worried sick about him. Isn’t that enough to make anyone “serious”?’

Chrissie at last nodded. She supposed Grace was right.

Grace sighed again as her sister left the room. Chrissie had obviously got a bee in her bonnet about Mags and that didn’t bode well for the future when Georgie decided to bring his new wife to live with them. Or rather if he did.




Chapter Four
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ON THE APPOINTED WEDNESDAY EVENING Sadie, accompanied by Grace, Chrissie, Mags and young Billy, made her way to Lime Street Station. They had all made an effort with their appearance but Grace thought that Mags looked particularly smart and attractive in the borrowed pink rayon blouse with its navy satin ribbon at the neck and the box-pleated navy skirt. She had to admit though that it was the glow of pure happiness that seemed to emanate from the girl that made Mags look positively radiant.

She had persuaded Chrissie not to wear the new lilac-and-white-flowered dress; it wouldn’t be fair to put Mags in the shade today, she’d urged. Chrissie had been reluctant to agree, arguing that she too wanted to look her best for her brother’s homecoming, but Sadie had  added her comments to Grace’s and she’d finally agreed. She comforted herself with the knowledge that she would be the best-dressed girl at the party on Friday night.

They travelled on the tram with the relations of all the other lads from Royal Street who were due home and as they alighted opposite St George’s Hall Sadie hurried them forward, holding on to Billy’s arm.

‘There’s going to be a right crush inside the station! Just look at these crowds. We should have got down here earlier.’

Grace linked both Mags and Chrissie. ‘Well, it’s not just the lads from our street that are coming home, Mam, there’s a whole trainload of them and they’re the first so everyone has turned out.’

‘That being the case wouldn’t you have thought they’d have made more of an effort? I thought there would at least be a band and loads of flags and that maybe even the Mayor would have come,’ Chrissie said, feeling a little disappointed. The lack of festivity had diminished her excitement a little. It didn’t seem very celebratory at all, she thought.

‘Don’t let that spoil the occasion, Chrissie. I expect the City Fathers know they won’t be able to afford all that fuss for every train because there’s going to be an awful lot of them over the next months,’ Mags replied.

‘And you have to remember that there are thousands of lads who aren’t coming home at all,’ Sadie reminded her.

Chrissie nodded, knowing that her mam was thinking of Harold.

‘At least there’re plenty of flags in Royal Street and that great banner you and Ellie made. They’ll all appreciate that,’ Grace said to bolster her sister’s spirits.

The station concourse was full to overflowing with anxious-looking people and Billy was perturbed. ‘Oh, Mam, we’ll never be able to pick him out in this crowd. Which platform is it?’

‘Ask that feller over there what platform it’s expected in on?’ Sadie indicated with her head towards a harassed-looking porter.

To Billy’s shouted request the man pointed to the furthest platform and mouthed, ‘Number seven.’

Sadie elbowed her way ruthlessly through the crowd until they were fairly near the front. Many people were checking their watches or turning to glance at the big clock on the back wall of the station.

‘Oh, Grace, I’m so nervous! What if he doesn’t recognise me?’ There was a hint of panic in Mags’s voice.

Grace laughed. ‘Of course he will, Mags! You sent him photos, didn’t you? You haven’t changed that much!’

Mags grimaced. ‘Yes, but . . . Oh, it’s just nerves! I’m a wreck!’

Grace squeezed her hand. ‘You look lovely, you really do, and he’ll be delighted to see you.’

‘He’ll be delighted to see us all.’ Sadie smiled, feeling  happier than she had done for a long time. ‘And I’ll be even happier when I get him back to our house.’

They didn’t have long to wait before the train pulled in, the engine sending clouds of steam upwards to the vaulted roof. Men and boys were hanging out of the carriage doors in their eagerness to greet loved ones and the crowd surged towards them.

Sadie held on tightly to both Billy and Chrissie and Grace edged forward, pulling Mags with her.

‘I thought they’d all still be in uniform,’ Billy shouted over the din.

‘They’ve given them new suits! Georgie said in his last letter that they were going to.’ Mags’s eyes were shining now and her cheeks were flushed.

As the ex-servicemen began to leave the train and hurry towards the barrier it was Grace who spotted the tall figure with the curly brown hair and tanned face. ‘There he is! Mam, there he is!’ she cried, pointing.

‘Georgie! Georgie, lad! We’re over here, luv!’ Sadie’s arms were waving like windmill sails and tears were streaming unheeded down her cheeks. There he was, in the flesh. Her beloved son was finally home, safe and sound, and he’d never have to go away again!
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