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There was quite a crowd outside, reluctant to return home since hearing the fateful news. One or two were glancing up at the skies, as if already expecting to see enemy planes loaded with bombs to drop on Bootle. Tony and Dominic, both wearing their gas masks, were playing at being aeroplanes, arms outstretched as they swooped on each other. When everyone saw Francis Costello emerge in his uniform, they clustered around, shaking his hand and wishing him well. Annie Poulson, who had her arms around a sobbing Rosie Gregson, looked more angry than upset. Her lads were in Aldershot and she was probably wondering when she’d see them again. Sheila emerged clutching the new baby, Mary, and came across to say goodbye to Francis.

Francis reached for his wife with his free arm and, in a dramatic gesture, swung her towards him. He kissed her long and hard on the lips and everyone cheered.

‘Tara, luv,’ he said, releasing her.

Suddenly, Eileen felt it was all too much. She burst into tears.

‘Don’t worry, Sis, he’ll be back.’
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Chapter 1

The home-made bunting crisscrossed the little street from roof to roof, fluttering gently in the soft breath of a perfect late summer day. Half a dozen trestle tables, covered with an assortment of best damask tablecloths, had been set down the centre and strewn with ringlets of bright paper streamers. The tables groaned under the weight of trifles and jellies, plates piled high with sandwiches, home-made sausage rolls and confectionery. Squares of bead-edged muslin protected the food from the wasps and bluebottles which buzzed greedily overhead.

Mary and Joey Flaherty and their three children were going to live in Canada, leaving Bootle forever for a new life in a new country, and throwing a street party on their final Saturday as a gesture of farewell.

The children, almost out of their minds with excitement and waiting impatiently to be called for the first sitting, filled in the time by darting to and fro in search of tar bubbles on the cobbled surface of the street, caused by the relentless heat of the noon sun which poured down out of a cloudless blue sky. When a bubble was found, there’d be a shrill yell of triumph – ‘You wanna see the size o’ this one!’ – and it would be burst with an already blackened thumb.

The grown-ups, equally excited, hid their feelings behind wide smiles and a general air of enjoyment, though their happiness was tempered by the fearful knowledge of what was going on outside their little world. That madman Adolf Hitler seemed intent on taking over all of Europe and gradually, unbelievably, Great Britain was being drawn into the war.

Only the other day, anyone listening to the wireless had been astounded to hear Members of Parliament being urgently recalled to Westminster. Stomachs churned as people sat there expecting to hear hostilities were about to break out any minute. Two days later, the Emergency Powers Act had been passed, giving the Government total control over the lives of its people. Then yesterday, the BBC had announced there would be special extra news bulletins in the morning and afternoon.

In the homes of Army, Navy and RAF reservists, official-looking envelopes containing their recall notices had begun to arrive, and the Territorial Army was mobilised. Already, thousands of young men not yet out of their teens had been called up and were waiting, ready to fight for their country if need be. People felt as if they were on a train heading for a precipice and there was nothing they could do to stop it.

But the residents of Pearl Street were determined not to let this spoil their party, perhaps the last street party they would hold for a long, long time. The women seemed to have taken an unspoken vow not to talk about it. They resolutely pushed to the back of their minds, for today at least, the hideous gas masks collected from the Town Hall, the freshly-built brick shelters to which they were supposed to go in the unimaginable event of an air raid, the impending blackout and food rationing, and the barrage balloon suspended above the bowling green next to Bootle Hospital which looked so pretty, like a silver flower floating in the sky, yet was there for such a grim purpose. In their best frocks and their Sunday pinnies, the women bustled in and out of their own and their neighbours’ houses carrying yet more refreshments. Although the Flahertys had provided the ingredients, Mary couldn’t be expected to prepare food for twenty-nine children and over forty adults, not all on her own.

The men who didn’t work on Saturdays, or didn’t work at all, were less inhibited. Many had already become voluntary ARP wardens or joined the Auxiliary Fire Service, and several of the younger ones were expecting their call-up papers at any minute. They stood in little groups, some playing pitch and toss, and from time to time preventing children from other streets from entering, and war was their sole topic of conversation. Despite this, they too seemed to have been affected by the gladness of the day; laughing more than usual and snapping their fingers or tapping their feet as if to music. Although none could be persuaded into their best suits – if they had one – most wore a collar and tie despite the scorching heat. The men had already done their bit towards the party, having collected the borrowed tables from the Holy Rosary Church Hall and put them up. As far as they were concerned, the rest was women’s work.

Most of the front doors were wide open and the old people sat on their steps, sunning themselves, mouths watering at the sight of the food, wishing the women would hurry up and feed the children so it would be their turn to sit down. In the doorway of his lodgings at Number 10, big Paddy O’Hara sat nursing his little dog, Spot, in his arms. Paddy, not old, but blind for more than half his life, was sensually aware of the clatter of the women’s shoes on the pavement, their varying scents, the swish of their skirts as they buzzed to and fro.

‘Ah, ’tis a fine day Joey picked for his do,’ he said to no-one in particular.

‘It is that, Paddy,’ replied Eileen Costello, who caught his words as she emerged from Number 16 carrying two plates of tomato and meatpaste sandwiches. Slim and graceful in her best blue crepe de Chine dress, her long fair hair tied back with a white ribbon, Eileen felt conscious of the heady, electric atmosphere in the street, though she could never have described it. Everywhere just seemed more than usually alive. There was a swing in her step as she took the plates over to the table.

Her sister Sheila, who lived opposite, came up carrying Ryan, her youngest child aged ten months, on her hip. Her pretty dimpled face was covered in perspiration. ‘I’m sweating like a cob, Sis.’ She nodded towards the little flags rippling above them. ‘I wish we could get a bit of that wind down here before I bake to death.’

The heat was palpable. The ruddy chimneys, the grey slate roofs turned silver by the dazzling light, and the neat cobbled ground, seemed to shimmer, actually seemed to move if you stared hard enough, and Pearl Street, a cul-de-sac, was indeed like an oven, hemmed in by red brick terraced houses, fifteen each side, and the blackened, pitted roof-high wall at one end which separated the street from the railway lines beyond. The trains, now electric, ran three an hour during the day; to Liverpool city centre one way and Southport the other.

‘Here, let me take him.’ Eileen reached for the rosy baby. He went to her willingly and immediately began to pull at her hair. ‘Y’shouldn’t be cartin’ him around, not in your condition.’ Sheila was heavily pregnant with her sixth child, which was due in ten days’ time.

‘Those jellies’ll be melted if they don’t eat them soon,’ Sheila said, wiping her brow. ‘I hope the kids hurry up, I’m starving hungry.’

A few yards away, Mary Flaherty suddenly clapped her hands and shouted, ‘C’mon, you little buggers, sit down, and don’t forget your paper ’ats.’

The muslin covers were hurriedly removed as the giggling children scrambled for their chairs like little maniacs. Their voices rose angrily, demanding to sit next to one person, refusing to sit next to another. Eileen, holding Ryan, watched her own son Tony, who was five, slip into a chair without any argument. He sat waiting, wearing an orange paper crown, his hands folded on his lap, looking like a little wise owl in his wire-rimmed glasses. Tony had been well drilled in good manners, though not by her. Whilst he sat quietly, twenty or more hands reached for a sandwich.

‘STOP!’ thundered Mary Flaherty, and the hands paused mid-air. ‘We haven’t said grace.’

Heads were meekly bowed whilst Mary muttered, ‘For what we are about to receive, may the good Lord make us truly thankful. Amen.’

Tony searched for his mam amongst the crowd who were watching benignly as the children fell upon the food – it was rarely that they sat down to such a feast. Eileen caught her son’s eye and gave a slight nod and he took a sandwich. ‘Poor Tony,’ she thought. ‘He’s like a little trained puppy compared to all the rest.’

Ellis Evans, stout and red-cheeked, wearing the stiff blue brocade frock she’d bought for her sister’s wedding ten years ago, said in her Welsh sing-song voice, ‘There’s two chairs empty. Who’s missing?’

The children were hurriedly counted. Only twenty-seven.

‘The Tuttys aren’t here …’ Annie Poulson, Eileen’s special friend, raised her fine arched eyebrows questioningly. ‘What should we do? Oh, I suppose we’d better get them.’

Everyone nodded, albeit reluctantly. The presence of the Tutty children would slightly flaw their perfect jewel of a day.

‘I’ll go,’ Eileen offered. The Tuttys lived next door to her, so she had more to do with them than most.

‘Oh, Mam, I don’t want them sitting next to me,’ Myfanwy Evans whined. ‘They stink something awful.’

There was an immediate general shuffling of seats so no child would be left with an empty chair beside them, which was of course impossible, whilst Eileen hurried down the street to Number 14.

Gladys Tutty opened the door to her knock.

‘The party’s started. There’ll be nowt left for Freda and Dicky if they don’t come soon.’

No-one was well off in Pearl Street, but people had their pride. No matter how poor they were, they kept their houses, inside and out, as clean as humanly possible. The Tuttys’ house stood out like a sore thumb amidst its immaculate neighbours with its grimy, cracked and curtainless windows, its unscrubbed step. The front door, a mass of peeling brown paint, had a scabrous look.

Eileen stood there, still clutching Ryan, repelled as always by the sight that met her and the smell that wafted out from her neighbour’s house. The bare boards in the little narrow hallway were broken and eaten away by rot, and the varnished anaglypta wallpaper was worn more off the wall than on, revealing round sores of filthy crumbling plaster. Every corner was caked with inch-thick hardened dirt.

And, to complete this picture of wretchedness and poverty, there was Gladys. Gladys, in the clothes she wore every day which Eileen had never once seen washed and hanging on the line to dry; a jersey thick with foodstains, fuzzy with sweat underneath the arms, and a long black cotton skirt. Gladys was the only woman in the street who still wore a black shawl when she went out. Her little peaked face, grey, with the texture of rotting rubber, wore a look of utter hopelessness, as if the heart had gone out of her a long time ago.

‘I got nothing to give,’ she mumbled in her low expressionless voice.

‘You don’t have to, luv,’ Eileen said cheerfully. ‘It’s all free and there’s places already set for Freda and Dicky.’ She was uncomfortably conscious of her smart best dress with its puffed sleeves and heartshaped neckline and her sparkling white sandals; of the happy healthy baby on her arm who was cooing as he tried to get his mouth around her pearl stud earring. Eileen felt a world away from this poor little drab woman in the doorway. She stepped back, in the hope of avoiding the stink of decay and unwashed clothes which seemed doubly strong on such a hot day, and turned to look at the women in the street, the children eating, as if to make sure her own world was still there, waiting for her quick return.

Two barefoot scraggy urchins emerged hand in hand from the back of the house and stood behind their mother: Freda and Dicky, their mean narrow faces scabbed and bruised. Freda’s cotton frock, which might once have been pink, was now a grimy grey. Eileen knew that beneath the dress the ten-year-old girl wore no underclothes of any description. Dicky, three years younger, had on a pair of thick flannel shorts and a grubby vest.

Freda muttered, ‘Wanna go to the party.’

Eileen sensed desperation in the girl’s hoarse voice. ‘In that case,’ she said brightly, ‘go and wash your face and hands and find your shoes, and I’ll get a plate of butties ready for you.’

The door closed without a word and Eileen thankfully returned to the party, where the tables were rapidly being emptied. The jelly and custard stage had been reached, though plenty of sandwiches still remained. Her eyes searched for Tony. To her relief, he seemed to have forgotten his inhibitions and was devouring food with as much enthusiasm as the other children. She noticed two chairs standing vacant, close together, separated from the others by several feet. Kids could be very cruel, she thought. She stood Ryan on one of the chairs and gave him a fairy cake, then, holding him by the waist, one-handedly heaped two paper plates with food.

‘They’re coming, then?’ Annie came across to help. Annie looked particularly smart today, in a flowered silk two piece that fitted her slight, delicate figure perfectly. Eileen was the only one who knew the suit had cost just seven and sixpence in Paddy’s Market. Annie’s equally delicate oval face was etched with rather more lines than one would expect to see on a woman of thirty-eight. That, and her rough red chapped hands, which no amount of Nivea cream could return to their original white, were the only indication of the hard life Annie had led since her husband had been killed on the railways a month before her twin lads were born. In the long process of bringing up her sons without assistance from anybody, Annie had gone out and scrubbed more floors and washed more clothes than the rest of the women in the street put together.

Eileen nodded. ‘I told ’em to get washed. They both looked as if they’d been up the chimney.’

Annie gave a rueful smile. ‘I don’t envy the family that gets Freda and Dicky evacuated on them.’

Two women began to bustle around removing the empty pudding dishes, followed by another who placed a clean paper plate in front of each child.

Freda and Dicky Tutty came out, each wearing a pair of tattered Wellington boots. Neither looked as if they’d been within a mile of soap and water. Eileen plucked Ryan out of the way and showed them where to sit. Then she glanced around, searching for her sister. Sheila was sitting on the doorstep, keeping an eye on her four older children, making sure they behaved properly at the table. She looked exhausted but happy, her hands resting on her vastly swollen belly. Eileen went over.

‘You’d better take Ryan for a while, Sheil, while I help with the washing up. Shall I put his reins on and hook him on the gate?’

Sheila’s husband, Calum, had built a slide-in gate which fitted in the doorway to keep the younger children safe inside.

‘Do y’mind, Sis? I haven’t got the energy to hold him and he’ll scream blue murder if he’s stuck inside.’

The reins were hanging over the gate and Eileen buckled them on to the reluctant baby and sat him on the pavement. He immediately began to crawl away, straining against the leather straps. Both women laughed.

Eileen looked down at her sister wonderingly. Sheila never ceased to amaze her. They’d never been close as children, having little in common. Whilst Eileen stayed in, her head buried in a book or listening to plays on the wireless, her flighty, featherbrained younger sister was out having a good time with a never-ending stream of boys. Until seven years ago, that is, when she’d met Calum Reilly and fallen deeply and madly in love. To Eileen’s surprise, Sheila had settled down to married life with Calum as if it were the role she’d been waiting to play since she was born. Her sunny contented nature seemed to expand and grow in order to encompass her ever-increasing family within its loving sphere. It was only the last few weeks of each pregnancy that wore her down, the baby pushing and kicking inside her womb, heavy and debilitating.

‘I wish our Cal was here,’ Sheila said wistfully. ‘He’s coming home next Thursday, and y’know how much he loves a party.’

That was another thing, thought Eileen. It wasn’t as if Sheila had her husband there for most of the time. Calum Reilly was in the Merchant Navy and away at least ten months of the year.

‘Never mind, luv.’ Eileen briefly stroked her sister’s untidy brown curls. ‘I’d better set to and help with the washing up, else I’ll have people calling me names behind me back.’

She walked down the street to Mary Flaherty’s and found half a dozen women crowded in the tiny, steaming back kitchen washing and drying dishes, and twice as many in the living room having a quick ciggie before starting work again.

‘You lazy buggers,’ she cried. ‘And here was us thinking I was slacking off having a chat with our Sheila.’

‘Did y’see the way them Tutty children ate at the table, Eileen?’ demanded Agnes Donovan from Number 27. Aggie was a terrible gossip. No-one was safe from her vicious tongue and Eileen avoided the woman whenever she could. When Eileen shook her head, Aggie went on breathlessly, ‘Like little animals they were, stuffing food in their mouths with both hands like they’d never eaten in their lives before. Greedy little buggers! I’ve never seen anything like it,’ she finished in an aggrieved voice.

‘I don’t suppose they know any better, poor mites,’ Eileen said reasonably, but Aggie persisted. If it wasn’t the kids’ fault, then it was their mam’s.

‘I’m surprised Gladys had the gall to let them out,’ she complained. ‘Mrs Crean wouldn’t let her two mongol lads come because she doesn’t trust their table manners.’

Eileen reckoned Phoebe Crean was probably keeping Harry and Owen out of sight of gawpers like Agnes Donovan, who seemed to get enjoyment from other people’s misfortunes. She ignored the woman and asked Mary Flaherty if there was anything she could do, ‘Seeing as how all the available help seems to have gone on strike.’

‘Once the kids have finished, you can clear the tables, Eileen,’ Mary told her, smiling. ‘Then give the cloths a shake and turn them over so they’re fresh for us when we sit down to our grub in about half an hour, like. Our Joey’s going to organise some games in the meantime.’ As Eileen was leaving, Mary followed her into the hall. ‘And oh, is your feller back yet with the ale?’

‘Not yet,’ Eileen replied. ‘He doesn’t finish work till two o’clock, then someone’s giving him a lift back in a car and they’re collecting it on the way.’

Mary squeezed her hand. ‘He’s a dead good sport, your Francis, Joey’s really made up. We could never have afforded so much ale if Francis hadn’t been able to get it half price.’

Outside, the children had become restless. Seemingly unaffected by the almost suffocating heat and satiated with food, they were hurling paper plates and streamers at each other. Some had already left their seats and were playing tick round and round the table.

Eileen yelled, ‘Behave yourselves!’ and ducked to dodge a plate meant for the child beside her. She noticed Sheila grinning at her from the doorstep and made a face back. The Tuttys, isolated from the others on their separate chairs, were still gorging themselves. ‘And you two have had enough. You’ll be sick if you eat any more.’ They stared at her resentfully, their open mouths full of half-chewed bunloaf, as she began to clear the table. Joey Flaherty came up groaning, ‘This is the bit I’ve been dreading. Come on, youse lot, fetch your seats down this end and put ’em in a circle, and we’ll play musical chairs.’

‘Best of luck, Joey,’ Eileen smiled, shooing away a couple of cats who were about to jump on the table in search of scraps.

In Number 3, Mr Singerman shoved his parlour window up as far as it would go and began to play a brisk march on the piano. A minute or so later, the music stopped abruptly and Eileen noticed her Tony, hanging back as ever, was the first to be out. A good job Francis wasn’t around to see him lose. Tony came up, looking tearful. ‘I didn’t like pushing anybody, Mam.’

‘All right, luv, it’s only a game,’ she soothed. ‘C’mon, take these into Mary’s, then you can help us turn the cloths over.’ In a while, there’d be more children out and he’d have someone to play with. She noticed Freda Tutty, Wellington boots flapping against her skinny legs, was dragging Dicky around the circle of chairs by the hand, an almost fanatical expression on her little pinched face. When the music stopped, Freda swung Dicky onto a chair and bagged the next one for herself by the simple expedient of removing the boy already on it with a vicious shove of her bony hip. The boy – it was Sheila’s eldest, Dominic – caught his head on the neighbouring chair before landing on the ground. He stood up, blood pouring from a cut on his forehead, and began to yell. Sheila struggled wearily up from the step where she was sitting. Angry at his precious day being spoilt, Joey Flaherty gave Freda a sharp slap on the wrist. The girl stared at him mutinously, eyes full of hate, then dragged her brother down the entry beside the coalyard at the end of the street to go indoors by the back way.

There was a general sigh of relief. Eileen’s own relief was mixed with a sense of guilt. Always, she felt as if she should do something about the Tuttys, but never knew what. When she and Francis had taken Number 16 after they got married, the sound of poor Gladys being used as a punchbag by Eddie, her now long-departed husband, had upset her terribly. But Francis had refused to let her tell the Bobbies. ‘It’s none of our business, Eileen. Anyway, the Bobbies won’t do nowt. He’s not breaking any laws.’ Now it was Freda and Dicky’s turn to take the beatings. Gladys had learnt a thing or two from Eddie.

Eileen assuaged her conscience a little by resolving to take a plate of butties and a glass of ale along to Number 14 later on, though Gladys’d far prefer a bottle of gin. Everyone knew the lengths Gladys would go to for a bottle of gin when her Public Assistance money ran out.

Suddenly a cheer went up from the men on the corner, and she glanced across. A black car had stopped at the end of the street. The driver was Rodney Smith, a young man with a cherubic face who worked as a rent collector for Bootle Council. As Eileen watched, a tall figure got out of the passenger seat, a handsome man with a fine head of black wavy hair who beamed at everyone in sight. Francis! He pulled down the boot and began to struggle with something inside. The waiting men went eagerly to help, and a few minutes later a large barrel was rolled down Pearl Street. The ale had arrived.

The day wore on. The vivid sun grew larger, turned from bright yellow to musky gold, as it made its slow and inevitable journey across the gently changing sky, and a line of shadow began to creep across the cobbles of Pearl Street, sharply separating the light from the dark, though the air grew no cooler. Indeed, by late afternoon it seemed more suffocating than ever. The grown-ups had long finished their meal, the tables had been cleared and the cloths removed so they wouldn’t get drink spilt on them, though most of the men sat on the pavement with their backs against the walls of the houses. The younger children began to grow tired and tetchy. Many of the older ones had disappeared, having gone to other streets to find their friends. Brenda Mahon’s little girls were pushing round the home-made dolls’ pram that they were usually only allowed to bring outside on Sundays. Sheila had put Ryan to bed, leaving the window open in case he woke and began to cry. Her next youngest, Caitlin, had fallen asleep in her arms.

The King’s Arms pub on the corner of the street opened its doors, and some customers brought their drink outside to join the party.

At six o’clock, Miss Brazier came wearily around the corner, home from her job in the Co-Op Haberdashery Department, where she sat all day in a glass cage at the receiving end of little metal cannisters containing cash which whizzed across the shop on wires stretching in every direction. Miss Brazier would unscrew the cannister, remove the money, and send it back with the change.

‘We’ve plenty of butties left, Miss Brazier,’ Mary Flaherty said generously. ‘Would you like us to make you a cup of tea, like?’

‘No, thank you,’ Miss Brazier said stiffly, scarcely glancing in their direction. Head bent, she made her way to Number 12 and disappeared inside.

‘Poor ould soul,’ said Mary sympathetically. ‘I bet she’d love to join us, y’know, but she can’t bring herself to unbend.’

‘She’s not so old,’ Eileen said. ‘No more than thirty-five, I reckon.’

Like Miss Brazier, not everyone in Pearl Street had condescended to join in the festivities. The Harrisons, who owned the coalyard at the end of the street and lived in the house next door, hadn’t deigned to come – Edna Harrison told someone she thought street parties were ‘common’. Nor Alfie Robinson from 22, a solid Orangeman, who’d never spoken to Joey Flaherty since he’d discovered one of Joey’s brothers was in the IRA. The Kellys weren’t there, either, May and her brothers, Fin and Failey, who were Eileen’s other neighbours. The Kellys went into town shoplifting on Saturdays and stayed till late doing a tour of the city pubs to sell the loot – if they hadn’t been nicked first. The Kellys stole to order; give them the size and the colour and they’d pinch the goods from Marks & Spencer or C & A for half the ticket price.

A trickle of people began to arrive; George Ransome, a middle-aged bachelor with a dashing pencil thin moustache, who worked in Littlewoods Pools, appeared with two bottles of cream sherry. ‘A little treat for the ladies,’ he said with a wink, and there was a rush indoors for glasses. Then Dilys Evans, only fourteen, looking worn out from her new job as a chambermaid in the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool.

Soon afterwards, Sheila whispered to her sister, ‘I feel as if I’d like a lie down, Sis.’

Eileen nodded. ‘I’ll be in later and help you settle the kids.’ Caitlin had woken up by then, and Sheila led the tiny girl indoors by the hand.

The sky dimmed, turned to mauve, as dusk began to fall and the great orange ball of the sun slowly dipped behind a ridge of roofs, leaving chimneys silhouetted, stark and black, against its fiery brilliance before it disappeared altogether. Then the stars came out; just one at first, then another, and almost within the blinking of an eye, overhead became a blanket of twinkling yellow lights. At long last the air began to freshen and turn cool and the lamplighter arrived, propping his ladder against the arms of the lamppost on the corner by the pub. The gas jet began to splutter and fizz and gave off an eerie glow.

‘Be out of a job soon,’ he said mournfully as he was about to leave. ‘Once the bloody blackout comes.’

And still they sat, talking quietly now, unwilling to let the day go; as if the longer they stayed, the longer it would take tomorrow to come, because nobody in their right mind wanted what tomorrow might bring. Dancing had been planned for after dark, the polka and Knees Up Mother Brown and the Gay Gordons – Mr Singerman had been practising all week – but somehow no-one felt like dancing. Instead, they listened to the haunting sound of Paddy O’Hara on his harmonica, the music quivering like invisible birds in the yellow-hued night air.

The glitter of the day had gone. Reality had set in.

‘When are you sailing, Joey?’ someone shouted across the street.

‘Next Sat’day, on the Athenia,’ Joey replied.

‘We’re going steerage,’ put in Mary hastily, as if worried folks might think they’d booked a first-class cabin.

‘Looks like you’re getting out just in time.’

Joey flushed angrily. ‘We’ve been saving for years to go to Canada. Me brother Kevin’s already in Ontario.’

‘D’you know who’s taking on the house, Joey?’ asked Ellis Evans, who lived next door.

‘No-one yet, luv,’ Joey answered. ‘The landlord’s agent said he’ll have a job renting out a house in Bootle, because – well, you know why.’

They knew only too well. When war broke out, Bootle, with its multiplicity of docks and being the nearest British port to the Americas, would be one of the prime targets for Hitler’s bombs. There was a long silence as they contemplated the awfulness of this.

‘It mightn’t happen’, Eileen said eventually in a small voice. ‘There’s still time.’ The situation had been building up for years like a pot gradually simmering on a stove. Now, with Hitler about to invade Poland, the pot was threatening to boil over. Surely he wouldn’t go ahead, she thought desperately, not when he knew what the consequences would be? Having guaranteed Polish independence, Great Britain and France would consider invasion as an act of war against themselves and be forced to retaliate.

Eileen was uncomfortably aware of Francis glaring in her direction. Her husband didn’t like her drawing attention to herself in company. She was beginning to wish she hadn’t spoken, when a figure appeared under the flickering gas lamp. Her dad!

‘Jack! Jack Doyle.’ Joey Flaherty jumped to his feet, his face wreathed in smiles. ‘You should’ve come before, Jack. Sit down, mate.’

There was a genuine chorus of welcome from the assembled crowd, and Eileen felt a surge of pride. Jack Doyle was one of the best liked and most respected men in the whole of Bootle.

‘It was a Pearl Street do,’ he said stiffly. ‘It wouldn’t’ve been right when it weren’t my street.’

He touched his daughter’s shoulder lightly and Eileen looked up, expecting some sort of greeting. Instead, he asked gruffly, ‘Where’s our Sheila?’

‘She was a bit tired, she went indoors a while ago.’ As ever, she felt let down. ‘I could be invisible as far as me dad’s concerned,’ she thought bitterly. She recalled the wedding photograph on the sideboard in the house in Garnet Street, her mam, dimpled and smiling, the spitting image of Sheila. Since Mam died so unexpectedly of breast cancer fourteen years ago, her father seemed to have transferred almost the entire weight of his affections onto her sister. Her younger brother, Sean, only two when Mam died, had managed to stake a small claim on his dad’s heart, but Eileen felt as if she didn’t exist at all, yet she loved him so much and yearned for recognition.

Her husband poured the newcomer a glass of ale and showed him to an empty chair at the far end of the table. Eileen noticed Francis whisper in the older man’s ear. Her dad nodded and stood up.

‘Francis has asked me to say a few words,’ he said. Everyone immediately fell silent and turned to look at the tall charismatic figure of Jack Doyle, docker, unpaid official of the dockworkers’ union and well known scourge of management since the day he’d begun working for them twenty-five years ago. ‘First thing is to wish Joey and Mary and their little ’uns well in their new life.’

There was a murmur of agreement and shouts of ‘Good luck, Joey, Mary.’

Jack Doyle continued. ‘Now, the war. It’s going to happen, no doubt about it, any day now. I’ve already fought in one world war and I was lucky. I came through unscathed, but I weren’t happy about risking me life for a country that had given me nowt, that was owned lock, stock and barrel by the rich folk, who only wanted it protected and preserved for theirselves. It weren’t my country, it were theirs! What thanks did the widders get after their men spilt every last drop of their blood in the trenches of the Somme? Those lions led by donkeys? None! Paddy O’Hara gave ’em his eyes. What did they give you back, Paddy?’

‘A few measly bob a week in pension, Jack, and an empty belly most of the time,’ Paddy shouted.

‘That’s right!’ Jack Doyle’s lip curled. ‘But this war’s different, lads,’ he went on. ‘This time it ain’t a way of getting rid of the unemployed – though don’t forget there’s a million and a half of them. If I were a younger man, I’d volunteer. They wouldn’t need to call me up. In fact, I’d have joined the Territorials like my son-in-law, Francis.’

He beamed down at the younger man and laid an affectionate hand on his shoulder. There was a smattering of applause and Francis gave his charming, devil-may-care smile which Annie always said made him look even more like Clark Gable than ever. Eileen wondered for the hundredth time what on earth had come over her husband to make him join the Royal Tank Regiment. He had a good, well paid job and at thirty-six wouldn’t be called up for a while yet, but as a Territorial he would be involved straight away. She suspected it might have something to do with his political aspirations. Francis was an elected member of Bootle Corporation and had Parliament in his sights. He didn’t expect the war to last more than a few months, and a spell in the army would look good on his record.

‘This time,’ her dad was saying, ‘you’ll be fighting to preserve summat worthwhile, to keep the world free from fascism.’ He nodded towards Mr Singerman. The old man nodded back, dark eyes full of pain. ‘Jacob can tell you more about it than I can. He’s heard nowt from his Ruth in Austria for more’n a year now. Yes, this time,’ he continued, his voice rising as he gradually began to be possessed with the rage against inequality and injustice that Eileen knew so well, ‘it’s different, but it’s still only a case of defending the bad against the worse.’ He smiled sardonically. ‘’Course, while you’re fighting, you’ll be told how brave you are, how much you’re needed, but once it’s over, you’ll have no more than you had before. In other words, nowt!’

He paused dramatically with the air of an accomplished orator, yet he’d never addressed more than a few hundred dockers in his entire life. The yellow street lamp sizzled on the corner, but apart from that, the silence was total. He held his audience in the palm of his hand. Word had gone round the pub that Jack Doyle was on his feet and everyone, including Mack, the landlord, had come out to listen. Eileen thought her father would have made a far better politician than Francis, who had to learn every word of a speech by heart.

‘Have you seen that poster?’ He looked at them quizzically and several people shook their heads. ‘It’s all over town. “Your courage, your cheerfulness, your resolution, will bring us victory.” Not our courage, our cheerfulness, our resolution … No, it’s up to us, the workers, like usual, to fight the toffs’ battles for them. Some from Pearl Street have already gone to do their bit, like Annie’s lads, only nineteen and called up last May, and little Rosie Gregson here, wed just six weeks ago and already said tara to her Charlie.’

Annie Poulson reached across the table and took Rosie’s hand. The two women stared at each other for several seconds, the younger one making a determined and obvious effort not to cry.

‘There’s one thing I haven’t touched on,’ Jack Doyle continued, ‘but I reckon I should, an’ that’s this Non-Aggression Pact Russia’s signed with Germany. It stinks, friends. It stinks bad. I’ve never actually been a Communist, I’ve allus stuck with Labour, but I never thought our Soviet comrades would betray us like that. After all …’

Suddenly, the night air was rent with a shrill scream. Jack Doyle paused and looked up at the open window of Number 21 where the sound had come from. ‘That’s our Sheila!’

Eileen jumped to her feet and raced into her sister’s house and up the stairs. Sheila was lying on the double bed in the front bedroom doubled up in agony. The red eiderdown beneath her was stained and wet. Eileen paused in the doorway, horrified, thinking the stain was blood.

Sheila laughed hysterically. ‘Me water’s broke, Sis. The baby’s on its way, no mistaking it.’

‘Jesus, Sis, we’ll never get the midwife here in time!’ Sheila always had her babies quick.

Half a dozen women had followed and were standing on the landing or the stairs demanding to know what was going on.

‘Someone send for Mollie Keaney, quick. The baby’s coming.’ Eileen was even more hysterical than her sister. ‘Put the kettle on for hot water. Christ Almighty, is there anyone here knows how to deliver a baby?’

‘Get out’a the way, girl. You’re bloody useless, you young uns. Nobody had a midwife in our day.’

Eileen was roughly shoved aside by two of the older women. She went downstairs, legs shaking, and found her dad waiting outside on the pavement, smoking a cigarette.

‘It’s the baby,’ she explained and he nodded, no longer concerned.

‘It’ll be all right,’ he said complacently. ‘Our Sheila has babbies easier than peas pop out of a pod.’

They stood there, listening to the sounds coming out of the open window above their heads. Between the agonising screams of labour, Sheila laughed, then cried, then laughed again. The women’s voices could be heard, gruffly telling her when to push and when to hold back.

The men, uninterested – after all, it was only another woman having another baby – had started to fold the tables up. Joey Flaherty was tipping the barrel to drain the last few drops of ale, and most of the women had gone inside to make a cup of tea, though a few still waited, eager to know what Sheila Reilly would have this time.

Jack Doyle said to his daughter, ‘It’s about time you had another babby or two, Eileen.’

Eileen didn’t answer. Her dad went on, ‘A fine man like Francis deserves a big family. And after all, you’re getting on.’

‘I’m only twenty-six,’ Eileen said stiffly.

He’d used the same words, ‘You’re getting on,’ when she was twenty and he’d urged her to marry Francis Costello. And she’d done it, married him to please her dad, though she could never understand the awe in which this totally decent man held her husband. Francis had charmed him, the way he charmed everybody.

The sound of a new baby’s piercing, almost inhuman wail came from the upstairs window and Jack Doyle and his eldest daughter smiled at each other, sharing a rare moment of intimacy.

Agnes Donovan shouted, ‘It’s a bonny girl. Reckon she’s a good seven and a half pounds,’ and a cheer went up from those who waited.

Most of the men, including Francis, had disappeared, having gone to the Holy Rosary to return the tables. One by one, the front doors began to close as people went into their houses for the night.

Eileen’s father said, ‘Well, I’m off to wet the babby’s head in the King’s Arms. I’ll see our Sheila later.’

He left, and suddenly, almost incredibly, Pearl Street was empty for the moment, except for Eileen Costello standing alone outside her sister’s house.

She shivered, struck by the desolation compared to the scene that morning; the blank front doors, the empty pavements. There was something almost sinister about the way in which a single paper streamer rolled silently across the cobbles, and for a dreadful moment Eileen felt as if the entire day had been a dream and she was the only person left in the world. Then a burst of raucous laughter came from the King’s Arms and inside Sheila’s a woman yelled, ‘D’you wanna cuppa tea, Eileen?’ Tony appeared with his cousin, Dominic, each carrying a bag of chips. Eileen smiled, relieved.

‘We met Mr Singerman,’ Tony said. ‘And he gave us a penny each. He said Dominic’s got a new sister.’

‘That’s right. C’mon, let’s go indoors and take a look at her.’ She ushered them inside, her spirits lifting at the thought of the new life, though in a somewhat precarious world.

All in all, she thought with satisfaction, it was impossible to imagine a more perfect end to an almost perfect day.


Chapter 2

It was Sunday, sunny and fresh, with an invigorating tang in the air. The heavy overnight rain seemed to have washed away the sultry heaviness of the previous week.

The party in Pearl Street eight days before had become no more than a pleasant memory, though throughout the dark times ahead people would look back upon the day with increasing fondness, as if it symbolised a mythical period when there were no worries to speak of and the world seemed an entirely happier place in which to live.

In Number 16, Eileen Costello had been up since well before seven o’clock. She’d woken, steeped in misery and despair, with Francis snoring volubly at her side, thinking it was still the middle of the night because the room was in total darkness. It was several seconds before she remembered the thick grey blanket pinned over the window. The blackout! It had begun two days ago, much to everyone’s irritation. ARP Wardens had already started patrolling the streets ordering people to, ‘Put that light out,’ even when the light was no more than a pinprick. Dai Evans had told the one who knocked on his door to complain about the thin streak showing between the black curtains Ellis had made for the parlour to, ‘Bugger off, you nosy bastard,’ and had been threatened with a fine.

Eileen lay there for a long time until, in the far distance, she heard the peal of the Holy Rosary church bells, which meant it was time for the first Mass, time to get up. She slid furtively out of bed so as not to disturb her husband, and felt for her dressing gown. Once downstairs, she stumbled through the darkness towards the back kitchen where she removed her nightdress and washed herself from head to toe with a face flannel, scrubbing her body with unnecessary vigour as if to rid it of something unsavoury. That done, she gave a sigh of relief and slipped back into her nightclothes. She felt better, cleansed.

It was time for some light. The sunshine outside came as a welcome surprise when she took the blankets off the windows. She waved to Phoebe Crean who was drawing back her parlour curtains at the same time. Phoebe’s windows, like most in the street, were by now crisscrossed with sticky tape to reduce the effect of shattering glass following an explosion. Eileen was determined not to tape her windows or make proper blackout curtains until the war had actually begun. To do otherwise seemed defeatist, as if admitting war was a foregone conclusion – and it wasn’t, not yet, though before today was out they’d know the worst.

As she put the kettle on for tea, she wondered if millions of people all over the country were doing the same thing at the same time, and did they have the same sickly ominous feeling in their stomachs as she had?

While the kettle boiled, she went into the living room and turned the wireless on for the seven o’clock news and was met by the sound of crackling which soon gave way to some rather gloomy music. As she stood waiting for the announcer’s voice, she was surprised to hear a soft knock on the front door and went to answer it.

Jacob Singerman was standing outside. His eighty-year-old face looked drawn and tired, though he was impeccably dressed as usual, in a frayed white shirt and his best brown suit. His shabby shoes were highly polished and his wispy grey hair still damp from his attempts to comb it flat.

‘I saw your curtains coming down, Eileen,’ he said, ‘and I wondered if I could listen to the news on your wireless?’ His deep voice, which still held traces of a Russian accent, trembled slightly.

‘Of course you can, Mr Singerman. You must excuse me, still in me dressing gown. Come in, luv. It’s just about to begin.’

‘This is the seven o’clock news from the BBC, on Sunday, the third of September …’

The bulletin was starting as Eileen led the old man into the living room, where they sat and listened in grave silence. According to the newsreader, there’d still been no response from Hitler to the British demand that he withdraw his troops from Poland. The broadcast finished with the announcement that there would be another bulletin in an hour’s time.

Eileen switched the set off and turned to Mr Singerman. His rheumy eyes behind his half-moon glasses were moist and full of fear.

‘I’ve been awake all night,’ he whispered. ‘I prayed there’d be some good news this morning, but he won’t turn back now. We’re on the brink of catastrophe, Eileen. Any minute …’

She patted his shrivelled, parchment-coloured hand, feeling glad there was someone to comfort and take her mind off her own despair. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea, luv.’

The kettle was boiling away in the back kitchen and the window had misted up with steam. As Eileen stirred the pot vigorously – Mr Singerman liked his tea strong – she decided Hitler must be stark raving mad. Two days ago, despite all the warnings, his troops had brazenly marched into Poland, an invading army, and seemed intent on staying there.

‘I don’t understand it,’ she said, as she returned with the tea. ‘Why do countries want to invade other countries? People should be left to get on with their own lives in their own way.’

Mr Singerman shrugged his stooped, narrow shoulders. ‘It’s something in a lot of men. It goes right back to the Romans, Alexander, Genghis Khan, Napoleon, the lust for power and territory. Now they have such terrible, dangerous weapons and each war seems more unspeakable and bloody than the one before. They called the last, ‘the war to end all wars’. I should never have believed them.’ His face crumpled. ‘Oh, why did I let my Ruth go to Austria?’ he wailed.

He seemed on the verge of tears, a sad, lonely old widower whose wife had died in childbirth at the age of forty while giving birth to their only daughter, Ruth. Eileen had never known Ruth, but the neighbours had told her the whole story. ‘Oh, she was such a lovely girl, Eileen. Spoilt rotten, mind you, because Mr Singerman, he doted on her. He went without to pay for her piano lessons. Going to be a proper pianist, she was.’

For Ruth’s twenty-first birthday, her doting father’s gift was to spend his entire savings on a three-month holiday in Austria, where Ruth would stay with his brother. ‘He only wanted to show her off, like, Eileen. Let everyone see what a lovely girl he had. You never saw anything like the clothes she had to go with.’

That was nineteen years ago, and Ruth had never returned. She’d fallen in love with a dentist and got married. Mr Singerman, retired by then from his tailor’s shop due to failing eyesight, and eking out a living from the small rent he received from the former assistant who’d taken the business over, could never afford to visit her, though Ruth wrote, often, sending snapshots of the grandchildren he’d never seen, which were proudly displayed on the sideboard in his home. But for more than a year now, since Austria had been forcibly taken over by Germany, there’d been nothing. No letters, no more snapshots, just an awful silence.

‘That was a long time ago, luv,’ Eileen said softly. ‘You couldn’t possibly have known what was going to happen.’

There were rumours, terrible rumours, nothing that you read about in the papers, but Mr Singerman seemed to have heard them, about what Hitler was doing to the Jews. It wasn’t only Ruth and her family who’d disappeared. He’d spoken of camps – what were they called, Eileen racked her brains – concentration camps, where Jews were put to die, along with Communists and mentally defective people like Phoebe Crean’s two boys. Though Eileen found this difficult to believe. Nobody, not even Hitler, could be so wicked.

‘I’d better be getting back. I’m holding you up.’ He struggled to rise, but she put her hand on his sleeve, noting how thin, almost skeletal, his arm felt.

‘Don’t go, luv. Stay and have another cup of tea. I’ll be making a bite to eat soon and they said there’d be more news at eight o’clock.’

He looked grateful. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind, Eileen?’

‘I wouldn’t ask if I minded, would I?’ She managed a grin.

‘You’re very kind. This is the sort of day people shouldn’t be alone.’

‘You’ll never be alone in Pearl Street, Mr Singerman,’ Eileen chided. ‘Anyroad, I expect Paddy O’Hara’ll be along any minute wanting to know what the latest news is, along with one or two other folk who haven’t got a wireless. I’ve felt a bit like the BBC meself during the last few days.’

‘I’m surprised your Francis isn’t down yet.’ The old man had begun to look a little more cheerful.

‘He’s having a bit of a lie-in this morning,’ she explained. ‘He was out late last night with his mates.’

‘That was a fine thing he did, Eileen, joining the Territorials. He’s a fine man altogether, is Francis Costello.’

‘Everyone says that, Mr Singerman,’ Eileen said. Then she sighed. ‘I’ll just pour you another cup of tea, luv, then get dressed. There’ll be lots of visitors today, and it’s about time I made meself look respectable.’

‘You look lovely, Eileen. You always do.’

‘Why, thank you, Mr Singerman.’

She poured a cup for Tony as well and took it up to him, though Francis wouldn’t approve if he knew. The room was bright with sunlight and Tony was already awake, his glasses on, reading a comic. Eileen hadn’t bothered with blackout in his room. It had been daylight when Tony had gone to bed and she’d instructed him on no account to switch the light on if he woke during the night. ‘Otherwise we’ll have one of them ARP wardens banging on the door.’

‘Has the war started yet?’

Her hand, outstretched to stroke his fine blond hair, stopped in mid-air. The question took her by surprise, the expression on his face even more so. He looked quite animated, as if he hoped her answer would be in the affirmative.

‘No, it hasn’t,’ she said sharply. Instead of stroking his head, she shook his shoulder impatiently.

‘We’re going to beat bloody hell out of them Jerries, just like we did the last time,’ he said complacently. ‘I’m keeping me gun under me piller, just in case.’ He produced a tin pistol. ‘Gosh, Mam, it’s awful exciting.’

‘Don’t swear,’ she said automatically. ‘And it isn’t exciting one bit. If it happens, it’ll be bloody terrible.’

He smiled at her cheekily. He could only be cheeky with his mam. ‘Don’t swear.’

She had to smile back. ‘Come on, you little monkey. Drink the tea and get up. Mr Singerman’s downstairs. Don’t forget to bring your best jersey and trousers down. It’s Sunday.’

‘All right, Mam.’

Eileen crept into the front bedroom. Francis was still snoring. With the door ajar, there was enough light to see the clothes she’d left on the chair the night before. She scooped them up and took them out onto the landing where she quickly got dressed. Later on, when Francis was up, she’d change into her best blue crepe de Chine. In the meantime, the white blouse and fawn cotton skirt she’d worn yesterday would have to do.

Downstairs, Mr Singerman appeared to be dozing off in the chair. Eileen made her face up in the little spotted mirror over the sink in the back kitchen – a touch of rose-pink lipstick, a quick dab of face powder – and combed her long fair hair, tying it back neatly with a white ribbon. Her cheeks looked pale and she wished she had a bit of rouge to rub on them. Later on, she might go over to Sheila’s and borrow some. She thought about her recent conversation with her son. His sudden enthusiasm for war had taken her aback. Tony was such a nervous little thing normally. Still, she supposed it was better than being frightened out of his wits.

He appeared, peeping modestly around the door to see if Mr Singerman was looking. When he saw the old man was asleep, he scampered through the living room into the back kitchen in his vest and underpants, clutching his outer clothes to his chest.

‘Wash me quick, Mam, before he wakes up,’ he pleaded, and Eileen swiftly rubbed him over with a flannel. He cleaned his own teeth, something he’d been doing since he started school last Easter, and as soon as he’d finished, he shot out to the lavatory at the bottom of the yard. ‘I’m dying for a wee-wee, Mam.’

He was still there when the door to the back entry opened and the broad figure of Paddy O’Hara appeared, Spot at his heels.

Paddy O’Hara couldn’t see with his eyes, but saw more with his mind than people with the most perfect sight, and one thing he could see was that 16 Pearl Street was not a happy house and Eileen Costello was not a happy woman.

Which puzzled him somewhat. She was lovely. Even if the neighbours hadn’t confirmed it was the case, he would have known. He could tell by the swish of her long hair, the smoothness of her hands on his when she led him indoors, her soft, welcoming voice. He could sense her beauty, just as he could sense the sadness which he couldn’t understand. After all, she was married to a good, generous man, free with his money, always the first to buy a round of drinks in the pub. Everybody liked Francis Costello, who was on the Corporation and had a responsible job in the offices of the Mersey Docks & Harbour Board. Not only that, Number 16 was the finest house in the street, the only one to have electricity, and Eileen had a modern gas stove to cook on, when every other woman had to use the big iron range in the living room.

Eileen had shown him the new fireplace which had been installed in place of the range. ‘What colour is it?’ he asked, running his fingers over the smooth cold tiles.

‘Dark green,’ she replied, sighing, and Paddy, trying to remember what dark green looked like and thinking of wet winter grass, wondered at the same time why she should sigh instead of being over the moon as most women would.

‘Must’ve cost a pretty packet,’ he said shrewdly.

‘Y’reckon?’

There’d been a tinge of irony in her words and Paddy, with his finely tuned senses, had understood immediately. The fireplace had cost nothing! It had probably been destined for one of those new houses the Corpy were building, and the gas stove had no doubt come the same way. And Francis had almost certainly got Corpy workmen in to do the work once he got the landlord’s approval, including the electric wiring, as ‘foreigners’, and just given them a few bob for their trouble. Well, nowt wrong with that, except if you were Jack Doyle’s daughter. Jack was as straight as a die. So Eileen disapproved, but it still didn’t account for her all-consuming unhappiness.

He was about to knock on the back door when it was opened. He knew it was Eileen before she spoke, recognising the sweet smell of her face powder and the lemon soap she used – and something else! He felt a pang of raw gut envy. Francis had made love to his wife during the night.

Eileen touched his face briefly as she always did and said, ‘Hallo, Paddy,’ in a tremulous voice, and he knew immediately there was something terribly wrong this morning and wondered, as always, what it could be. She gently took his arm and led him inside. ‘Mr Singerman’s here.’

‘Top of the morning, Jacob. You’re up early today,’ Paddy said jovially as he went into the living room.

‘Who can sleep, Paddy, with this hanging over us?’ the old man replied gloomily, little realising he’d been dozing for nearly an hour. ‘And the news is no better than it was last night.’

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Paddy settled himself in a chair. He could hear Tony trying to persuade Spot to beg for a biscuit, though neither the little dog’s appetite, nor his ability to beg, was what it used to be. Paddy resolutely refused to acknowledge the fact that one day soon Spot would die, because the loss of the dog he’d never seen, who’d been the best friend a man could ever have, was too horrendous to contemplate. Instead, he sat contentedly listening to the sounds in the kitchen. Any minute now a cup of tea would arrive. He liked being around Eileen Costello. If the truth were known, he was probably a bit in love with her, though that was something he’d keep to himself until the day he died.

The news at eight o’clock was still no better. Polish troops were bravely fighting back, but there was still no sign of Hitler withdrawing his army. There would be another bulletin in two hours’ time.

‘Hadn’t you better get your Francis up, Eileen?’ Paddy suggested. ‘I mean, if the worst comes to the worst, isn’t he supposed to report for duty, him being in the Territorials, like?’

‘I think so,’ Eileen said vaguely. ‘There’s plenty of time. He’ll get up when he’s ready.’ She was aware Mr Singerman was looking at her strangely and Paddy was frowning, ‘I’ll take a cup of tea up if he doesn’t stir soon,’ she added, which seemed to satisfy them both. She kept praying her husband would appear of his own accord so she wouldn’t have to go into that bedroom again with him in it.

She made more tea and several rounds of toast and marmalade, and just as they were finishing Dominic called for Tony to play. Eileen winced as the front door slammed and the house shook as the two departed.

‘You’re not having your Tony evacuated, then?’

‘Oh, no, Mr Singerman,’ she said quickly. ‘P’raps it’s selfish of us, but I couldn’t bear to let him go. And our Sheila’s staying – I mean, who’d take in a woman with six children, two of ’em only babies? – and what with me dad only just round the corner …’

‘A lot of children went on Friday,’ the old man sighed. ‘Pearl Street seemed uncommonly quiet yesterday. I never thought I’d miss the sound of the children playing outside, but I did.’

‘They’ll be back, Jacob, don’t you worry,’ Paddy grinned. ‘And you’ll be able to have a good old moan again.’

The children had gone in charabancs to safer areas, away from Bootle and the expected air-raids. Freda and Dicky Tutty had left for Southport, and neither had taken a scrap of luggage with them.

To Eileen’s relief, the slam of the front door appeared to have woken Francis. She heard the bed springs creak. He was getting up. Once he heard voices downstairs, he’d probably want some warm water to get washed in private.

She jumped to her feet. ‘There’s Francis now,’ she said brightly. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll just slip round to the Holy Rosary for the nine o’clock Mass and I’ll take our Tony with us. I’ll leave the front door open, case anybody else drops in to listen to the wireless. Y’can tell Francis there’s a cup of tea in the pot when he comes down.’

If he wanted warm water he’d just have to whistle for it.

The church was unusually crowded. Eileen saw a lot of people who didn’t normally attend Mass except at Christmas and Easter. There was a tension in the air and during prayers, instead of the usual coughs and the sound of people shuffling around trying to make themselves comfortable on the wooden kneelers, you could have heard a pin drop, as if the congregation were praying especially hard. Father Jordan’s sermon was a plaintive call for common sense and reason.

‘S’not much good asking us to be reasonable,’ Eileen heard someone say when they were outside. ‘No-one’s asked us if we want a war or not. Fact, no-one ever asks us anything. We just get told what to do and we bloody well go and do it, even if it means going out and getting bloody killed!’

She smiled to herself. It sounded just like her dad.

Tony, chattering nineteen to the dozen, skipped along beside her as they walked home along Marsh Lane, which was crowded with people in their best clothes going to and from their various churches or out buying a newspaper. Everyone looked very grave, and one or two self-consciously carried their gas masks in cases over their shoulders. There was none of the normal lighthearted Sunday atmosphere, despite the fact it was such a lovely, sunny day; balmy and exceptionally warm for September. Apart from the newsagent’s, the shops were closed and shuttered.

‘Why doesn’t grandad ever go to Mass, Mam?’

‘Because he’s an atheist, luv. You ask me that question nearly every Sunday.’

‘Is me Uncle Sean an atheist, too?’

‘I don’t think Sean’s ever given it much thought. He was only two when your grandma died, so he didn’t have her example, not like your Auntie Sheila and me. Your grandad never cared if Sean went to Mass or not.’

‘Me dad doesn’t always go to Mass, either.’ He frowned and his glasses slipped halfway down his little
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