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And now for Paul, the second one


Put Out the Fires
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Later on the girls began to sing, but that night they sang only sad songs, The Old Lamplighter and Among My Souvenirs. How many more sad songs would they sing, thought Eileen, close to tears, before the damn war was over and the world returned to normal? Not that things would ever be normal again for her. Nick had gone, that lovely part of her life had ended. When the time came to leave Francis, she and Tony would have to strike out on their own, she thought listlessly. She did her best to push Nick to the back of her mind and concentrate on work, because it seemed selfish to be preoccupied with her own affairs when people were dying everywhere. At least Nick was alive.

It seemed only appropriate that the klaxon should blare out a warning that a raid had started just after eight o’clock. They trooped down to the shelter, but the raid wasn’t a long one. The women returned to the workshop, and for the last hour at Dunnings, no-one sang at all.
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In all, Bootle experienced 502 air-raid alerts, the final one on 29 December, 1942. Eighty-five per cent of its buildings were damaged, and 1,886 civilians were killed or injured. This small independent borough, hardly mentioned in the chronicles of the Second World War, suffered by far the highest proportion of deaths per 1,000 of the population on Merseyside. It is very difficult to compare like with like in any examination of the statistics of death by enemy action, but it would appear that Bootle suffered more than any other town in the United Kingdom.

The Home Port, by B. J. Marsh and S. Almond

I would like to express my sincerest thanks to Cathy Hankin, not just for her memories of what happened, but for the research she did on my behalf which helped me to write this book.


Prologue

It was in September 1939 that Adolf Hitler despatched his troops into Poland, and Britain and France were drawn into a war for which neither was prepared. One terrible year later, the seemingly invincible German army had swept brutally across Europe, leaving death and destruction in its wake, until almost the entire continent had been conquered.

Now, separated from the advancing enemy only by the English Channel, Great Britain stood alone . . .


Chapter 1

What had happened to the person who had gazed back at her from the chrome mirror over the mantelpiece in the parlour only that morning; the happy woman with sparkling eyes and fresh pink skin, a woman so obviously and radiantly in love?

Eileen Costello stared thoughtfully at her blurred reflection in the window of the Dock Road pub. The glass had been painted dark inside for the blackout, turning the window into a mirror.

The woman had disappeared, gone forever, to be replaced by someone with lank blonde hair and a pale drawn face and dead, expressionless eyes.

And what had happened to the day that had started off as had no other, the day that was going to be the happiest of her life?

You needed to go back a whole year to work it out, right back to the very day war had been declared and Francis had gone off within an hour of the declaration, looking smart and debonair in his khaki uniform, and suddenly, after six years of marriage, she was free!

It was bliss without his domineering presence. Tony blossomed and stopped jumping at the least sound, and she got a job – something Francis had always forbidden – working on a lathe in a munitions factory. Eileen smiled to herself, scarcely noticing she was being jostled by people who came hurrying around the corner. Several glanced curiously at the lovely blonde girl, rather oddly dressed in an old tweed coat that contrasted sharply with her smart straw hat and high-heeled shoes, who was standing on the pavement staring vacantly into a blackened pub window at half past seven on a Saturday evening.

It had been an education working at Dunnings. The conversation that went on between the girls above the sound of the machinery would have made a navvy blush, but she’d grown fond of her workmates and they were almost like a second family.

So, there she was at twenty-six, earning a good wage – more than Francis had ever done – an independent woman in her own right, with control over her own body for the first time in six years. And she was happy, happier than she’d ever been before. In fact, she felt rather guilty that the war, which had brought misery to so many people, had altered her own life out of all proportion for the better.

That was when she decided she didn’t want Francis back.

She knew it would cause a furore in Pearl Street. No self-respecting woman booted her husband out, no matter what the blighter might have been up to – not that anyone, even her own family, knew what went on behind the front door of Number 16. A woman was expected to grit her teeth and make the best of things. But Eileen Costello, flushed with freedom and a newfound sense of her own worth, decided she’d had enough.

There was a rumbling from up above as a train ran along the tracks of the overhead railway in the direction of Liverpool, and a sudden tremendous whooshing sound from inside a nearby warehouse as grain was emptied into a silo. On the Dock Road itself, work seemed to be grinding to a halt. There were slightly fewer people about than before, less bustle.

Of course, Francis wasn’t exactly pleased when she wrote and told him he was no longer welcome at home – and neither was her sister, Sheila. Sheila thought wedding vows were for life and you should stick by your man ‘till death us do part’, though Jack Doyle had taken the news his beloved son-in-law wasn’t all he was cracked up to be surprisingly well. As for Sheila, she soon changed her mind when, last Christmas, Francis came home on leave and forced his way into the house, and she walked in unexpectedly to find her sister being strangled to death with a towel. That was the day the fateful word ‘divorce’ had first been uttered, and now even Sheila approved. Sheila, who was in the Legion of Mary, and had a house stuffed full of holy pictures and statues, who went to church whenever she had a spare minute – even she didn’t think wedding vows meant you had to spend the rest of your life with a man who’d nearly murdered you. The sisters had decided not to tell their dad about the incident because big Jack Doyle would kill any man who laid a hand on one of his children, and Francis wasn’t worth swinging for.

‘Penny for them!’

Eileen nearly fainted. If there’d been any colour left in her cheeks, she felt it drain away as she clutched the windowsill of the pub for support.

‘Eh, are you all right?’

She blinked as her arm was grabbed by someone who regarded her with genuine concern, a weedy slip of a boy in a sailor’s uniform whose round hat barely reached her shoulder. ‘I was miles away,’ she muttered. ‘You gave me a bit of a fright.’

‘It’s Eileen, isn’t it? Sean Doyle’s sister?’

‘That’s right. I’m sorry . . .’ She felt uncomfortable that he knew her name and she didn’t recognise him from Adam.

He removed his hat to reveal a head of tight carrot-coloured curls. His rather sharp features were a mass of orange freckles, and his eyes the green of tinned peas. His unusual fruit and vegetable appearance tugged a cord in her memory. She realised now she’d definitely met him before.

‘I was in the same class as your Sean at St Joan of Arc’s. I used to come round to your house in Garnet Street.’

‘I remember now,’ Eileen cried, for some reason glad of a familiar face just then. ‘Ronnie Kennedy!’

‘You’re almost there.’ He seemed gratified she’d remembered. ‘It’s Donnie. Donnie Kennedy.’

Eileen frowned. ‘What are you doing in uniform?’

‘I’ve been called up,’ he said proudly. ‘I was eighteen last June. I’ve been down in Portsmouth doing me training. I expect it’ll be your Sean’s turn soon. He’s about six months younger than me.’

‘Jaysus! I still think of our Sean as a little boy,’ she gasped, horrified. ‘It hadn’t entered me head he’d be called up soon.’

‘Me mam said much the same,’ Donnie nodded. ‘She nearly had hysterics when me papers arrived.’ Despite the fact he looked little more than a child, he seemed very mature and confident. She vaguely remembered he had been a cocky little bugger when he’d come round to the house to see Sean, and the uniform appeared to have added to his idea of his own importance.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ he asked, concerned again. Donnie Kennedy felt rather chuffed at the idea of making a fuss of Sean Doyle’s sister. She was a proper bobby dazzler, and he’d had a bit of a crush on her all those years ago, despite the fact she was so much older and way beyond his reach. ‘You looked as if you’d seen a ghost when I first spoke.’ Then, with a rush of nerve, he jingled the coins in his pocket and said daringly, ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘A drink!’ She looked down at him vaguely, as if she’d never heard of such a thing as a drink before. ‘Not really, but I’d love a ciggie, Donnie, if you’ve got one. I came out without mine.’ She’d just snatched a coat off the rack in the hall, desperate to get out of the house and think things through by herself, leaving the mess behind for her dad and Sheila to take care of for the time being.

‘Of course!’ Donnie fumbled eagerly in his pocket and held out a pack of Woodbines. She took one gratefully and he struck a match and was about to light it, when she removed the ciggie from her mouth and glanced around uneasily.

Donnie recognised her dilemma immediately. A respectable woman would never be seen smoking on the street. Their eyes met and Eileen smiled ruefully. ‘I wouldn’t mind a lemonade,’ she said, though drinking in a Dock Road pub was almost as bad as smoking in public. Her dad would have a fit if he found out, but if she didn’t have a smoke soon she’d burst.

It came as a bit of a relief to find you could scarcely see inside the pub, what with the darkened windows and just two gas jets burning behind the bar. She could feel the sawdust scattered on the otherwise bare wooden floor, and once her eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior, she saw the place was crowded and ducked her head as she made for an empty table tucked out of the way in a corner. Fortunately, the customers, predominantly male, were too engrossed in their conversation to notice her. She removed her coat and lit the cigarette, whilst Donnie went over to the bar for the drinks.

‘Penny for them!’

For one painful, exquisite moment she’d thought it was Nick; that he’d come to Bootle searching for her, demanding to know why she’d hadn’t turned up at Exchange Station to meet him as they’d planned. She’d sent Tony along to the station with the news that she couldn’t come and why, but today was to have been the start of their life together. He might want to hear from her own lips the reason for letting him down.

‘Penny for them!’ His first words. She remembered them as clearly as if he’d spoken five minutes ago, not ten months, and not just the words, but the timbre of his voice, the amused expression in it, the warm smile on his long, sensitive face as he looked down at her in the restaurant in Southport. It had been December, and she was sitting alone by a Christmas tree with the sound of carols in the background. At first, she’d thought he was merely trying to pick her up, but it turned out he lived in Melling and recognised her from Dunnings. Nick Stephens was a scientist, and she’d never in all her life met anyone as grand as a scientist before, but somehow that didn’t seem to matter as they began to fall in love . . .

The memories flooded back for the umpteenth time that day. The Easter weekend in London when they’d first made love, the last night when they’d danced to We’ll Meet Again. Nick had decided it was their song and every time she heard it on the wireless, she thought of him and London. He’d lifted her up and twirled her round and round and round until she felt as if she would disappear altogether because it was so unreal, because it didn’t seem right that anyone should be allowed so much happiness . . .

‘Here you are.’ Donnie put a glass of lemonade on the table along with a small tot of spirits. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but you look as if you need it. It’s whisky, a double.’

‘Oh, Donnie, you shouldn’t have,’ she protested. ‘I didn’t bring me purse with me, either, I came out in such a rush, so I can’t give you any money.’

‘That’s all right,’ he said modestly. He didn’t knock on he hadn’t paid for the drinks. Someone at the bar had bought them. Since he’d been in uniform, Donnie had been receiving all the attention he’d always thought he deserved but, owing to his small stature and rather unprepossessing appearance, was aware he never got. Now, not only did he get drinks pressed upon him whenever he entered a pub, but an old lady had actually stood up on the tram into town that day and offered him her seat. ‘Here you are, son, sit down and take the weight off your feet,’ though he’d refused, of course. A barrow girl outside Reece’s Restaurant had given him a big rosy apple and urged him to, ‘Give that bloody Adolf a kick up the arse from me,’ and all sorts of people wanted to shake his hand and thump his shoulder and tell him what a brave fellow he was.

He lit a cigarette, looked Eileen up and down and, plucking up his courage, said in his best man-of-the-world fashion, ‘You look nice, if you don’t mind me saying. In fact, you look like you’ve been to a wedding.’ She wore a pink moygashel suit with a wide belt that accentuated her slim waist.

‘I have,’ she replied. ‘Me friend, Annie Poulson, got married again this afternoon. I was matron of honour.’

Donny’s green eyes widened. ‘Annie Poulson? Didn’t her lads come through Dunkirk?’

‘That’s right, Terry and Joe. It was in the Bootle Times.’

‘I don’t halfhope I see some action like that!’ He actually sounded envious.

Eileen puffed on her cigarette, suddenly angry. ‘I reckon your mam would do her nut if she could hear you. Poor Annie nearly went out of her mind with worry while the lads were in France.’

‘Well, women don’t take to war like men,’ he said loftily.

‘That’s ’cos they’ve got more sense,’ Eileen replied in a tart voice.
 
Instead of being hurt at the put-down, Donny felt a sense of exhilaration at the fact that Eileen Doyle – he couldn’t remember her married name – actually considered him mature enough to engage in a proper philosophical discussion about the war. He’d had the same discussion often with his mam, though it usually ended up with her in tears when she was quite likely to give him a swift backhander, uniform or no uniform.

‘But we’ve got to stop Hitler,’ he ventured. ‘If we don’t, the whole world will end up under the heel of the Nazi jackboot.’ He felt sure she’d be impressed with that, which he’d read in the Daily Herald.

‘I know,’ she said tiredly and clearly unimpressed. ‘But there’s no need to get so much enjoyment out of it.’

‘I’d certainly enjoy killing a few Germans,’ Donny said with relish.

‘I’m sure you would. Our Tony’s just as bad, and he’s only six. He goes to bed every night with a toy gun under his pillow.’

‘I won’t have a gun of me own, seeing as I’ve trained to be a signalman.’

He sounded wistful, and Eileen hid a smile as she began to sip the whisky. ‘Never mind. Signalman sounds very responsible, probably one of the most important jobs on the ship.’

‘I reckon so,’ he said, nodding gravely. ‘Drink doing you good, like?’

‘I think it is.’ The whisky felt warm and rather comforting as it slipped down, and she began to relax.

‘Take a good mouthful,’ Donnie advised, so she did, and he began to imagine telling his mates when he went on board ship next day about the lovely blonde, a real stunner and married to boot, whom he’d taken out the night before. ‘We had a few drinks, then . . .’ He stopped, because he couldn’t visualise Eileen Doyle doing anything other than finishing the drink and going home. Still, he could make up a good story by tomorrow to impress them all. He began to wonder exactly what was wrong. What was she doing on the Docky when she’d just been to a wedding, and why had she been standing outside the pub looking so lost and alone? She’d nearly jumped out of her skin when he spoke.

‘I was planning on moving house today,’ she said suddenly. ‘A friend of mine’s got this lovely cottage in Melling – that’s where I work,’ she explained, ‘in Dunnings, the munitions factory. I was hoping to get away from the air-raids.’ ‘I’d hate to come back and find you and Tony weren’t here for me,’ Nick had said when she protested she didn’t want to leave her family.

‘Why didn’t you?’ asked Donnie.

‘I missed the train,’ she said, then, as if realising this wasn’t an adequate explanation, added in a tight anguished voice, ‘Something came up.’ She finished the whisky in a single gulp.

‘Would you like another?’

‘No, ta,’ she said firmly. ‘Me head already feels as if it belongs to someone else.’

Donnie began to run his finger anxiously around the top of his glass. ‘I won’t half be worried about me mam and dad and our Clare when I’m away at sea, what with the raids getting worse and worse. There were three hundred killed in London last Saturday.’ According to his mam, a night hadn’t passed without the siren going since the beginning of September. ‘That was a right old pounding Bootle got on Tuesday.’

‘Well,’ said Eileen with a hard smile, ‘that’s merely another aspect of the war which you men are so fond of.’ She didn’t wait for his reply, but went on, ‘I have a friend, a scientist, who had a good deferred job in Kirkby. He would have been quite safe till the war was over. ’Stead, he insisted on joining the RAF. The last few months he could have been killed any minute . . .’ She broke off. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of young pilots had died as the Luftwaffe tried to wipe the British Air Force off the face of the earth in a terrible battle of attrition, but not Nick. At least not so far. He was, for the moment, quite safe and sound in Melling, perhaps still hoping she’d turn up.

Donnie had been well to the fore in the queue when brains were handed out, and he began to put two and two together. She had a ‘friend’ with a cottage in Melling, and another who’d joined the RAF. Some sixth sense told him the friends were one and the same person and Eileen Doyle was almost certainly having an affair, which gave her an added air of mystery and only made her more seductive in his eyes. He glanced at her keenly. The whisky had brought a flush to her smooth cheeks. She was a bit too wholesome to be termed beautiful; there was a touch of the farmer’s daughter in her fresh, regular features and creamy hair which she wore in an unusual style, not permed like most women, but dead straight and in a fringe on her forehead, though her dad, big Jack Doyle, had probably been no nearer the countryside than his own. Her soft violet-blue eyes were moist, as if she might cry any minute. He felt a strong rush of sympathy and thought, somewhat wryly, that even if Eileen Doyle undressed on the spot and offered herself to him, he would turn her down, because she was too upset to know what she was doing and probably slightly drunk. He racked his brains to remember who she was married to. What was he like? Well, there was no harm in asking.

‘What does your husband do, Eileen?’ he enquired casually.

‘Me husband?’ She looked slightly startled, as if she’d forgotten she had one. ‘Oh, Francis was in the Territorials when the war started, like, so he was called up straight away. The Royal Tank Regiment were sent to Egypt last February.’

Francis! Of course, Francis Costello, who worked for the Mersey Docks & Harbour Board and had a seat on Bootle Corporation. Donnie remembered the chap distinctly. He was one of those silver-tongued Irishmen with the gift of the gab who was great mates with Jack Doyle. Everyone spoke highly of Francis, though Donnie, more astute than most, hadn’t taken to him much. He seemed a bit of a fake, insincere, as if everything he said was only to impress people.

‘I suppose you miss him, like?’ he probed.

‘I suppose,’ she replied listlessly, which Donnie took to mean she didn’t miss him at all, though she missed the ‘friend’, the one with the cottage in Melling who’d joined the RAF. She gave a funny, cracked laugh and seemed to pull herself together. ‘I’m not exactly cheerful company, am I, luv? Anyroad, I’d best be going. I only came out for a breath of fresh air, like, and I’ve been gone for ages. It’ll take half an hour or more to get back, and me feet are killing me in these shoes.’

‘I’ll walk with you,’ he said with alacrity, wishing he was big enough to carry her, which he would have offered to do willingly if she’d let him. ‘In fact, I might call on your Sean. I haven’t seen him since I got me uniform.’

‘Well I never!’ she said in surprise as soon as they were outside. ‘The sun’s come out.’

The dark clouds which had appeared when she left the house, as if in sympathy with her mood, had completely disappeared and the sky was a dusky blue. The sun itself was out of sight, but the tops of the ships anchored behind the high dock walls were suffused with an unnaturally vivid light.

A cart passed them, drawn by two horses, magnificent beasts, their sleek bodies as black as coal and with tumbling silken manes. The wooden wheels bumped on the uneven surface of the road, and the driver held the reins loosely in his hands, as if fully confident the animals needed no directions. His shoulders were hunched and he looked tired, as well he might, for he’d probably begun work before the crack of dawn.

‘I love the Docky,’ Eileen said with a catch in her voice. ‘When we were little, me and our Sheila used to come and meet me dad when it was time for him to hand in his tally. I was a bit scared in those days. The high walls made me feel as if we were walking on the very bottom of the world.’ She also loved the smells, even if some weren’t exactly pleasant; the aroma of oils and spices, of carpets and tea and coal, and all the million and one imports and exports that came from and went to places all over the world. The atmosphere was alien, slightly mysterious, and even now, at this late hour, there were scores of black, brown and yellow faces around, and the gabble of a dozen different tongues.

‘Me dad said Liverpool Docks are the next to biggest in the world,’ Donnie said, as proudly as if he were the owner.

Eileen nodded. ‘That’s right, only those in Hamburg are bigger.’ They began to walk in the direction of Bootle. ‘Have you finished your training, Donnie?’ Eileen asked.

‘Oh, yes.’ He squared his shoulders importantly. ‘I take up me first posting tomorrow. I’m on a corvette guarding a convoy of merchant marine all the way to America.’

‘Our Cal, that’s Calum Reilly, our Sheila’s husband, he’s a merchant seaman and due back from America any minute, God willing.’ She crossed herself briefly, the way his mam often did. It wasn’t only in the air that the battle for survival was being fought. The carnage at sea, the loss of life and tonnage of ships being destroyed, was getting more and more horrendous by the day as German U-boats prowled the Atlantic in their search for prey. She looked down at him quickly. ‘You’ll take care of yourself, won’t you, Donnie?’
 
‘Oh, you can bet your life on that!’ he said cockily. He couldn’t wait to serve his country and give old Hitler the promised kick up the arse. On the other hand, although he did his best not to think about the dangers that lay ahead, sometimes, alone in the middle of the night, he felt quite scared. You had to be devoid of imagination completely, and Donnie had more imagination than most, not to visualise the ship being torpedoed and him tossed into the icy waters of the Atlantic and struggling to stay above the waves. Or, perhaps worse, trapped by fire in the signalroom and roasting, ever so slowly, to death. There were half a dozen of his mates who’d already lost their dads or older brothers at sea, and his mam behaved as if Donnie had already had a death sentence passed on him. He was only eighteen, thought Donnie, panicking suddenly, and didn’t want to die. There were all sorts of things he wanted to do with his life, and dying young wasn’t one of them. One day, he’d like to meet a girl like Eileen Doyle and get married . . .

To Donnie’s horror, he felt his eyes fill with tears and he prayed Eileen wouldn’t notice. He’d been trying to impress her as a man of the world, and here he was on the brink of crying in the street like a little boy.

‘Just a minute, I’ve got something in me eye.’ The tears were by now coursing down his cheeks.

The lie didn’t work.

‘Oh, luv!’ She pushed him into a doorway and took him in her arms and there they were, in the clinch Donnie had been imagining ever since they met, but there was nothing romantic about it as she patted his back like a baby and said, ‘There, now. There.’

‘I went into town this avvy to buy me mam and dad and our Clare their Christmas presents,’ he sobbed, ‘in case I was dead by the time it came. Then I walked home along the Docky, because it’s where I used play when I was a kid and I thought I might never see it again.’

When he was a kid! He was little more than a kid now, thought Eileen in despair. What a terrible world it had become, when lads of eighteen expected to be dead by Christmas!

‘I’ll say a special prayer for you every night, Donnie,’ she vowed. ‘Perhaps you can drop in and see us whenever you’re home, just so’s I know you’re all right, like.’ He was a kind lad, and had been a tremendous help that day. ‘Come on, now, luv, dry your eyes and we’ll go home.’

‘I don’t think I’ll call on Sean,’ he sniffed. ‘I’ll go back to me mam and dad and have a game of Snakes and Ladders with our Clare. It’s me last night . . .’ He stopped and gave his nose a good blow on a rather grubby handkerchief.

‘That’s a good idea,’ she said comfortably. Anyroad, knowing Sean, he’d be out with one of his never-ending stream of girlfriends.

They scarcely spoke again the rest of the way as they turned off the Dock Road and walked passed the Goods Yard and through the warren of narrow streets of two-up, two-down terraced houses where they lived. Eileen seemed lost in thought and Donnie felt too embarrassed to say another word. What on earth would she think of him, breaking down like that?

‘This is our street,’ he said awkwardly when they reached the Chaucer Arms, and she came to, blinking, as if she’d forgotten he was there. He almost wished he could run away without another word.

‘Take care,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget, I’ll be praying for you.’

‘Ta.’ He shuffled his feet awkwardly. ‘I hope you come through the raids all right, and . . .’ He wanted to say he hoped her RAF friend would come through, too. Instead, just to be polite, he said, ‘And I hope your husband comes home safe and sound.’

To his surprise, she gave a little bitter laugh. ‘There’s no need to worry about Francis, he’s quite safe, if not entirely sound. He arrived back unexpectedly this afternoon and they’re going to discharge him from the army. He’s home for good.’


Chapter 2

Eileen waited on the corner for Donnie to wave goodbye. But she waited in vain, for the small hunched figure merely crossed the street and went into the house without a glance in her direction. No doubt he felt awkward bursting into tears like that, she thought as she continued towards home. She reckoned, somewhat sadly, that she’d probably never see Donnie Kennedy again unless they met by accident.

It had been four o’clock exactly, and she’d been about to slam the door on 16 Pearl Street for the final time, already late for Nick, having missed the train through no fault of her own, when an ambulance turned into the street, bringing Francis Costello home to his family. Eileen was put in the worst predicament she’d ever known; how could you walk out and meet your lover when your husband had returned injured from North Africa?

Sheila thought she should have gone and let Francis look after himself. ‘I would have, if it was me.’ His head was heavily bandaged and he’d lost the sight of his left eye, but he could walk and talk and indeed had seemed quite cheerful when he arrived. ‘You owe him nothing, Eileen,’ Sheila cried. ‘Nothing!’

By not going, she was letting Nick and Tony down, Sheila added, working herself up into a proper lather. Tony couldn’t wait to live in Melling in the cottage with black beams on the ceiling and roses around the door and apple trees and strawberries in the garden. He’d been looking forward to sleeping in the room with the new curtains which Mr Singerman had made on the window. Most of all, he was looking forward to having Nick for a dad, because his real dad made him feel unhappy most of the time.

‘For Jaysus sake, girl,’ Sheila said scathingly, ‘there’s a war on. You should snatch at happiness if it chances to come your way, ’cos by this time next week you might be dead. The most important people are the ones you love,’ which all seemed strange to Eileen, because Sheila was the religious one, not her. She couldn’t have just walked away. She couldn’t have lived with Nick, or, more importantly, with herself, if she had. She felt split in two, utterly divided between love for one man and responsibility to another – though if she’d caught the train it might have been different. She would never know how she would have felt, once ensconced in Melling with Nick before she’d learnt Francis was home.

She imagined Nick sitting in the cottage alone. What was he thinking? How was he feeling? She’d slipped along in her dinner hour yesterday and set the table with a new white cloth and freshly polished cutlery ready for today’s tea, so the place would look homely and welcoming when they arrived for the start of their life together – not that Nick would be there for long. He had a fortnight’s leave due to a broken wrist, but once the time was up, he’d be back to the damn Spitfires he loved so much. In the meantime, there was a tin of salmon in the larder, along with a pound of home-grown tomatoes bought from a woman in the village who grew them in her own greenhouse, plus her and Tony’s entire week’s butter ration. Unlike them, Nick hadn’t been brought up on margarine, and claimed it tasted like petrol.

If only she hadn’t missed the train! The thought of what might have been ‘if only’, of lying in Nick’s arms that night, his lovely brown eyes smiling into hers, caused an ache so fierce she felt as if a knife had been driven through her.

She must have been walking in a dream, because she didn’t hear the music, and all of a sudden found herself in Pearl Street, when she’d meant to avoid everyone by going down the entry of the neighbouring street and entering the house by the back way.

Although Annie and Chris had left for their honeymoon hours ago, the reception was still in full swing and most people remained outside as if trying to squeeze as much enjoyment as they could out of the occasion, for Pearl Street loved nothing more than a party. The women wore their best frocks, as befitted a wedding, though the men who clustered around the King’s Arms on the corner with their pints of ale had long since loosened their stiff collars and removed their ties. Children playing tick darted in and out of the grown-ups, their voices sounding extra high and extra loud, even above the music, on the still evening air. There weren’t so many children about as usual, as quite a few had been re-evacuated to places like Wales and Southport when the air-raids had begun. Eileen noticed Tony wasn’t there. When she left he’d been in the back yard kicking a football against the wall with a monotonous regularity that would have got on her nerves had she not known the reason for it. Tony didn’t want Francis back any more than she did.

The atmosphere in the street was carefree with an undercurrent of defiant excitement, as if everyone were saying to themselves, ‘We know there’s a war on, but that’s not going to stop us from having a good time!’
 
In Number 3, the parlour window had been shoved up as high as it would go and Mr Singerman was playing Tipperary Mary on the piano. People clapped their hands in time to the music as Agnes Donovan and Ellis Evans did an improvised jig, lifting their skirts as they approached each other with a sort of wary caution, elbows jutting, feet lifting daintily on the confetti-covered cobbles. Ellis was almost twice Aggies’s size, yet she seemed the lighter as they joined arms and skipped a circle, changed arms and skipped another. The women’s frocks were as familiar to Eileen as the clothes in her own wardrobe; Ellis’s blue brocade, bought for a wedding a decade or more ago, was becoming decidedly the worse for wear, as if the creases stubbornly refused to be pressed out for the hundredth or more time. Aggie’s brown wool with the turquoise beads like birds’ eggs on the bodice, seemed to get bigger the more she wore it; either that, or her already skinny frame was shrinking further in her old age.

Mr Singerman increased the tempo and Eileen imagined his gnarled old yellow fingers skipping over the equally yellow keys of the upright piano with the painted flowers on the front. The pace was too much for Ellis whose face was already bright red, and she collapsed, panting, in an open doorway. Aggie, thirty years older, finished the jig by herself to a burst of applause.

Phoebe Crean’s two mongol lads, Harry and Owen, were dancing with each other, their faces the picture of utter happiness as they did a clumsy sort of waltz, whilst Phoebe watched over them, her own face bursting with a mixture of pride and love.

By now, the sun which had reappeared earlier was slithering out of sight for good, so that the chimneys of the fifteen houses on one side of the street were silhouetted blackly against its dark gold radiance and the slate roofs of those opposite had the appearance of melting lead. Eileen tried to slink along to Number 16 unnoticed, but she’d already been spotted. The neighbours crowded round solicitously and several grabbed her sleeve. Pearl Street had already lost two of its own to the conflict. Now another had arrived home with his head wreathed in bandages, and they were full of sympathy for his poor wife.

‘Hello, luv. How’s Francis?’

‘It’s a terrible thing for such a handsome chap to be disfigured like that.’

Mr Singerman must have noticed her arrival through the window, and came hurrying out to ask after Francis in the deep, strangely youthful voice which had never lost its Russian accent, despite the fact he’d lived in England for three-quarters of his long life.

‘He seems fine,’ Eileen assured them. ‘He’s taken it very well.’ Very well indeed, she thought wryly. He’d been quite the proud hero when he first arrived, as if he’d gained a medal, not lost an eye. ‘He was about to have a bit of a lie down when I left.’

‘Is that Eileen? Is that Eileen Costello?’ Paddy O’Hara came towards her, his white stick tapping on the cobbles.

‘Here I am, Paddy.’ Eileen touched his cheek briefly and he clasped her hand.

‘It’s a shame, a dead shame,’ he said dolefully. ‘After all, he didn’t have to join up, did he? A man of his age wouldn’t be anywhere near to getting his call-up papers yet. He’s a fine, brave man altogether, is Francis Costello.’

People always said that about Francis. People had actually wondered how she’d manage without him when he first went away. If they lived with him a little while, Eileen thought bitterly, if the women spent just one night in the same bed and put up with his disgusting behaviour, they’d soon change their minds.

Agnes Donovan squeezed Eileen’s arm hard with her bony fingers. ‘Now you mustn’t think of giving up that important job of yours. We’ll keep a lookout for Francis, and for Tony, too, while you’re at work.’ She turned to the other women. ‘Won’t we, girls?’

There was a chorus of agreement and Eileen said, touched, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without yis all, though I don’t think it’ll be necessary as far as Francis is concerned. He’s already talking about going back to work as soon as he gets his discharge from the army.’

They were the best neighbours in the world, though she was well aware that Agnes Donovan’s motives weren’t solely altruistic. Aggie liked nothing better than to manoeuvre herself into another woman’s house and poke around. Soon, rumours would circulate that so-and-so’s bedding wasn’t changed as often as it should be or their sink could be a mite cleaner. Eileen reminded herself that Aggie frequently let Sheila have her meat coupons. Deep down at heart, she was kind.

‘Anyroad,’ said Brenda Mahon, who was Sheila’s best friend, ‘once Francis is back on his feet, you can still move to Melling. It’s a shame you had to put it off.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Eileen said quickly. They knew nothing about Nick, although there’d been rumours she was having an affair. ‘I’d better be getting indoors,’ she said. ‘Else they’ll be wondering where I’ve got to.’

There was no sign of Francis inside. Her dad and sister were sitting in the living room looking glum.

‘Where is he?’ Eileen asked.
 
‘Still having a kip.’ Jack Doyle regarded his eldest girl keenly. She seemed slightly less upset than when she’d left, more grim than unhappy. He was worried sick about her. It had been obvious that she was head over heels in love with this Nick chap. Nick seemed a decent bloke, if a bit poncey, when Jack first met him. At the time, he’d thought, ‘Well, what else can you expect from someone who’s been to Cambridge University?’ But since then, Nick had become a Flying Officer in the RAF, a Battle of Britain pilot, one of a generation of young men willing to forfeit their lives to prevent the Luftwaffe claiming mastery of the skies over Britain. Anyroad, he was Eileen’s choice and that was all that mattered. Jack knew what it was like to lose the person you loved. He still grieved for his dear, dead Mollie, despite the fact she’d been gone for more than fifteen years.

The worst thing, though, Jack thought guiltily, was that it was all his fault. Eileen, as soft as a kitten and anxious to please, had only married the bastard upstairs to please her dad. He’d liked the idea of having Francis Costello for a son-in-law, the two were hand in glove when it came to politics; ‘He’s a good catch, luv, and he really fancies you.’ Not only that, she’d put up with him all that time without saying a word.

‘I’m sorry I took so long,’ she said, ‘but I met Donnie Kennedy. You’ll never believe it, but he’s in the Royal Navy.’

‘Weren’t he in our Sean’s class at school?’ You could scarcely see Sheila’s plump comely body for children. She was nursing the youngest, Mary, in one arm, and Ryan, nearly two, in the other. The older girls, Caitlin and Siobhan, were draped somewhat uncomfortably over her knees, both half asleep and sucking their thumbs audibly.

‘Aye, that’s right,’ confirmed Eileen. It didn’t seem possible that her sunny, good-natured little brother was nearly old enough to fight.

‘Someone said the other day the war’d be over by Christmas,’ Sheila said hopefully.

Eileen laughed sardonically. ‘That’s what they said this time last year, and I reckon they’ll be saying the same thing next September.’

‘However long it takes, however many lives, it’s a war that’s got to be fought right through to the end,’ Jack Doyle said in a tight voice. ‘If I were a young man, I’d have joined up like a shot. That Hitler’s got to be stopped. As for our Sean, he couldn’t be in much more danger than he is now, working for the Civil Defence Messenger Service.’ As soon as the air-raid siren sounded, Sean went off on his bike to the nearest ARP Depot, ready to deliver messages if communications broke down. Jack knew if he lost his only son it would break his heart, but so be it, it was a sacrifice worth making. He’d always hated Fascists and everything they stood for. The idea of his country being overrun by Germans with their monstrous creed, of his good friend Jacob Singerman from across the road being carted off to a concentration camp for being a Jew, was an abomination that filled him with horror. He would not just have willingly laid down his own life and that of his only son, but the lives of his entire family, to prevent it.

‘Where’s our Tony gone?’ Eileen asked, conscious that the thumping of the football in the yard had ceased.

‘I sent him with our Dominic and Niall for some fish and chips,’ said Sheila. ‘The poor kids haven’t had a bite to eat since the reception, what with all the upset. Now you’re back, I’ll feed this lot and get them to bed. Give us a hand, the pair o’yis.’

Eileen took Mary, whilst her dad eased his massive frame out of the chair and reached for Ryan. The little girls groaned and rubbed their eyes sleepily when they were dislodged from their mam’s knee. ‘It’s like having a whole bloody school of grandchildren,’ Jack grumbled.

‘Well, you won’t have any more for the time being, Dad,’ Sheila said firmly, ‘least not off me. Cal’s put his foot down; no more kids till there’s no more war. He said six kids and a wife is already enough to worry about whilst he’s away at sea.’

They carried the children across the street to Number 21. ‘Send the boys home if they come back to yours, sis,’ Sheila said to Eileen as she was leaving, adding in a whisper, ‘Don’t forget, there’s always room on the sofa in the parlour for you and Tony if there’s trouble from you-know-who.’

‘Ta, Sheil, but I don’t think that’s likely.’ What was it Francis had whispered as soon as he’d come home? ‘I’m sorry about the way things have gone in the past, particularly last Christmas. But I promise I’ll be a good husband from now on. You have my word on that, luv.’

As soon as she was back in her own house, Eileen put the kettle on. ‘Would you like a cuppa, Dad?’ she called when he came in.

‘No, ta, I’m parched for a pint. I’ll be off in a minute. Will you be all right, like?’ He nodded upstairs. He was never quite sure what Francis had done to his girl, but it must have been something pretty bad to make her want to leave him, not to have him back. It were nowt to do with Nick at the start. Nick had turned up once the decision had been made. He shuffled his size-twelve boots awkwardly on the shiny oilcloth. ‘Y’know, luv, you can still see him.’

She knew straight away he meant Nick, and shook her head emphatically. ‘No, I can’t, Dad.’

His big, swarthy, handsome face flushed. He wasn’t used to discussing intimate matters with anyone, least of all a woman, even if she was his daughter. ‘I can’t see that it would do any harm,’ he protested.

‘It wouldn’t be fair on Nick,’ she said flatly. ‘He’s only young, twenty-five. We were going to be married, but how can I go ahead with the divorce under the circumstances? No, it’s best to set Nick free. He’ll soon get over us and meet someone else.’ She quickly went into the back kitchen to hide her face, because the thought of Nick with another woman was more than she could bear.
 
‘You know that’s not true,’ her dad said gruffly. He’d never felt so close to his girl as he’d done that day. There’d been times when it seemed as if his own heart was breaking along with hers. He followed her. ‘Anyroad, I reckon nowt’ll keep Nick away. He’ll be round to Dunnings on Monday looking for you.’

Eileen was already prepared for that eventuality. She’d ask one of the girls to send him away and tell him, for the final time, that it was all over. ‘Well, he’ll look in vain,’ she said briefly.

Jack Doyle persisted, ‘What about that card he sent with Tony? What did it say?’

‘We’ll meet again,’ she said in a low voice.

‘I reckon you will,’ he mumbled. ‘I reckon you and Nick were made for each other.’

‘Oh, Dad!’ She gave him a half laughing, half tearful push. ‘Get away with you! Any minute now you’re going to turn into a beetroot, you’re so red. You’re making me feel dead embarrassed.’

Jack Doyle retreated thankfully to the living room. ‘Anyroad, as Sheila said, everything might be over by Christmas.’ She might feel differently about leaving Francis then.

‘D’you honestly think so?’

He wished he’d kept his big mouth shut. He was as straight as a die, was Jack Doyle, and he would never lie to anyone, let alone his daughter. There was no way, as he saw it, that the war would be over by Christmas. He said gravely, ‘Well, at least we’re seeing some action since Winston Churchill took over the reins, which was more than we ever had with Chamberlain.’

She came to the door and to his relief she was grinning slightly. ‘You’re a right ould hypocrite, Dad. I thought you always hated Churchill.’

‘Oh, I do,’ he nodded firmly, ‘but it doesn’t mean to say he’s not a good war leader. Not only that, we’ve got Attlee as his Deputy, and Ernest Bevin at the Ministry of Labour. Two good socialists at the very heart of power, though it’s a pity it took a war to get ’em there.’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘All you ever think about is politics.’

‘What else is there? What d’you think started the war if it wasn’t politics? Everything’s politics.’

‘I’ve heard that before.’

‘And you’ll hear it again.’

Eileen grinned again. ‘I know I will, Dad.’ She’d been brought up on politics, listened to him, morning, noon and night, sounding off about inequality and injustice. He’d used her as a sounding board after Mam died when Eileen was fourteen. Sheila, a year younger, was too flighty and never there to listen, and Sean too young. Jack Doyle had been the unpaid representative of the Dock-workers’ Union for as long as she could remember, fighting for workers’ rights with a tenacity and strength of purpose that were the envy of weaker men and a never-ending bane to management. The local Labour Party still held their monthly meetings in his parlour. To her shame, the politics went in one ear and out the other, but she was proud of her fiery, charismatic dad, and doubted if there was a better known or more respected man in the whole of Bootle.

‘What are you going to do about your job?’ he asked. He was pleased she’d taken up war work. ‘I hope you’re not thinking of giving it up, like, because there’s no need. Francis seems quite capable to me.’

‘Well, I don’t want to leave.’ It was bad enough losing Nick, without losing her job as well. ‘The thing is, what am I to do with Tony now Annie’s moved away?’ She’d had an arrangement with Annie, who also worked at Dunnings but on a different shift, to look after Tony while she was at work. Now Annie was married, and as from Monday would be living miles away in Fazakerley in her new husband’s house. It was one of the reasons that had prompted Eileen to move to Melling where Dunnings was only a few minutes’ walk from the cottage. ‘I don’t want him shoved from pillar to post while I’m at work,’ she went on. ‘He needs somewhere safe and regular to go when I’m on late shift, particularly when there’s a raid.’ It was useless to rely on Francis, who would almost certainly return to the old routine of spending his evenings at Corporation meetings or in the King’s Arms. Anyroad, she would prefer Tony had as little as possible to do with his dad.

‘I’ll lend a hand when I can, luv, but I’m on shifts meself, and I’ve just taken up fire-watching on the docks. ‘Fact, I should be there now ’case the siren goes. I’ll make me way the minute I’ve had a quick pint.’

Eileen looked worried. ‘I can’t ask our Sheila. She’ll see to his meals and makes sure he gets off to school with Dominic and Niall, but they’re already crammed like sardines in the cupboard under the stairs during the raids.’ It had always been her worst nightmare when she was at work and in the relative safety of the underground shelter, imagining Pearl Street being bombed and Tony killed. But it was merely another terrifying aspect of the war shared with all the other men and women in the factory who’d left their families at home.

‘We’ll try and sort something out tomorrow,’ Jack said. ‘In the meantime, I’d better be off.’ As he was about to leave, he turned, his face once again flushed scarlet. ‘By the way, when Francis went upstairs, I suggested he use the back bedroom from now on. I thought that’s what you’d prefer.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she murmured gratefully. She’d sworn she’d never sleep with Francis Costello again. In fact, she felt convinced she would kill him if he tried anything now he was back. Even so, she’d been dreading broaching the subject when bedtime came. For over a year, she and Tony had slept in the front bedroom – on the clear understanding he was only there to protect her from enemy attack!

The front door closed and in the ensuing silence she could actually hear the sound of Francis snoring. She put her hands over her ears to shut out the noise. Never, in her wildest dreams, she thought dejectedly, had she visualised living under the same roof as her husband again.

The music in the street had changed. Now it was Paddy O’Hara playing Danny Boy on his mouth organ. When Eileen peeped through the parlour window, it was virtually dark and nearly everyone had gone in. One or two remained outside, sitting on their steps, and Harry and Owen were still dancing. As she watched, Phoebe called and they went indoors. Then another door closed, and Paddy began to wander along the street towards the King’s Arms, his dog, Rover, faithfully at his heels. Paddy hadn’t known whether it was light or dark since 1917, when he’d lost his sight fighting for his country in the trenches of the Somme.

Eileen sighed as she drew the black-lined curtains, making sure the edges touched completely before she turned the light on, otherwise she’d have an ARP Warden banging on the door, demanding, ‘Switch that light out!’ which was all they’d had to do until the raids started a few weeks ago.

The parlour mantelpiece looked very bare. The ornaments and photos were already in the cottage, along with quite a few other personal possessions which she’d been taking along for weeks. She wrestled with the problem of getting them back. She had a key and could collect them in a few weeks’ time, when she was sure Nick had gone.

Or should she leave them?

She went into the living room and took Nick’s card out of her handbag. He’d bought it at Exchange Station and given it to Tony to bring back; a sepia photo of St George’s Hall with just a few words written on the other side in his untidy black scrawl.

We’ll meet again, Nick.

Would they?

You never know, she thought with an unexpected surge of tingling optimism, after a decent interval and once Francis had settled in, she could bring up the subject of divorce again – he’d already had a letter from her solicitor. Just because he’d been injured didn’t alter the fact he’d done those terrible things in the past. She remembered the way he found fault with every single little thing she did, found dust in places she’d only dusted that morning, and no matter what she cooked for tea, it was either underdone or overdone or something he didn’t like. If in a particularly bad mood, he’d squeeze her shoulder or pinch her arm until she felt like screaming and the marks would stay for days, red and angry and painful.

When you thought about it, really thought about it, things weren’t quite as hopeless as she’d first thought. In fact, she felt slightly ashamed of the way she had overreacted. She’d behaved as if her life had ended the minute Francis stepped out of the ambulance, whereas perhaps she should have looked upon it more as a delay. It would merely take longer for her and Nick to be together, that was all.

Eileen put the card back in her bag and was beginning to wonder where Tony was when the air-raid siren went. She immediately felt goosepimples rise on her upper arms – it always happened at the sound of the menacing up-and-down wail – and hurried to the front door. To her relief, Tony came running out of Sheila’s. She noticed the white shirt which had been bought specially for Annie’s wedding was stained with grease and tomato sauce, and his knees were filthy. His wire-rimmed glasses were, as usual, perched on the end of his little snub nose, and his hair, as fine and blond as her own, looked as if it hadn’t been combed in days. She felt a rush of love that almost choked her as she stretched out welcoming arms, realising with a pang of guilt how much she’d neglected her son that day.

‘Come on, luv. Let’s get under the stairs.’ She shepherded him into the narrow cupboard which had recently been completely cleared and an old mattress put on the floor. Not many people used the public shelters which were cold, damp and uncomfortable and, incredibly, didn’t even have a proper door, merely a curtain hanging where anyone with half a brain knew a door should be.

‘What about me dad?’ Tony asked.

As soon as Eileen had put a match to the nightlight, she closed the cupboard door and they sat down. The enclosed space was rather claustrophobic, but Tony didn’t seem to mind. Indeed, so far he seemed to find the raids more exciting than anything and enjoyed the time spent under the stairs. Secretly, Tony wanted the raids to continue until he was grown up so he could become a fire-watcher like his grandad, or, even better, join the RAF and fly a Spitfire like Nick did.

Eileen said, ‘Your dad’s in bed. Let’s see if he wakes up, shall we? Otherwise, we won’t disturb him. Come on, sit on me knee and we’ll give each other a cuddle while there’s no-one else around. Today’s been a day and a half, hasn’t it? It’s nice to have a bit of quiet to ourselves.’

Though ‘quiet’ wasn’t exactly what they were having. In no time she heard the grim drone of planes approaching, a sound even more menacing than the siren. Then came the answering crackle of ack-ack guns from their side and the thud of explosions in the distance. She hugged Tony close, wondering what on earth the world had come to and wishing Adolf Hitler had never been born.

The raid was surprisingly short. They’d scarcely been there twenty minutes when the All Clear went. ‘Well, that wasn’t so bad,’ she said thankfully. ‘The Germans must have got tired and gone home.’

‘Mam?’ Tony sounded slightly querulous. He made no attempt to get off her knee.

‘Yes, luv?’

‘Is me dad home for good, like?’

‘It looks like it, son.’

‘But what about Nick? He didn’t halflook fed up when I met him at the station and told him you weren’t coming.’ Tony thought he’d never forget the expression in his beloved Nick’s eyes, as if all the happiness had drained out of him and there was nothing left inside.

Eileen said softly, ‘He’s not the only one fed up, is he, luv? You’re fed up, and I am, too. But,’ she went on with a determined effort to be cheerful, ‘I won’t be fed up tomorrer. And neither will you,’ she added sternly. ‘Tomorrer’s another day altogether, and I intend to be as happy as a lark.’

Tony frowned and his glasses threatened to fall off altogether. Eileen pushed them back with her finger and kissed his nose. ‘But what about Nick?’ he demanded a second time.

‘Nick will understand. It’ll just take a while longer than we thought before we’re all together.’

‘Does that mean we will be – one day?’ he said eagerly.

‘Of course we will.

‘Of course we will,’ she repeated under her breath. How could she possibly have thought they would never see each other again? She couldn’t give Nick up. They were meant for each other. Even her unromantic dad recognised that fact. ‘Of course we will.’ She pushed him off her knee. ‘Come on, I feel as if I’m in me coffin shut in here. I reckon it’s well past supper time. I’ll make a cup of cocoa. D’you fancy a jam butty?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yes, what?’ She raised her eyebrows.

‘Yes please, Mam,’ he grinned.

‘Turn the wireless on,’ she said as she snuffed the nightlight out. She glanced at her gold watch, a present from Nick when they were in London. ‘We’re just in time for the nine o’clock news.’ She almost wished she hadn’t listened when the cultured voice of Alvar Lidell announced there’d been another raid on the East End of London. More innocent civilians had been killed, more British planes lost. One hundred and eighty-five German planes were reported shot down, but she felt no jubilation at this news. It was merely a waste of young lives, no matter whose side they were on.

‘Try and find the Forces network,’ she said. ‘Let’s have some cheerful music. And once you’ve eaten your butty, you’d better get to bed. Your dad would have a fit if . . .’ She was about to add, ‘if he knew you were still up,’ and bit her tongue. Francis no doubt would be angry if he knew. He’d always insisted Tony go to bed at half past six, even if it were the height of summer and no matter what day it might be, and even if all his mates were still playing outside. But there’d be no more of that, she thought grimly. Tony’d go to bed when she said and Francis could like it or lump it. Anyroad, if he started laying down the law it would be time for his wife and son to make their departure.

The phosphorous fingers on the alarm clock showed nearly half past two. Eileen felt convinced she’d never sleep that night. The ticking of the clock got on her nerves. She’d never realised it was so loud, almost deafening in the dead of night with not another sound to be heard except Tony’s light breathing next to her. A floorboard creaked, but there were often strange, slight noises in the house when everywhere was quiet, as if the structure’s joints were flexing.

Eileen turned over for the umpteenth time, but her mind felt like the inside of the damned clock, as if there were wheels and cogs whirring away and her brain was ticking just as loudly.

She sat up and wished she’d brought her ciggies to bed; she could really do with a fag right now, but couldn’t be bothered going downstairs to fetch them. The room was brightly illuminated by a clear full moon outside. Before getting into bed she’d drawn the curtains back because she hated sleeping in total blackness; nightlights and candles were becoming more and more difficult to get and best saved for emergencies.

Tony stirred and opened his eyes. When he saw her propped against the headboard, he mumbled, ‘What are you doing, Mam?’

‘I’m practising sleeping a different way,’ she told him. ‘Tomorrer night I’m going to stick me legs up in the air and see how I get on. Now go to sleep. You’re spoiling me concentration.’

‘You’re not half daft, Mam.’

He obediently closed his eyes. At least the problem of Tony had been sorted out, Eileen thought with satisfaction. Mr Singerman had called earlier to say Gladstone and Alexandra Docks had been hit and you could see the smoke spiralling into the sky from Pearl Street. Tony had insisted on having a look, despite being in his pyjamas.

‘You know, Eileen, I’d be only too happy to look after him when you’re at work,’ Mr Singerman said when they were back in the house having a cup of tea and Tony was in bed. Francis was still asleep. ‘Me and Tony get on famously. He has the makings of a proper capitalist the way he always beats me at Monopoly! I could teach him to play cards and perhaps we could go to the pictures now and then. After he’s gone to bed, I could listen to your wireless until you or Francis came home. I know Francis will be a busy man once he’s back to normal, what with his job and his Corporation meetings.’

‘Oh, would you, Mr Singerman?’ Eileen said delightedly. The only thing she’d dreaded about moving was the thought of no longer seeing her friends and family every single day. She was very fond of Paddy O’Hara and all her other neighbours, even Agnes Donovan in a sort of way, but Jacob Singerman was the dearest of them all. He was an excitable, vivacious will-o’-the-wisp old man with a halo of silver hair and a penchant for the pictures, which he visited whenever he had a few coppers to spare. She was certain Tony would be enamoured of the idea of spending the evenings with him the weeks she was at work.

‘It would be a pleasure, and I need to start practising my fatherly skills again now it seems my Ruth will be coming home.’

His old short-sighted eyes sparkled over the half-moon glasses which were perched on the middle of his nose. Eileen had never known Ruth. It was more than twenty years since Mr Singerman’s only child had gone to stay with his brother in Austria, and he’d never seen her since. Ruth got married, had children, and corresponded regularly, but once Hitler grabbed Austria in his typically ruthless way, her letters ceased abruptly. Her distraught father could only fear the worst. Until yesterday that is, when the good news arrived out of the blue from a most surprising source; a synagogue in Spain had reported Ruth was safe.

‘I bet you can’t wait to see her,’ Eileen said warmly.

The light died a little in his eyes. ‘I can’t wait, no, but all the same, I keep worrying what has happened to her husband and the grandchildren I have never met.’

Eileen squeezed his arm. ‘Let’s hope they’re all right, too. You’ll know soon enough when she comes home.’

‘You never heard her play the piano, did you, Eileen? Oh, she was a marvel, that girl. A virtuoso! She was going to be a concert pianist.’ He shook his head mournfully. ‘She will be annoyed when she finds my old piano so out of tune.’

‘She’ll be so pleased to see you she won’t give two hoots about the piano,’ Eileen said dismissively.

After he’d gone, she listened to Saturday Night Theatre, but when the play finished, couldn’t scarcely remember a thing about it. She’d been thinking of Nick and what they would have been doing if only she hadn’t missed the train.

Francis appeared just after she’d put the kettle on to make a final cup of cocoa, and her heart sank. She’d been hoping he might sleep the night through. ‘How do you feel?’ she asked stiffly.

‘Better than I’ve done in weeks.’ He stretched his arms. He’d gone to bed almost fully clothed, having merely removed his battledress top, and his khaki shirt was creased. Francis had always managed to appear rather dashing in the cheap, coarse uniform. Annie always claimed he looked a mite like Clark Gable, handsome, with a devil-may-care look in his brown eyes. The bandage, which had become slightly askew, made him appear rather rakish. ‘It’s nice to kip down in me own home again,’ he said.

‘I expect it must be.’ The kettle boiled and she went into the back kitchen.

‘Y’know, luv,’ Francis called, ‘I meant what I said when I first came home. Things are going to be a lot better from now on, I promise.’

I should hope so, she thought grimly. He’d been such a charming man when they first met. She’d been quite carried away by his captivating manner and the compliments which fell from lips which must have kissed the Blarney Stone on more than one occasion.

On the other hand, the better things were, the more difficult she would find it to get away. Her head swam because
















OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781409138839_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781409138839_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Bestselling Author of Mother of Pearl

Mawreen Lee

Put Out






