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30th May 1941, North Strand, Dublin

It was almost Whitsuntide Eve. Sarah Gillespie ran down the last few yards of the laneway to the rear of the terrace of houses. Blinded by tears, she careered into a stack of boxes in the poor light, cursed and almost stumbled. Sarah glanced down at her footwear in disgust; dancing shoes weren’t ideal for a girl in a hurry. Why hadn’t she thought to bring a spare pair in her bag? To catch her breath, she leaned against the wall. Dismayed by her own feebleness, she concentrated hard on her breathing. She hated to lose control. With trembling fingers, she roughly wiped away the offending tears. 

Damn you, Paul O’Reilly! Sarah Gillespie does not cry over any man.

Though falling out with Paul and inappropriate footwear weren’t her biggest problems right now. What if Da returned home before her? What if he went into the girls’ bedroom and discovered the pillows stuffed under Sarah’s blankets on her bed? If he were drunk, and there was a fair chance he would be, he wouldn’t twig; but if he wasn’t … A shiver ran through her; there would be hell to pay. Sneaking out to meet Paul wasn’t the cleverest thing, but with Da so vehemently opposed, what was a girl to do? 

‘No daughter of mine will be mixed up with a good-for-nothing bicycle repair man!’ Da had almost choked on the words.

The irony wasn’t lost on Sarah. With petrol rationed, Paul was inundated with work, keeping those lucky enough to be employed with a reliable means of transport. As their father had bellowed and cursed, Sarah had clenched her fists, but had remained silent. Beside her, her younger sister, Maura, wore that bleak and helpless expression which always came over her when Da’s temper blew up. Neither Sarah nor Maura would ever have the courage to gainsay him because there was no reasoning with Da. 

Sarah continued down the laneway at a slower pace until she reached a streetlight. Peeking at her watch, she was relieved to see it was ten minutes to midnight. Her abandoned date meant she was home earlier than usual. Da wouldn’t be in for ages yet. Having told Paul in no uncertain terms that she didn’t need his help to get home, she had hopped on the first bus to arrive at the stop. In her pique, she hadn’t noticed it was the wrong bus and she had had to get off at a stop some distance from North Strand, leaving her with a long walk. To avoid the possibility of meeting Da or any of his mates, she had slipped through the side streets. She knew Da and his cronies would be up on Newcomen Bridge, overlooking the canal, smoking their filthy Woodbines and putting the world to rights. Herr Hitler and Mr Churchill, look out! 

Still, something of the weekend could be salvaged, for she had persuaded Da to accompany them to Howth the next afternoon. And, God willing, he’d be sober. Even he didn’t start drinking till late afternoon. Most days. She loved the journey along the coast road, then up the hill to the summit. It was one of her favourite places, with its stunning views of Dublin and beyond down to Wicklow with the distinctive shape of the Sugar Loaf Mountain standing proud in the distance. Nothing could be easier, with the tram for Howth passing right outside the door of No. 18. Maura had suggested a picnic. Not that there was much to take in the way of food; rationing was biting hard lately. But a flask of tea, a bottle of porter for Da and some sandwiches would keep them going. Maura was such a sweet girl, but very innocent for a seventeen-year-old. Sarah worried about her, mostly because Da didn’t bother. There were times Sarah resented the responsibility, but someone had to shield Maura from Da’s bad temper … and his fists.

As Sarah approached the back gate of No. 18, she heard the sound she dreaded most; the deep throbbing of those blasted Jerry bombers flying over the city. For months now, they had been making their way up the Irish Sea at night, en route to bomb the poor unfortunates up in Belfast or Liverpool. Belfast had taken a real battering six weeks before. It had been so bad that the Irish government had sent fire crews up to help put out the fires and dig out the bodies. The newspapers had been full of the Blitz with shocking pictures of the devastation. For days after, a line of miserable refugees from Belfast had streamed out of Amiens Street railway station, just up the road. Her heart had gone out to them, especially the children, bewildered and scared.

Recently, there had been rumours that the Luftwaffe had been spotted over land in the south of Ireland, ratcheting up the country’s anxiety. What if they mistook Dublin for Belfast and dropped their deadly cargo? Thank God for the Taoiseach, Éamon de Valera. He had declared that Ireland was neutral and the Brits and the Jerries just had to accept that. Of course, Da had something to say about it. As a true republican, he and his daft mates thought Ireland should join the German cause and help crush the British. Pub talk, most of it, but Sarah knew Da had history. He’d led a flying column during the War of Independence, and he boasted about it whenever the opportunity arose. Some locals avoided him because of his pro-republican rhetoric.

Suddenly the clear night sky was illuminated by the sweeping searchlights trying to pinpoint the planes. Sarah stood rooted to the spot. The hum of the engines was louder tonight. 

A warning flare went up, bursting like a star. The flares usually worked, warning the Germans off, though at times it took a few shells to remind them it was Dublin – move on! More flares shot up, and still the planes circled, like vultures. Sarah shivered. Maura was on her own and would be terrified. She needed to hurry.

The rattle of gunfire ripped through the air just as Sarah put her hand to the gate. She stalled, unsure what to do. It was some time since the anti-aircraft gun at Clontarf had fired. Suddenly, the sky was alight with a fireworks display. Between the searchlights, the flares, and the streaks of light from the shells, it was spectacular. Sarah wondered what make of plane they were. Paul would know; he was mad keen on aircraft. So keen, in fact, that he wanted to join the RAF. Just typical, that. You find a nice lad who treats you well, and he decides to dash off to England and enlist. Hurt and disappointed when he’d told her tonight, she had lashed out and told him they were finished. God! The look on his face; she knew she had wounded him. Irrevocably. The thought of what she had done made her cheeks burn. Her temper was always getting her into scrapes. Now that she had cooled down a little, the regrets were creeping in. She had been too hasty, as usual.

Soon, Paul will be fighting the likes of those bombers flying so low overhead. Then it struck her. She had never seen them fly so low. They were skimming the rooftops. Horrified, Sarah could see the pilot of one plane as it swooped past. Scared, she drew back into the shadows. That was close! There was a bang as another flare went up, and a minute later another barrage of shelling. Surely the Germans would move on now? 

But then the strangest thing; some planes were coming back the other way towards the south of the city. They never did that. Were they lost?

Disconcerted, Sarah pushed open the gate and scuttled up the path through their small back yard. The ancient sycamore, conveniently located close to the house, was her ladder. As she contemplated the climb, Maura’s head popped out from their bedroom window, but her gaze was directed at the light show above.

‘Hey, kiddo!’ Sarah yelled and waved, but Maura couldn’t hear her above the din. Sarah called out again, louder this time.

Maura leaned out. ‘Is that you, Sarah?’

‘Of course it’s me! Who else would be daft enough to stand out here shouting up at you?’

‘Well, I can’t see you behind the blasted tree, now can I?’ Maura replied. ‘You’re all right. Da isn’t home yet. Hang on; you can save yourself the climb and your stockings into the bargain. I’ll let you in the back door instead.’

‘Good woman,’ Sarah shouted back. A few minutes later, Sarah heard the key turn and the door swung open. Maura’s head popped out, her expression fearful as she glanced skywards.

There was a whoosh overhead as a Jerry plane swept past. ‘Janey Mac, I’ve never seen the like,’ Sarah gasped, watching as the bomber disappeared northward. ‘There’s so many of them. God help Belfast.’

‘Come in, Sarah,’ Maura urged. ‘I don’t like it. Look, they’ve broken formation. See that one,’ she pointed upwards, ‘he’s circling back. They never do that.’

Maura looked terrified and despite the fear settling in her own stomach, Sarah knew she had to appear calm. ‘Relax! They know it’s Dublin. They’re not stupid.’

‘All the same, don’t linger out there.’ Maura tugged her sleeve and pulled her inside. ‘It could be dangerous.’

Once inside, Sarah pulled off her jacket, stretched her arms and yawned. ‘Calm down, Maura. They’re just acting the maggot.’

Maura didn’t look convinced. ‘I wish they’d take their antics elsewhere. Preferably Berlin.’

‘They’ll move on soon, you’ll see.’ Sarah gave her a smile, hoping to dispel her fears.

‘So, how was the date?’ Maura asked.

‘Grand. Mostly. We went to that new place on the quays.’

‘The Flamingo?’

‘Yes. Daft name isn’t it, for a Dublin club? And the crush!’

‘Was the band any good?’ Maura asked wistfully. Sarah knew it was weeks since her little sister had been out dancing. It was always a battle to get Da to agree to her going out.

‘I’ve heard worse.’

Suddenly, Maura leaned closer and frowned. ‘Have you been cryin’, Sarah? Your mascara is all smudged.’

Sarah pushed her away. ‘No! Don’t be daft. Just something in me eye. Any tea in that pot?’

‘I’ll check,’ Maura answered, picking up the chipped teapot from the centre of the table. She grimaced and shook her head. ‘No joy.’

Sarah sat down with a sigh on one of the rickety chairs. ‘I’m parched; be a love and make some fresh. There should be enough of a glimmer to heat the water.’ She kicked off her shoes and rubbed the soles of her feet. ‘I swear I have a blister on both feet. Dratted shoes.’

Maura still stood by the stove, frowning. ‘What if the glimmer man comes? We’d be in awful trouble.’

‘Maura, it’s a bank holiday weekend. I’m sure the man is suppin’ pints in the pub along with the rest of the male population of North Strand.’

‘All right,’ Maura replied, taking up the kettle and half filling it. Then she leaned against the counter and stared off into space, waiting for the kettle to boil. Maura’s soft, rounded cheeks and petite frame only added to her childlike appearance. And in many ways, Maura was still a child. Sarah had done her best the last five years, but she was no substitute for Ma. That void could never be filled. Da’s neglect made her so angry. And tonight, with all the bizarre stuff going on, why wasn’t he home to check on them? Maura was scared of her own shadow; he knew that. Surely, it was his job to protect his daughters? But it appeared they could not compete with the lads in the pub. There was no chance of Da abandoning his pint. Not a chance in hell.

The drone of a bomber broke the silence. Maura flinched and crossed herself, before peeking out the window. ‘What is going on tonight?’

‘I’ve no idea, kiddo. Come on, the kettle is boiling now. Get a move on,’ Sarah cajoled. But her palms were sweating. She wiped them on her skirt while Maura’s back was turned. Heart thumping, Sarah took a furtive glance out the window. Something didn’t feel right. Why was Jerry still over Dublin? Were they deliberately trying to scare them for a joke? 

Maura finished making the tea and handed her a cup. ‘Sorry, no milk. Best drink up. We don’t want Da finding us up when he gets home.’ The boom of the anti-aircraft gun could be heard in the distance. Maura threw up her hands, a fierce frown marring her delicate features. ‘How are we going to get to sleep with that racket going on out there?’ With that, she stomped out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

‘They’ll be gone soon, I’m sure,’ Sarah called after her. No response. Great! Maura was now in one of her moods. Sarah gulped down her tea then brought her cup to the sink under the window to rinse it out. Suddenly weary, her throat tightened, and tears threatened to flow once more. Blast Paul and blast the Germans! Blinking the tears away, she stared up into the night sky, only to spot another bomber caught in a searchlight as the anti-aircraft gun rattled once more. Could this night get any worse?
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31st May 1941, North Strand, Dublin

Sarah disliked the idea of a blackout. If pushed, she would admit to a fear of the dark, her childhood fear of those multi-armed creatures that inhabited the space under her bed never having been truly conquered. Not that blackout regulations were strictly enforced in Dublin. There had been no clear ruling from Dublin Corporation, or ‘the Corpo’ as it was fondly known as by the majority of Dubs. Some advocated Dublin being fully lit, so the Germans knew the city was neutral; others favoured the safety of darkness. What they had was a ridiculous mix of the two. So far, Ireland had been relatively untouched, bar a few stray Jerry bombs which the German embassy insisted were dropped in error due to faulty navigation. 

Tonight, like most nights, Sarah left the curtains open, hoping to glimpse the stars. Even with all the strange activity this evening, it was preferable to see what was happening out in the world. The window was open, but the bedroom beneath the eaves was stuffy and claustrophobic. Sarah lay on her side, tense and uncomfortable, scanning her view of the night sky framed by the sash window. Perhaps, for once, it would be better not to focus on the world outside. With a sigh, she turned over onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, subconsciously tracing the line of the crack that stretched from the door to the far corner. Like much of the rest of their rented house, the bedroom was showing signs of age and decay. Da said it was the trams passing that had caused the subsidence in their stretch of Victorian terraces, but his complaints to the landlord fell on deaf ears. The upside was that their rent was low and with three wages coming in, they could afford to be the sole occupants. Most of the other houses in their terrace were sublet. One family Sarah knew lived in one room, all five of them.

The house creaked and settled. Sarah strained to hear. Was that Da coming in? Silence. She breathed out her relief. If only … What if he never returned? Would it be so very bad? Life would be simple; they could be happy, just the two of them. No tension, no watching what you said. He was so difficult to live with. Everything was black and white to Da. Reality and Jim Gillespie were strangers since Ma had died, Sarah suspected, but he was not the kind of man who would take kindly to that opinion being voiced. As a result, there wasn’t much joy at No. 18. 

Sometimes, Sarah struggled to remember Ma clearly, but then she would hear one of her mother’s favourite songs on the wireless, and she would cease what she was doing as the memories flooded back. Her mother used to sing along to those melodies, her voice low but sweet as she toiled over the washing or the preparation of the dinner. Ma would turn and smile and encourage them to sing with her. It was a comforting reminiscence, which, along with the scent of rosewater, were guaranteed to spin a comforting web to cushion Sarah’s grief. The tiny glass bottle, its contents almost dried out, still stood on the dressing table in her parents’ room. Whenever she went in, Sarah would uncap it and breathe in the memories. Everyone said Sarah was her mother’s image, but when she picked up her mother’s photograph that brought little consolation. It was five years now since they had stood at Ma’s graveside in Glasnevin Cemetery. No other family members had been present at the funeral. Da had alienated them all, as only he could. 

If Da had been cantankerous before, he was a tyrant now without Ma’s softer influence. The rumour he might be going on reduced hours at the factory didn’t help matters. Where would that leave us, Sarah often wondered. The war was crippling the country, and there was so little work. She was employed in a small architect’s practice in town, but it paid a pittance, and Maura’s typing job didn’t bring in much more. 

‘You still awake?’ Maura asked in a whisper from the other side of the room. ‘I can’t get to sleep.’

‘Me neither. Best try though. You won’t enjoy the outing this afternoon if you’re tired.’

‘I can’t wait, Sarah. I love going to Howth.’

Sarah turned over and gazed across at her sister. Despite the heat of the room, Maura was clutching the sheet under her chin. Sarah suspected she was shivering, even though it appeared Jerry had scarpered. They hadn’t heard a plane for at least fifty minutes. 

‘Hey, you know, you might meet someone nice out in Howth tomorrow,’ Sarah said, hoping to take Maura’s mind off the Luftwaffe’s earlier antics. ‘It’s bound to be packed with day-trippers. A holiday weekend always brings them out in their droves.’ 

Maura’s face lit up. ‘Oh yeah; wouldn’t that be lovely. Let’s walk down the harbour to the lighthouse. Of course, I’ll have free rein with you joined at the hip to Paul O’Reilly,’ Maura said with a giggle. ‘How is the gorgeous Paul, by the way?’

‘I neither know nor care,’ Sarah snapped. ‘I despair of him; he’s plane mad. All he talks about is joining the RAF and doing his bit. Some fella he knows went up to Belfast to enlist, so he’s thinking of doing the same.’

‘No! Ah, God, I’m sorry.’

Sarah huffed. ‘Don’t be.’ 

‘But won’t Paul’s da kill him if he enlists?’ Maura asked.

‘Course he will. Pat O’Reilly is a fierce IRA man, same as our Da. Sure, he’ll skin Paul alive if he finds out.’

‘So, is Paul just going to sneak off and say nothing?’

‘What else can he do?’

Maura’s glance brimmed with sympathy, setting Sarah’s irritation level to high. ‘Will you be all right? You’ll miss him if he goes.’

Sarah snorted. ‘Plenty more fish and all that.’

‘Get away with ye! Sure, you’re crazy about him,’ her sister answered. 

Sarah took a swipe at her with her pillow but the gap between the beds was too wide. ‘For your information, I’ve finished with him.’ 

‘No! Get away! I don’t believe it for a second. You’ll be back together in no time. Paul’s the nicest lad you’ve ever dated.’ Maura sighed. ‘Those blue eyes and that blond hair. He’s only gorgeous.’

‘He has brown hair!’ Sarah scowled at her.

‘No, no, it’s definitely blond. All right, keep your hair on! Maybe dark blond. Anyway, perhaps he won’t go? It could just be talk. Probably trying to impress you; you know what fellas are like.’ 

‘I tell you; he’s made up his mind, and so have I!’ 

Maura turned over, pulling the sheet up over her head, but Sarah heard her mutter: ‘You’re mad in the head.’

For a moment, Sarah was rigid with anger, but Paul’s face flashed into her mind. He was a handsome fellow with a ready smile and a wicked sense of humour, but he was abandoning her. It wasn’t even their war. What was he thinking? But their row replayed in her mind. God! Maybe her silly sister was right. Had she made a stupid mistake? It wouldn’t be the first time she’d messed up. She had said some harsh things. But he had just stood there taking it, which made her even angrier. When she had run out of steam, he had given her a look that would have curdled milk. In that moment, she realised she had hurt him deeply. But it was ridiculous, this plan of his. She couldn’t understand why he wanted to enlist when he had a well-paid job. It was only those who couldn’t find work that went to England – there were plenty of jobs over there in the factories. Probably the only good thing to come out of the war. But what if Paul joined up and then got himself killed? The thought made her ill. 

Thumping her pillow, she moved around until she found a more comfortable position on the lumpy mattress, then turned her head to look out the window. The sky was beautifully clear. It was peaceful at last. 

An awful thought struck her, and she broke out in a cold sweat. What if Jerry did the same thing coming back from Belfast? They often dropped their surplus bombs out over the Irish Sea to save fuel on their way home from bombing runs. 

The silence of anticipation was almost worse than the earlier pandemonium.

Sarah was just dozing off when she heard a strange whistling sound, accompanied by a tremendous bang. The entire house vibrated. In horror, she watched as the crack in the ceiling snaked across to the window, the plaster dust floating down on top of her, making her cough. 

‘Mother of God! What was that?’ she cried, scrambling to sit up in her bed. Then it happened again, followed by rumbling. ‘Is it an earthquake?’

Maura crossed herself, then frantically kicked off the sheet and bedcover. ‘No, Sarah. That sounded like bombs to me, and they’re close by.’

Sarah flung back her bedclothes and flicked on the light. She glanced at the clock. It was twenty minutes to two. ‘Come on, get dressed, Maura. We need to find out what’s going on.’

‘Turn off the light!’ Maura cried.

‘I think it’s a bit late to be concerned about blackout.’ Sarah buttoned up her blouse with shaking fingers. ‘Did you hear Da come in yet?’

‘No. I’m certain he’s still out.’

They finished dressing in a rush, then headed downstairs. Sarah pulled open the hall door and they stepped down onto the pavement. It was mayhem outside. All the neighbours were out, looking about wildly, most in their night attire. The men were running down towards Portland Row, their terrified wives standing in the doorways, screaming at them to stay put. Sarah spotted a plume of smoke to the west. 

She grabbed the arm of a passing man, forcing him to stop. ‘What’s happened?’

He shook her off. ‘What do you think? Bloody Jerries, that’s what!’ He raced away.

‘What should we do, Sarah? Should we go look for Da?’ Maura’s face was deadly white.

Sarah gnawed at her lip. ‘I don’t know.’ She nodded towards the chaos. ‘Looks like Summerhill was hit. Da wouldn’t have been up there. He should be all right.’ Blast him, she thought. Why hasn’t he come home to check on us?

Maura shuddered, her eyes wide with terror. Sarah put an arm around her shoulder and tried to smile, but panic was almost choking her. She couldn’t think straight. Should they stay in the house or leave? Where would be safer if Jerry came back? Seconds later, they heard a distant rumble. Maura clutched at her neck. ‘Oh my God, that must be another one.’

Sarah pulled her back into the house. ‘Maura, it’s a Blitz! We need to find shelter. Quick, under the stairs.’ Sarah tussled with Da’s bike and flung it across the hall. They squeezed into the gap left by the bicycle and clung to each other, shivering.

‘I don’t understand,’ Maura said after a few moments of silence. ‘There was no warning, no siren. Why would they bomb us? We’re neutral!’

‘I tell you what, why don’t I go out and flag the bastard down and ask him in my best German?’

Maura scowled back at her. ‘That’s not helpful!’

‘Then don’t ask stupid questions, Maura.’

A few minutes passed as they sat in silence.

‘Do you think Da’s all right?’ Maura asked.

Sarah didn’t give a fig, but she didn’t want to frighten Maura any further. ‘Sure he is. It would take more than the Jerries to do him in. He was either in the bar at Egan’s or on the bridge having a smoke. He’ll have got a fright, that’s all. No doubt he’ll return home to check we’re not hurt … soon.’ More likely, he’d head back to the pub if at all possible, Sarah knew. The men would like nothing better than to dissect tonight’s activities over a few malt whiskies.

Time dragged, but they were too afraid to move. Sarah heard the noises out on the street; people milling about, talking loudly, someone shouting instructions. A fire engine sped past, siren blaring. Maura crossed herself and muttered a prayer under her breath.

Then, the drone of a bomber could be heard again. ‘Jaysus! He’s back,’ Maura cried. ‘I can’t stand it, Sarah, I can’t stand being cooped up! We’ll be trapped if we stay under here.’ Maura pushed her way out and headed for the front parlour. Ma’s best room: the room they only used for special occasions. Ma’s wake was the last time they had used it.

Sarah followed, reluctant to be left alone under the stairs. 

‘What should we do? What if there are more bombs? Would we be safer outside?’ Maura asked, tilting her head, listening out for the plane. ‘It sounds fainter. Has he moved away, do you think?’

With growing alarm, Sarah stood in the centre of the room, running her fingers through her hair. Her hands were shaking. ‘I don’t know, Maura, ok? I’m trying to think.’ Her voice shook.

‘Sorry, Sarah. I’m dead scared. Why won’t it stop? I want them to go away. Why can’t they leave us alone?’ Maura asked, sitting down on the edge of the armchair. She wrapped her arms around herself, her lower lip trembling. ‘Oh, no! Look!’ Maura pointed to the window.

Sarah moved closer to the large sash window – Ma’s photograph had pride of place on the deep sill – and saw that the upper pane of glass had cracked, probably when the bombs fell. Da would be livid about the damage. The picture was the only decent one they had of Ma, and Sarah couldn’t bear the thought of it getting damaged; best it went into a drawer. As she reached for the silver frame, there was an ear-splitting whistle, followed by a huge boom.

The window exploded inwards, and Sarah fell into darkness.
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31st May 1941, North Strand, Dublin

‘By all that’s holy; she’s alive!’ The voice sounded far away, as if she were dreaming. Sarah tried to focus on it. The light from a torch played on her face, hurting her eyes. She struggled to cry out but choked on dust and grit. Any attempt to move brought wave after wave of pain in her limbs. With growing horror, Sarah realised she was pinned up to her neck in rubble, the pressure around her body almost unbearable. Everything stung; her eyes, her face, her nose. She could hear the pathetic moans of someone in pain. Oh God, that’s me!

The light swung to the left and Sarah could make out the shape of a person behind, crawling towards her, inch by inch, through the gloom. To her dismay, he halted. ‘Jaysus, it’s very unstable here, lads. Stay back!’

No, no! Sarah wanted to cry out. Please don’t leave me here in the darkness. Get me out!

‘Mick! I can smell gas,’ a distant voice shouted. ‘We’d best hurry. Have you far to go?’

‘A couple of yards, that’s all,’ the man replied, sweeping the torch around. ‘’Tis just the one.’

Sarah prayed. ‘Hail Mary …’

With painstaking slowness, the man picked his way forward. ‘Hello, love. I’m Mick Ward. Don’t you fret, now. We’re going to get you out. What’s your name? Are you one of the Gillespie girls?’ Sarah nodded and tried to speak, but no words would come. She started to cry. Where was Maura?

Mick reached out and removed a large section of brickwork which had been pressing down on Sarah’s shoulder. Passing it behind to another man, he flashed Sarah a grin. ‘Won’t be too long, love. You just hold tight.’ She didn’t have much choice.

Sarah had no idea how long it took Mick to dislodge her. As each piece of rubble was removed, he did his best to reassure her. But if she moved, searing pain shot through her body.

‘Maura?’ she croaked. It came out as a whisper.

‘What’s that love?’ Mick asked, tilting his face closer. 

The dust caught in her throat as she tried to speak. A fit of coughing was all she could manage.

‘Just a few more minutes, now.’ He patted her free shoulder and turned away as a second man crawled forward. 

‘Let’s try to pull her free,’ he said to Mick. ‘We’re running out of time. The smell of gas is getting stronger.’

Frantic, Sarah tried again. ‘Sister.’

‘What’s she saying?’ the second man asked.

‘No idea. Best get her out. Ok, missy, this is going to hurt a bit,’ Mick said. With a nod to the other man, they both grasped a shoulder and heaved. Sarah screamed in pain and passed out.

That’s odd, Sarah thought, looking up at the ceiling through a sleepy haze. The crack has disappeared. Did Da get it mended? Mystified, she drifted back into a deep sleep. 

The next time she woke, sunlight was streaming in through a window directly onto her face. A large, clean sash window. And her precious bookcase was missing. Blinking to full consciousness, she took in her surroundings. It wasn’t No. 18. In fact, it looked very much like …

‘Poor lamb, you awake, love?’ A young woman in a nurse’s uniform came into focus. She was leaning over her, her brow marred by a deep frown. ‘You’ve certainly been through it. They had to sedate you for the pain. How do you feel?’

Sarah’s throat was raspy dry. ‘Where?’ was all she managed.

‘You’re in the Mater Hospital. I’m Nurse Agnew. Do you remember what happened?’

Sarah shook her head, and immediately regretted it as pain sliced through her skull, taking her breath away. As she moved, Sarah sensed the heaviness of her leg and arm. Glancing down, she realised both were in casts. All of a sudden, she recalled the droning of the bombers, the explosion, and Maura sitting in the front parlour, shaking in fear.

‘Oh my God! Maura!’ Sarah exclaimed, struggling to sit up. ‘Where is she?’

‘Take it easy; you’re safe now. Don’t be fretting about anyone else for the moment,’ Nurse Agnew said, gently rubbing Sarah’s upper arm. ‘Would you like some water? Let’s get you sitting up.’ With surprising deftness, the nurse pulled Sarah up, plumping up the pillows behind her. Now Sarah could survey the entire ward.

As Nurse Agnew held a glass to her parched lips, Sarah took several sips before pushing the glass away. 

‘How long have I been here?’ Sarah asked.

‘It’s Monday afternoon. They dug you out on Saturday. Can you tell me your name and your age, love?’ the nurse asked.

‘Sarah … Gillespie,’ Sarah croaked, as a pulse of terrifying blackness encroached on her peripheral vision. ‘Nineteen.’

Through a haze, Sarah saw Nurse Agnew grab a file at the end of the bed. ‘Ah, that’s grand. You see, we weren’t too sure who you were, and no one on the ward recognised you.’ The nurse gave her a sympathetic glance. ‘Probably because of the swelling to your face. Anyway, there are loads of people looking for family and friends. I’ll get your name posted up so your loved ones can find you. Hopefully, it won’t be too long.’ Nurse Agnew sighed. ‘It’s been chaos these last few days. We’ve never seen the like.’

‘Maura?’ Sarah asked, fighting off dizziness and losing the battle.

‘Who’s that, love?’ The nurse leaned down towards her.

‘My sister,’ she whispered.

Nurse Agnew straightened up. ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’ 

Sarah grabbed the nurse’s arm as she moved away. ‘And my Da?’

‘What’s his name?’ the nurse asked, her eyes full of sympathy.

‘Jim Gillespie.’

‘Right. They might both be here; you never know. But don’t fret if they aren’t. They also took casualties to Jervis Street Hospital. You must rest, now. The doctor will be along to see you soon.’ 

Sarah watched the nurse move to the next bed, then looked about only to come up short. The ward was full of injured women; faces she recognised from all around North Strand. 

On Tuesday morning, Sarah awoke to the gentle squeezing of her arm. She looked up into Nurse Agnew’s face.

‘Sorry to disturb your sleep, Miss Gillespie, but there’s a Garda here who wants to speak to you,’ the nurse said. ‘Here; let me help you sit up.’

A young policeman was standing at the end of her bed, pale-faced and cap in hand. Nurse Agnew pulled the curtains around Sarah’s bed. ‘Quick as you can, Guard, please. Miss Gillespie needs her rest,’ was the nurse’s parting shot to him.

‘Morning, Miss,’ he said, coming around the bed to stand beside her. ‘I’m Garda Burke, from Store Street Station. We understand that your sister and father are still missing.’ She nodded. The colour rose in his face and he cleared his throat. Sarah felt sorry for him; he didn’t look much older than Maura. 

‘Have they been found?’ Sarah asked, clutching the sheet. The fog lifted from her brain. He could only be here to deliver bad news. Her stomach heaved.

‘Well, Miss, I … we can’t say for sure. There’s a lot of confusion and they are still digging people out.’ His voice wavered. ‘The thing is, a number of bodies have been brought to the morgue and we have no way of identifying them, other than through personal belongings.’ He opened a small bag. His hands shook. ‘Perhaps I could show you some of these and you could tell me if you recognise them?’

Sarah cringed. Please, God, no! 

Garda Burke pulled out several pieces of jewellery, a purse and a leather wallet. Sarah scanned them and shook her head.

‘Ok,’ he said, ‘Just a few more.’

Da’s signet ring; his wedding band. She recognised it immediately. With a shaking hand, she picked it up from the policeman’s palm. ‘JG’ was engraved on the top. Her fingers curled around it.

‘Miss?’

‘This belongs to my father,’ she said at last, gulping down her tears. 

‘I’m very sorry, Miss. Thank you for your help,’ the young man said, biting his lower lip. He pulled out a notebook. ‘Would you mind giving me his details; address, date of birth?’

Somehow, she managed to tell him all, even as a creeping numbness began to take hold. 

Despair hovered; hope vanished. All she could do was cling to the tiny chance that somehow Maura was still alive.

It was late on Wednesday afternoon when Sarah spotted him as he entered the ward and her heart leaped. Paul O’Reilly scanned the beds, a frown cutting across his brow. Relief swept through her only to be instantly replaced by regret and shame for the awful words she had thrown at him the night they broke up. For a moment, she squeezed her eyes shut, consumed by guilt. He had not deserved her scorn. It spoke so much for his character that he would even consider visiting her now. Would she be as magnanimous if their roles were reversed?

Sarah waved her good hand to catch his attention. For a moment he hesitated before slowly walking up to her bed. His grim expression added to her already fractious state. The fact he was here at all set off some alarm bells. Was he the bearer of news about Maura, or had he come to commiserate about Da? As he stood at the bottom of her bed, gripping the end rail, Sarah noticed his eyes were red-rimmed; in truth, he looked wretched. Her heart galloped.

At last, Paul cleared his throat. ‘Thank God they got you out, Sarah,’ he said, his voice low.

‘Oh Paul! I’m so glad to see you. Have you heard about my Da?’ Her voice broke.

He hurried towards her, concern flooding his face as he grabbed her good hand. ‘Yes, I’m sorry, of course, but right now, I’m more concerned about you,’ he answered. He gently caressed her cheek. She almost burst into tears.

‘It could have been worse,’ she whispered. From the one peek in the mirror that morning, she knew she still looked a sight; she had bruising and swelling to her face and a bandage covered the deep cut just above her shoulder to the side of her neck. 

‘God, yes, I know!’

‘Please sit down, Paul. You’re the first visitor I’ve had. It’s very kind of you to come … especially after, well, you know.’ 

Paul nodded, a flicker of embarrassment crossing his features. 

As soon as he sat down, she leaned towards him. ‘Paul, tell me; is there any news of Maura? I haven’t heard a thing and they won’t let me out of here. I’m desperate for news. She must be in Jervis Street Hospital, but I’ve no way of finding out for sure. Could you check for me?’

Paul wouldn’t meet her eye, but stared down at his clasped hands. Eventually, he looked up. ‘It’s not good news, Sarah.’ Then he gulped and his expression scared her. ‘I was down at your house all day yesterday, looking for you. No one down there knew what had happened to you or Maura. With the state of the house, everyone assumed both of ye had been buried. But they’re still digging people out, all along North Strand; so there was hope.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. There is total devastation.’ Sarah frowned at him, barely able to take in what he was saying. ‘Well, eventually, they burnt off the gas. The bomb ruptured the main, you see, and they couldn’t risk digging in that area in case a spark set it off. Anyway, they found her … Maura … yesterday, late afternoon.’

Sarah gasped and clutched his arm. ‘Will she be all right? Is she here? When can I visit her?’

Paul’s eyes welled up. ‘I’m sorry; there was nothing they could do. Your entire terrace crumbled like a stack of cards when the last bomb exploded. All that’s left is the charred remains of that tree in your back yard. The house completely buried her.’ He halted, swallowing hard, a solitary tear rolling down his cheek. ‘They said she died instantly. We must take comfort in that.’

‘No! I don’t believe she’s dead; she can’t be. She was only feet away from me, Paul, sitting in the armchair by the fireplace. It must be someone else they found. Maybe it was someone from next door, blown into our house by the force of the explosion? It has to be a mistake.’ Sarah started to cry and shake uncontrollably.

Paul squeezed her hand, his own torment plain to see in his face. ‘No, listen to me, Sarah.’ His voice was low and urgent. ‘It was her. I’m sorry, but you must accept it. She simply wasn’t as lucky as you.’ Paul released her hand to wipe his tears. ‘I had to identify Maura at the morgue. That’s where I found out where you were. I was asking about you, in case you had been brought there too, and Mr Nugent heard me talking to the clerk. He told me he’d seen you here when he was visiting his wife. You have no idea how relieved I was. I nearly hugged the man when he told me.’

Sarah did her best to stem the flow of tears, but there was a terrible ache in her chest. As she looked up, she was aware of the curious glances of the other patients. Paul gave her a watery smile and handed her a handkerchief. 

‘Thank you.’ She blew her nose and took some shaky breaths. As they sat in silence, Sarah tried to compose herself. She closed her eyes, but it only took her back to the darkness, choking on dust, the building pressing down on her body. Maura was very close, she knew it; she could sense her presence. Her eyes flew open to the crushing reality of a hospital ward and her worst fears confirmed.

‘Where is Maura now, Paul?’ she asked at last, gulping down fresh tears.

‘Still at the morgue. She will be moved, along with the others, to the church later this evening. The funerals will be tomorrow.’ Paul’s voice broke. ‘The first batch. They’re taking them all to Glasnevin Cemetery afterwards. I told them to bury her with your Ma. Did I do right?’

‘Yes, thank you. That’s perfect.’

‘I’m so sorry, Sarah,’ he said, his voice shaking.

But Paul’s words barely registered through her sorrow. 

Maura was gone forever.

On Thursday morning, the ward was cloaked in melancholy silence. Everyone knew what was happening today. As if in keeping with their sorrow, the skies threatened rain from the early morning. Right on cue, as Sarah envisaged the procession of coffins being brought out of the church, the clouds released their fury. Sarah leaned back into the pillows and let the tears fall unchecked. Still, no one on the ward spoke; each was mourning a family member, a friend, or a neighbour. 

St Laurence O’Toole Church was only a short walk away, yet Sarah was not allowed to attend, despite her pleas to the doctor. Paul had promised to attend the funeral in her place and to bring flowers. White roses if he could find them, as they were Maura’s favourite. Gradually, news filtered in from the visitors, some of whom brought in newspapers which were devoured by the patients. Sarah now knew Da had met a similar fate to many others that night. He and his mates had been seen on the bridge not long before the last bomb had fallen. 

There was universal praise for those working to rescue survivors and find those who had been lost. What they had to deal with and the things they had to witness were unprecedented in Dublin’s history. 

That fourth bomb, the one that had destroyed her home, had been a 500 lb landmine; the destruction it had caused was all too visible in the newspaper photographs. One picture showed the tram tracks outside where their house used to stand, mangled and twisted like great metal fingers reaching up into the sky, as if in supplication to the angry god of war. The only consolation was that it would have been instant death for those, like Da, caught out in the open. But, try as she might, she could not grieve for him.

Then Sarah heard it. The faint sound of a marching band. Mrs McCluskey, in the bed beside her, pulled back her blankets and hobbled over to the window beside Sarah’s bed. ‘Do you hear the music, love?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’ Sarah eased around in her bed, swinging her legs out.

‘Let me help,’ Mrs McCluskey said, throwing back the blanket for her. Then she offered Sarah her arm to lean on. They stood together in their grief, arm in arm. ‘Aren’t we lucky to be at the back of the hospital? They’re due to travel past us towards Glasnevin.’ Mrs McCluskey pointed to the rear gate which stood open. A huddle of hospital staff stood near it; umbrellas raised in a hopeless battle with the high wind. Gradually, those patients who were well enough to get out of bed crowded around the other windows, eager to see what was happening. The music grew louder, and Sarah saw the first of the cortege pass by. 

‘’Tis grand,’ Mrs McCluskey murmured. ‘The Garda Band, bless them, leading the way; only fittin’.’ 

Then it was the turn of the hearses drawn by magnificent black horses, their black plumes almost bent over with the force of the wind and rain. Which coffin held Maura? Which held Da’s remains? Sarah clenched her fists as a wave of anger and worst of all, guilt, hit her. Mrs McCluskey must have sensed her distress, for she squeezed her arm. ‘Are you going to be all right, love? Your father and sister, isn’t it?’

Sarah managed a nod.

‘God, I’ve been lucky. No one close to me was lost. You and those other poor families!’ Mrs McCluskey wiped her eyes. ‘Ah, Jaysus, look! Tiny coffins for those unfortunate, innocent children. How could those Jerries do such a terrible thing? If I live to be a hundred, I’ll never understand.’

Immediately behind the hearses were horse-drawn carriages, full of mourners; flashes of white faces pressed up against the glass. Even at a distance, their hopelessness was palpable. Sarah closed her eyes for an instant in silent comradeship.

A procession of emergency services marched by and Sarah thought fleetingly of her rescuers. They had risked their lives to free her, and so many others. Those men who had patiently dug Maura out of the ruins of their home, or brought her father’s remains to the morgue; were they marching too?

Sleek black cars went past. ‘Pah!’ Sarah’s companion almost spat out the word. ‘There’s de Valera and his cronies in their fancy cars. So much for his neutrality; look where it has brought us today. I don’t think Hitler is paying much attention to it. We can’t even defend our citizens.’

‘Will you stop!’ a lady at the other window called out. ‘We don’t want war here again. It will only mean more of the same. We’ll end up a smoking ruin like London or Liverpool.’

‘Better to fight an honest war than take this lying down,’ barked Mrs McCluskey. ‘The whole world thinks us Irish are cowards.’ She beat her fist against the window shutter. ‘Well, just let Jerry set foot in Dublin and I’ll show him what for!’

‘I don’t doubt you would and all, Martha McCluskey. Sure, your own husband is terrified of ye,’ was the reply from the other window.

Mrs McCluskey stiffened in anger. Sarah threw her a pleading look. Now was not the time to argue about politics. Sarah turned back to keep watch, doing her best to hold on to her self-control. Still the mourners came. Sarah watched as hundreds of ordinary Dubliners snaked out behind the cortege, despite the foul weather, paying their respects and united in mourning the city’s dead. Sarah could not speak or think clearly as raw emotion constricted her throat. At that moment, she would have given anything to walk with them. 

Unable to bear it a second longer, she pulled away from Mrs McCluskey and crawled back into bed. Sarah turned her back on the window, her mind paralysed by sorrow and a growing desire for revenge.
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19th July 1941, Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin

The sun broke through the clouds as Sarah stood at the front gate of the graveyard, clutching a bunch of white roses. A check of her watch confirmed Paul was late, but she would wait; she was reluctant to visit the family grave alone. Paul had been so kind since the bombing, despite their awful breakup. Most days he had visited the hospital after work, and he had even brought his mother in to see her. When Sarah was discharged, Paul had accompanied her to the temporary refuge in the local convent near her old home. When he had suggested escorting her to the cemetery, Sarah had agreed without hesitation.

Paul’s unstinting kindness only emphasised how awful her behaviour had been. What had gotten into her the night the bombs fell? Surely, the fact that he was so willing to help her now meant he had at least forgiven her. Could she dare to hope for a reconciliation? She needed him more than ever. During her weeks of recovery, she had little else to think about except her grief and an overwhelming loneliness. A future without Maura was bad enough; one without Paul was both bleak and dark. She would have to swallow her pride and admit she had been in the wrong. 

But how would he receive that admission? What if he was acting now out of pity, not affection? He was attentive, but the easy relationship they had enjoyed before was gone. There was no intimacy now, when all she longed for was the comfort of his arms around her. Friendly affection was not enough for her; but perhaps it was all she deserved. Either way, it was too late if he was determined to enlist. The last thing he would want would be ties back in Dublin. 

Now she understood why he wanted to contribute to the war effort. Jerry had unwittingly given her that insight. That night would always be a watershed in her life: the world before, when all Sarah Gillespie thought about was books, going to the pictures and nights on the town, and then the painful reality of life after, without a family and without Paul. Perhaps it was better to remember the good times. Sarah could still recall the first time she met him at the local drama group. It had taken her weeks to work up the courage to attend, not least because Da had belittled any ambitions in that direction as pure foolishness. As Sarah had walked into the dingy backroom of the church hall, Paul’s had been the first friendly face she had seen. When he had asked to walk her home afterwards, she was delighted. Within a week, they were walking out together.

A hearse pulled up and swung in through the gates, followed by a car of mourners. Sarah’s heart went out to the funeral-goers as the cortege wound its way down the narrow track through the jumble of headstones. Sarah’s thoughts drifted to the last time she had visited. It had been with Maura to refresh the flowers on their mother’s grave, just a week before the bombing.

Hearing the revving of an engine at the bus stop, Sarah turned, and was relieved to see Paul jumping down from the rear of the bus. Paul sprinted up to the gate, holding on to his hat. With an effort, she pushed any sad thoughts away and greeted him with a smile. He looked smart today, and for the hundredth time, she regretted her impetuosity. If only time could be reversed. As he greeted her, he didn’t quite meet her eye. Sarah sighed; he felt just as awkward as she did. After a moment’s hesitation, he gave her a peck on the cheek, when all she longed for was an embrace. 

‘So sorry, Sarah; I had to finish a rush job before I could leave. Saturday morning is always mad busy. Then I missed my bus; had to wait for the next one.’

‘Not at all, Paul, I understand. I’m just glad you could come. Shall we go in?’

Paul offered her his arm, glancing downwards. ‘How’s the leg? Any better now the cast is gone?’

‘Yes, thanks. It came off on Monday. My leg is stiff, and I don’t think I will be wearing heels for a while.’

‘You must be patient and let your body heal.’

Sarah gave him a sad smile. ‘I know, and I’m unlikely to be going dancing any time soon anyway.’

Paul squeezed her arm in sympathy. ‘Ah, you will, someday, Sarah. Maura wouldn’t want you to stop living your life and having some fun.’ Sarah nodded and gulped, too emotional to respond. His glance was full of concern. ‘We don’t have to do this today. Are you sure you are ready?’ 

‘Absolutely,’ she replied.

‘Good. Now, let’s take our time; we have all afternoon,’ he said. 

They turned down the gravel path to the left, following the old stone wall that sheltered plots dominated by elaborate Victorian gravestones, some crumbling with age and covered in lichen and moss. It was peaceful under the trees as they walked along, an oasis of calm away from the city noise. From visiting her mother’s grave, Sarah was familiar with the path, and a little further on, she turned in amongst the headstones until she found the small Gillespie plot. 

The headstone was small and plain compared to some of its neighbours, and slightly lost amongst the towering Celtic crosses and weeping angels. Jim Gillespie had gone to a moneylender to help pay for it: the one decent thing he ever did for Ma. Mind you, he never visited the grave after the funeral; never bothered to see what his money had secured. It bore only Sarah’s mother’s name and the date of her death. The minimum of acceptable detail; the maximum of acceptable cost to Da. Beneath the stone, the disturbed soil was heaped up in a mound, and two bouquets of roses lay on top. The petals on both were turning brown at the tips and curling back.

‘Did you leave these? Is there no end to your kindness?’ Sarah asked, turning to Paul in amazement. 

Paul cleared his throat as two patches of colour sprung up in his cheeks. He stooped down to pick up the decaying flowers. ‘Don’t mention it. I’ve been coming out every week as you couldn’t come, and I couldn’t bear to think of her … alone.’ Paul took a deep breath and looked away. ‘I’ll put these in the bin.’

Sarah watched him disappear down the path, grateful for his thoughtfulness not only in visiting her family’s grave, but for giving her a moment to grieve alone. She let out a long, slow breath before placing the roses down. Then she stood back and tried to pray. But as she stared down at the earth, the words would not come. It was hard to imagine her young sister now resting, forever silent, in this grave. Beautiful, funny Maura; a mere child. It was harder still to think of Maura’s final moments. Had it truly been instant, or had she suffered for hours? Most nights, Sarah woke from nightmares in which she was being buried alive, watching helplessly as Maura disappeared beneath the tumbling rubble. The dreams were awful; she dreaded sleep.

Every day, her
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