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‘What’s happened?’ she gasped. It would appear a miracle had occurred overnight.

‘We sailed through the Straits of Gibraltar while you were asleep,’ Theo said gleefully. ‘We’re in the Mediterranean. Oh, Queenie!’ He took her in his arms. ‘I know you’ve hated every minute so far, even though you didn’t say a word. Next time we come, we’ll fly halfway and you’ll never have to make that terrible journey again. Now, do you feel like a hearty breakfast?’

‘Yes!’ she breathed. Afterwards, she’d put on her shorts and sunbathe.

That night in the lounge, she and Theo drank champagne and danced to Frank Sinatra records. It was turning out to be the holiday of a lifetime, after all.
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June, 1939


Chapter 1

‘What are you doing here?’ Vera Monaghan enquired.

‘I live here, Mam,’ Mary replied, grinning. It was a game they sometimes played.

‘Well, I’ve never seen you before. When did you arrive?’

‘Five years ago last week,’ Mary said promptly.

‘Ah, I remember now! You’re me little girl. What’s your name? I can’t rightly recall.’

‘Mary.’

‘So it is. You know, Mary, sometimes I can’t believe you’re real.’

Mary pinched herself. It hurt. ‘I am, Mam. Honest.’

‘Come and give your mam a hug so she’ll know you’re really real.’ Vera threw her fat body into a chair and held out her arms.

Mary scrambled from under the table where she’d been tying knots in the fringe of the chenille cloth, sat on her mother’s knee, and showered the beloved red face with kisses. ‘D’you believe I’m real now, Mam?’

‘I do, I truly do. You’re me little angel, the best surprise a woman could ever have had.’

‘And a man,’ Mary reminded her, thinking of her dad.

‘And a man,’ Vera agreed.

Mary had arrived, quite unexpectedly, when her mother was forty-seven and already had eight children, all of them boys, the youngest seven and the eldest almost twenty-one. She had thought her childbearing days were long over and Mary had taken her and Albert entirely by surprise. The lads had considered the whole thing hilarious. They hadn’t realised people as ancient as their mam and dad still indulged in a bit of nooky, and if ever a boy woke in the dead of night when the old folk were in bed, he would listen hard, just in case they were at it again.

When Mary was brought home from the maternity hospital, the entire family stood around the cot, staring down at the tiny baby. They had a girl!

‘Girls don’t have willies,’ remarked Tommy, nine. ‘How will she wee, Mam, without a willy?’

‘She’ll find a way,’ his mother assured him.

‘She’s pretty,’ said Caradoc, the youngest.

‘You were all pretty when you were babies.’ Vera looked at her eight big lads whom she loved with all her heart and found this hard to believe. Dick, the eldest, was six feet two and excessively hairy.

‘I wasn’t pretty,’ growled Victor, aged twelve.

‘Oh, all right, so you weren’t.’ Anything for a quiet life, she thought, although Victor, with his long dark lashes and rosy cheeks, had been the prettiest of the lot.

‘We’ve got a sister,’ Dick said in awe.

‘I’ve got a daughter,’ Albert Monaghan said in much the same tone.

Mary became their pet, better any day than a kitten or a puppy. The younger boys brought their paintings home from school to show their sister and were hurt when she tore them to pieces with a delighted shriek.

‘She doesn’t understand great art,’ their mother told them. ‘Not yet.’

The four older boys were working. On Friday, pay day, they would buy Mary sweets or chocolate, sometimes a toy. Once, Mrs Monaghan found her two-year-old  daughter’s mouth stuffed with bubble gum that took a good ten minutes to remove.

‘She’s getting spoilt rotten, Vera,’ Albert would say fondly, though he was the worst of the lot. Mary had more dolls than she had brothers.

‘Too much love never hurt anyone,’ his wife would reply.

They were a contented couple, the Monaghans, happy with each other, loving their children, and Mary had been the icing on the cake. Vera had once been pretty herself, but bearing nine children had created havoc with the body that had once been described as a figure eight and now resembled a great big nought.

‘Everything’s collapsed,’ she would tell people dramatically. ‘Me breasts, me tubes, me womb. Everything.’

Her shape hadn’t been helped by her diet during the early years of marriage, long before any of the boys had gone to work, and money had been short. Albert didn’t earn much as a tram conductor and there were a lot of mouths to feed. Often, the family would sit down to a plate of scouse, sometimes blind, if meat couldn’t be afforded, while Vera sat down to nothing at all.

‘I had mine earlier,’ she would explain when her husband wanted to know why she wasn’t eating. All she’d had was a couple of slices of bread dipped in the scouse pan.

Albert believed her because she was putting on weight, not losing it. Vera ate bread like there was no tomorrow. She particularly enjoyed it fried. It reminded her of what a proper meal would taste like.

Then Dick had started working, followed shortly afterwards by George, then Frank, Billy, Victor, Charlie and Tommy until, by the time Mary was five, there was only Caradoc still at school. Money wasn’t exactly rolling in, but they were flush compared to the old days. Yet still Vera couldn’t keep off the bread. She’d grown used to it. Anyroad, people said it was the staff of life. Her excess flesh was soft and doughy and Mary liked to poke it with her finger and watch it slowly rise back up.

She did so now, sitting on her mother’s knee, then examined the red, shrivelled elbows that always fascinated her.

‘Why aren’t mine like that?’ she wanted to know.

‘I’ve told you before. ’Cos you’re not fifty-two, that’s why. Now that we’ve established who you are and what you’re doing here, are you going to stay on me knee all day?’

‘If you like.’

‘What I’d like,’ Vera said, trying to sound stern, ‘is for you to untie the knots you’ve made in the fringe of me bezzie tablecloth. I’ve only just noticed and it looks dead peculiar. That cloth was a wedding present off your Auntie Dolly.’

‘All right, Mam,’ Mary said equably. She slipped off the soft, cushiony knee, and was under the table, undoing her morning’s work, when there was a knock on the door.

‘Who on earth can that be!’ her mother exclaimed when she went to answer it. It must be a stranger, because the front door was wide open. Everyone they knew would have walked straight in.

Mary heard a voice babbling hysterically and a few minutes later, her mother returned with a girl about her own age.

‘This is Hester,’ she said. ‘She only lives across the street. Her poor dad’s had an accident at work and her mam’s had to rush off to Bootle hospital, so we’re looking after her for a while.’

‘Hello,’ Mary said brightly as she continued to undo knots.

To her and her mother’s consternation, Hester burst into tears. She reminded Mary of one of her dolls, the one with the bouncy cascade of golden ringlets and frilly frock that she’d christened Shirley after Shirley Temple. Hester’s frock was pink with puffed sleeves and lace edging around the collar and hem. Like the Shirley doll, she had bright blue eyes and a mouth like a petal. Mary had seen her before, but they’d never spoken. She lived almost opposite, had no brothers or sisters, and never played in the street with the other children. Afternoons, she went for walks with her mam. On Sundays, her dad went with them. They both looked younger than some of Mary’s brothers and ‘kept themselves to themselves’, according to her own mam.

‘I want my mummy,’ Hester sobbed.

‘Sorry, luv, but you can’t have her. You’ll have to make do with me for the time being.’ Vera picked up the girl, threw herself back into the chair she’d not long got out of, and gave her an extravagant cuddle. After a while, Hester stopped crying and complained her frock was getting creased.

Mary and her mother exchanged covert winks. It wasn’t the sort of house where people worried about creases. Hester was set down and told to amuse herself with Mary, while Vera got on with the dinner. Half the boys came in at one o’clock for a meal, including Dick, now twenty-five and living in rooms in Shelley Street, having been married for two years to a rather odd young woman called Iris who was out at work all day. There was mince ready to be served up on a thick slice of dry bread. On the assumption Hester would eat her share, Vera would have to make do with just the bread. She didn’t mind.

Glover Street was a narrow cul-de-sac of flat-fronted, three-storey houses less than a hundred yards from Gladstone Dock, Bootle. When their growing family could no longer be squeezed into their nice house in Southey Street where Vera had dozens of friends, the Monaghans had been forced to move to a property with more space. They were one of the few families in Glover Street to have a house to themselves, the rest mainly having been split into flats or lodgings. There were fewer children than in her old street, and people came and went by the minute. She hadn’t made many new friends.

Vera wasn’t one to complain, she was a lucky woman and she knew it, but she’d never felt entirely settled in the new house. The properties were stoutly built, the rooms spacious, and they even had an inside lavatory, but as the years crept by, the cul-de-sac had become surrounded by factories and warehouses, until by the time the Monaghans moved in, industry held Glover Street in its tight, forbidding grip.

The most dominating feature was the rear wall of the grain silo at the end, almost twice as high as the houses, blocking out the sun from midday on. During working hours, a nearby foundry emitted a never-ending thudding, hissing noise and a terrible, choking smell. Vera’s favourite time had once been early morning, when she would wake, Albert sleeping peacefully at her side, to the harsh cry of the seagulls soaring overhead and the mournful hoot of the boats on the river. She would listen to the busy Dock Road as it came to life; the rumble of the overhead railway, the crisp clip-clop of a horse and cart on the cobbles, the clatter of lorries. She would look at the sun through the bedroom window if it was shining, savour it, knowing that, unless she managed to get out of the house, she might not see it again that day.

Lately, Vera Monaghan had wished she didn’t wake quite so early. She’d sooner not have her thoughts to herself. During those dawn hours, she’d imagined the boys leaving home, getting married, happily settling down and providing her with grandchildren whom she would love to bits. When that happened, she would move back to Southey Street with Albert and Mary. But now the only thing that preoccupied her was the war that was likely to start any minute. There were signs of it everywhere; air raid shelters had appeared at the end of every other street and gas masks had been delivered – Vera had hidden theirs in the cellar so she wouldn’t be reminded of the horror that might face them. Worst of all, she had four strong lads over eighteen who would make fine soldiers; Dick had left home when he got married, the others might be leaving much sooner than expected, and Vera wasn’t sure if she could stand it.

Laura Oliver hurried down loathsome Glover Street, also worried about the war, about her husband, about her daughter, about every damn thing. How long would Roddy be off work with a sprained ankle? She supposed she should thank God it hadn’t been broken when he’d fallen off that stupid ladder. On the other hand, a broken ankle might have delayed his call-up, even put it off for ever. She’d known a chap who’d broken his leg falling off a horse and he’d walked with a limp ever after. Roddy wouldn’t be allowed in the Services with a limp. On the other hand, would he still be able to climb a ladder?

She knocked on the open door of number seventeen, the house where she’d left Hester, and prayed she hadn’t been too distressed without her mummy. The woman in the house was obscenely overweight, but looked quite kind. Her husband went out in a uniform of some sort, so clearly had a respectable job, and she had a whole tribe of very presentable sons as well as an impish little daughter, always laughing, unlike Hester who hardly laughed at all.

The fat woman came into the hall and gave her a warm smile. ‘Oh, there you are, luv! I’ve been thinking about you all afternoon. How’s your husband? Hester’s in the yard with our Mary playing bat and ball. Come in, girl. I’ve just put the kettle on for a cuppa.’

‘I should be getting back . . . oh, but I’d love a cup of tea. Thank you.’ Laura was drawn to the caring, sympathetic face, the warm smile. She was badly in need of sympathy at the moment. ‘I’d better introduce myself,’ she said courteously. ‘I’m Laura Oliver.’

‘And I’m Vera Monaghan. Laura’s a pretty name. I’ve never come across it before.’

She followed Vera Monaghan along the narrow hall into a comfortable room overlooking the tiny backyard. It had too much furniture, most of it chairs. A mother-of-pearl crucifix stood in the centre of the mantelpiece, accompanied by holy statues and photographs of the Monaghans’ numerous children at various stages of their lives.

‘How’s your husband?’ Vera asked again.

‘It turns out it was only a sprained ankle. He fell off a ladder.’

‘That’s good, luv. Still, a sprain can be very painful.’

‘Yes, but he thought he’d broken it, so he’s quite pleased. They’re sending him home in an ambulance later this afternoon. Has Hester been all right?’ she asked anxiously.

‘She was a bit upset at first, but she soon settled down. She ate a good dinner, and she’s been with Mary in the yard ever since. I’m afraid her frock’s got a bit dirty.’

‘That doesn’t matter.’

‘What was your husband doing up the ladder?’ Vera enquired.

‘Putting in a window.’ Laura grimaced. ‘He works for a builder.’ It hurt to say it. Roddy’s ambition had been to become an architect, design grand buildings. He had intended to take a degree in the subject at university. Instead, he hadn’t even completed his final year at St Jude’s, missing his matriculation.

‘Our George is a builder’s mate. He sawed the tip of his finger off on his first day. Fortunately, it was on his left hand, so it didn’t inconvenience him too much.’ Vera had gone into the kitchen while imparting this piece of information. She returned with tea in two severely cracked cups that didn’t match the saucers. ‘You don’t come from Liverpool, do you, luv? At least, you haven’t got the accent.’

‘No, I’m from Sussex, a little village not far from Eastbourne.’ She didn’t add, ‘Where my father is the vicar,’ and wondered, as she often did, if he was sorry he’d sworn never to speak to her again. He’d probably thought she’d return home with her tail between her legs, meekly beg his forgiveness, profess sorrow for the sin that he would never cease to remind her of for the remainder of his days. It hadn’t entered his head that she and Roddy loved each other so much they were prepared to run away. They’d never regretted it, even though they’d ended up in Bootle, in Glover Street, so different to anything they’d known when growing up that it could have been in China.

Hester came running in. ‘Mummy!’ she cried, as if Laura had been there all the time. ‘I’ve got a bump on my head. Mary hit me with the bat.’

‘It was only an accident.’ Mary followed behind, a pretty girl, with short, dark, curly hair and a mischievous face. ‘Anyroad, she knocked the ball right into me belly. I bet I’ve got a bump there too.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ exclaimed Hester.

‘Neither did I.’ The two girls glared at each other, until Mary said, ‘Would you like to come upstairs and play with me dolls?’

‘Yes, please!’

‘Come on, then.’ They rushed out of the room and their light footsteps could be heard scrambling up the stairs. Laura felt a tiny bit hurt that she hadn’t been missed, but then supposed it was a good thing. Hester was starting school in September. Mother and daughter would be separated for the first time. It would help if she got used to other people in the meantime.

‘She’s not a bit like you – Hester,’ Vera remarked.

‘No, she’s got thinner features, like Roddy, but the person she’s most like is my mother.’

‘I bet she’s pleased about that, your mam.’

‘I’m afraid she’s dead. She died when I was eleven.’ Her father had immediately packed his only child off to boarding school. He’d always been disappointed that she wasn’t a boy. Laura had often wondered what her mother’s reaction would have been when she’d had to confess she was pregnant.

‘I’ve seen your husband on his way to work. He’s very handsome, lovely and tall.’

‘Isn’t he!’ Laura glowed. She was neither tall nor short and her own face had been described as ‘wholesome’. It had character, she’d been told. Her eyes were a quite ordinary brown, her mouth far too wide, and her nose was merely a nose, not quite straight, but almost. Her best feature was her hair, which was glossy black and very thick and wavy. It was the only thing about her that the girls at school had envied. She wore it long and held back with a slide. It looked old-fashioned, but Roddy liked it, and that was all that mattered.

‘Has Mary started school yet?’ she asked.

‘No, luv. She starts next term at St Joan of Arc.’

‘Hester’s going to Salisbury Road. It’s not that far away.’

‘You’re not Catholic, then?’

‘No.’ Laura took a sip of the tea, which was lovely and strong. ‘I’ll take Mary to school for you, if you like,’ she offered. She felt almost glad Roddy had fallen off the ladder. It had enabled her to get to know at least one of her neighbours. They’d lived in the street for almost a year and this was the first proper conversation she’d had with anyone other than her husband. She was too shy, too unhappy, and had imagined people making fun of her posh accent.

‘That’s nice of you, luv, but the thing is . . .’ Vera paused and Laura had an awful feeling she was going to say she didn’t want a non-Catholic going anywhere near her daughter, but Vera said in a rush, ‘They’ll be closing down St Joan of Arc’s if there’s a war. It wouldn’t be safe from the air raids, being so close to the docks, like. The kids are being sent miles away, to St Monica’s up Orrell Park way. I don’t know what’s happening to Salisbury Road.’

‘If there’s a war!’ Laura whispered. ‘I can’t imagine there being a war. I can’t imagine there being air raids. It’d be total madness.’

Vera’s face had lost its smile and her eyes were bleak. Laura had a feeling it was a face that people didn’t see often, if at all. ‘Madness,’ she echoed in a voice as bleak as her eyes. ‘The boys don’t realise. They claim to be looking forward to it, as if it were just a game.’

‘Roddy’s a bit like that, though he’s worried what will happen to me and Hester.’

‘Men!’ Vera sniffed and looked as if she might cry. ‘I won’t let them talk about it. It upsets me too much.’

‘We won’t talk about it, then,’ Laura said. ‘I’m sorry the subject came up.’

‘I don’t mind talking about it with you, luv, another woman. Women can see war for what it is, anything but a game. Would you like more tea?’

‘I’d love some, thank you.’

Vera fetched the tea, which was even stronger than before, and explained that she had four lads of call-up age. ‘Next March, our Victor turns eighteen, and Charlie the year after.’

‘According to Roddy, it won’t take long to give Adolph Hitler a kick up the backside – they’re his words, not mine,’ Laura added hastily. ‘He thinks it’ll all be over by March.’

‘That’s if it starts at all.’

‘I pray every night that it won’t.’

‘Me too, Laura. Me too,’ Vera said sadly.

‘Oh, Albert, she’s ever such a nice girl!’ Vera told her husband that night. ‘Only twenty-one and she talks like Queen Elizabeth. Her mam died when she was eleven and her dad sent her to boarding school. Boarding school,’ Vera repeated, struck all of a heap. ‘I’ve never met anyone who’s been to boarding school before.’

‘And you’re not likely to again, not in Bootle,’ Albert replied drily, not the least impressed.

‘That’s where you’re wrong, Albert. Her husband went to boarding school too.’

‘But he’s not from Bootle, is he? People here have got more common sense. When they have kids, they look after them themselves, not dump ’em on other people.’

‘Actually,’ Vera dropped her voice, though there was no one within earshot, the older lads having gone out and the others scattered about the house, ‘I suspect something went on.’

Albert raised his eyebrows. ‘Went on?’

‘Don’t ask me what, I dunno, but they’re both dead posh. What are they doing in Glover Street, I’d like to know, when they’ve been to boarding school? She must’ve only been sixteen when she had Hester. I reckon she got in the club and her dad chucked her out.’

‘You’ve been reading too many of them daft magazines, woman.’ Albert rattled the Daily Herald that had been left on the tram. He would quite like to do a bit of reading himself. ‘Make us a cuppa, there’s a good girl, then I’d appreciate it if you kept your gob shut for the next half hour, so’s I can catch up on the news.’

Across the road, in number twenty-two, Roddy Oliver sat on the sofa with his legs stretched out so Laura could nurse his heavily bandaged ankle. His thin, handsome face looked terribly worn, she thought compassionately, and the palms of his hands had been badly grazed as he slid down the ladder. Hester, more tired than usual after her activities that afternoon, had been put to bed hours ago.

‘Does it still hurt, darling?’ she asked.

‘It throbs a bit, that’s all,’ he said stoutly.

He was enjoying being made a fuss of for a change. For a long time now, he’d been terribly brave, burdened by far too much responsibility for someone so young, yet never once complaining.

When they had first run away together, they’d had money. Roddy had been left five hundred pounds by his grandfather. The first thing he did was buy Laura a wedding ring. From then on, she had handled the money carefully, or so she’d thought at the time. They’d rented a flat in Islington, thinking that they were slumming it rather, and she’d bought the cheapest food. Hester had been born in a private nursing home, Laura unaware that she could have gone into a maternity hospital, which would have been considerably cheaper. Baby clothes were bought from an inexpensive High Street shop.

In retrospect, the flat had been a palace compared to the places they’d lived since. The ‘cheap’ food – lamb and pork chops, spare ribs – had become nothing but fond memories. The only meat they ate these days were sausages, mincemeat and streaky bacon.

Still, they’d thought they were managing wonderfully. Straight away, Roddy had got a job as a messenger with a bank – they were sensible enough to realise the money wouldn’t last for ever. It was a job with prospects. He decided to forget about architecture and take an accountancy course at night school, make banking his career, but had been sacked within a fortnight.

‘I thought you were too good to be true,’ the manager had snarled halfway through his second week.

‘I said to him, “What do you mean?”’ Roddy told Laura that night, visibly shaken. ‘Apparently, he wrote to St Jude’s for a reference and they said I’d left, “under a cloud”.’

‘Oh, dear!’ Laura said inadequately.

‘It means there’s no use applying for another job where they’ll want a reference.’

‘Oh, dear!’ she said again. ‘What will we do now?’ What she really meant was, ‘What will you do?’ because she was barely sixteen, five months pregnant, terrified out of her wits, and unable to do anything other than ineffectually keep house.

‘I’ll just have to find a job where they don’t care about references,’ Roddy said grimly. Almost a year older, he had matured with astonishing swiftness over the last few months.

He’d gone to work in a menswear shop where the wages were so poor they wouldn’t even pay the rent, let alone buy food. They moved to a smaller flat, then an even smaller one, just one large room. By then, Hester had been born. She was an irascible baby, always crying. The nappies had to be washed in the communal kitchen and there was nowhere for them to dry.

It was about this time, Laura remembered, as she sat on the sofa in Glover Street nursing Roddy’s ankle, that he’d suggested she went home to her father.

‘Do you want me to go home?’ she’d asked, her heart in her mouth.

‘Lord, no!’ He shuddered. ‘I love you so much, I can’t imagine life without you but, Lo, darling, the five hundred pounds has virtually gone. At least your father would provide a roof over your head. You and Hester would be warm and have enough to eat.’

‘My father would never accept Hester. She’d have to be farmed out, adopted. I’d never see her again, and I’d never see you, either. He wouldn’t allow you near the house, and your family wouldn’t allow me near yours.’ Laura managed a smile. ‘We’re outcasts.’

‘Then we’ll have to stay outcasts.’ He looked at her ruefully. ‘I wish I weren’t so hopeless, though. And helpless. At St Jude’s, it was taken for granted we’d give orders when we grew up, not take them. We weren’t taught to do anything sensible. I can’t even knock a nail in straight.’

The mention of nails reminded her that he’d given in his notice at the shop and was starting work on a building site on Monday. He’d been told it was the best paid unskilled work, if not exactly regular. She could tell he was dreading it.

Laura had flung her arms around his neck. ‘You’re anything but helpless and hopeless. You’re the most capable man I know and I’ll love you till the day I die.’

The building site was hard, back-breaking toil and, at first, he came back to their squalid room full of cuts and bruises. The other labourers, mainly huge, fiercesome Irishmen, made fun of the fine-featured, graceful young man who’d been to public school and spoke with a cutglass accent but, as time passed, they began to admire his tenacity and willingness to work as hard as they did, sometimes seven days a week. They became good friends, or ‘mates’, as Roddy referred to them. He no longer looked out of place as he wielded a pick axe or a spade. His shoulders were gradually broadening, powerful muscles were developing on his arms, and his oncedelicate skin became weathered and brown from working in the open air. He was gradually acquiring skills; bricklaying, plumbing, plastering.

He seemed quite happy. After all, as he pointed out, he was working on buildings, if not designing them, as had been his ambition. ‘It’s all grist for the mill.’ He began to get books on architecture from the library, but fell asleep after only a few pages.

They moved to a bigger room in a more gracious house in Highbury. The weekly rent was a shilling more, but they had their own sink and use of the garden where the washing could be hung out to dry. Hester was walking and able to totter over the long grass that nobody cut. Roddy’s earnings were enough to start putting money in the bank, only small amounts but, for the first time, they were able to look to the future. They felt a sense of achievement that they’d managed to come so far without help from a soul. When Hester went to school, Laura would get a job and they’d be able to rent an entire house to themselves. One day, they planned to have more children, but that day seemed very far away.

In the meantime, the big room had become their home. Laura had managed to make it look quite charming. The ugly sofa was covered with a length of cheap material she’d bought from a market and she’d embroidered cloths for the sideboard and made flowers from tissue paper – there was a huge bowl of frilly red roses on the table.

From the window, they witnessed the changing seasons; admired the blossom on the old gnarled apple tree, picked the fruit when it appeared, watched the leaves fall and cover the grass with a crisp carpet. Then winter would stealthily creep in and the entire scene would become a wonderland of snow or ice.

They’d run away to be with each other and their baby, and were happy at last.

Hester was four when Roddy’s brother, Thomas, appeared on the scene. The builders Roddy worked for had been renovating a row of Regency properties in Primrose Hill that were almost finished. Prospective purchasers were already being shown around. One night, Roddy came home, his face full of smiles, and described with amusement the expression on Thomas’s face when he’d come into a bedroom and found his younger brother on his knees painting the skirting.

‘He looked shattered,’ Roddy chortled. ‘But the thing is, Lo, the most amazing thing, is that I felt superior! I felt a proper man, a genuine worker, not a poncey git who spends his life buying and selling shares, like Tom does.’

‘A poncey git!’ Laura exclaimed, shocked. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but it sounded awfully rude.

‘That’s mild compared to some of the names we call the people who come to view. I daren’t tell you the others.’

Roddy wasn’t laughing a few days later when he told Laura that his father had turned up that morning.

‘What did he want?’ she asked, suddenly scared.

‘He’ll forgive me everything if I come home, even put me back in his will. He said it’s not too late for me to go to university.’ He paused. ‘What’s the matter, Lo? Why are you crying?’ he asked in alarm.

‘I don’t want you to leave, that’s why. Oh!’ She was being selfish. ‘But I understand completely if you do. I’ll manage on my own. I’ll be all right.’

He was on his knees in front of her in a flash, his arms around her. ‘You ridiculous girl! As if I’d leave. I told my father to . . . well, I won’t say what I told him to do. How could you think such a thing of me?’

‘You looked so serious. I thought you’d made up your mind,’ Laura sobbed.

‘I looked serious for quite another reason. My father has discovered our address. He’s written to your father. I think we can expect quite a few visitors soon.’

Laura was horrified. She wasn’t yet twenty-one and wasn’t sure how much control she had over her life. ‘They’ll try to prise us apart.’

‘I know,’ Roddy said gravely.

‘Your mother will want Hester. She refused to see me, but she offered to take the baby, remember?’ His family hadn’t wanted him to get involved with a vicar’s daughter. They had high hopes for their youngest son. Thomas’s wife was the daughter of a viscount.

‘I certainly do. She was desperate to get her hands on her.’

‘I think we should move.’ She glanced around the room. She’d become very fond of it. It would be a wrench to leave, but the last thing in the world she wanted was to come face to face with her father. He might bring his sister with him, her domineering Aunt Caroline, who’d called her a slut when she’d broken the news that she was pregnant.

‘I think we should move too, but they know who I work for and can always track us down that way. I’ll have to find another job.’ That would be another wrench. He would be leaving behind a whole crowd of friends – mates.

Next morning, Laura frantically began to pack their things in Roddy’s school trunk, but they’d acquired so much over the years; bedding, dishes, cutlery, Hester’s clothes, that not even half would fit. Not that it mattered yet; they still had to find somewhere else to live.

She decided to go out and look in the windows of sweet and tobacconists where cards were displayed advertising rooms to let and items for sale – it was how they’d found their present room as well as Hester’s pram and pushchair. The pram had eventually been sold the same way.

From being an irascible baby, Hester had become a quiet, self-contained child. She rarely bothered her parents with demands. Laura often felt guilty, wondering if her unplanned daughter sensed the impact she had made on their lives. Their worlds had been turned upside down. When they’d first made love, they’d been little more than children. It hadn’t crossed their minds they might be making another human being.

‘Shall we go for a walk, darling?’ She tried to keep the edginess out of her voice. Her father might have received the letter that morning telling him of their whereabouts. He might come looking for her straight away. Any minute, there could be a knock on the door. She wouldn’t answer, and prayed there was no one else in the house who would – it was usually empty except for her and Hester during the day.

Hester was always ready for a walk. Laura dressed her in one of the pretty frocks she’d made from a scrap of pink and white gingham. It had smocking on the front and lace trimming on the collar and cuffs. She’d never been much good at needlework at school – perhaps it was necessity that had made her an expert.

They were outside the house and she was fastening the straps of the rickety pushchair, when the garden gate flew open and Roddy came in pushing a bike.

‘The chaps are covering for me at work and I borrowed the bike,’ he panted. ‘Laura, how do you fancy moving to Bootle? It’s a little town on the edge of Liverpool.’

One of the men he worked with had a brother there, Colm, who had his own property maintenance business and was looking for a partner, he explained. The pay wasn’t much, but the hours were regular. ‘And Colm will find us somewhere to live. He mainly works for landlords and one is bound to have an empty property. Rory, that’s my mate, will even take us up there in the lorry on Sunday.’

It was a perfect solution. Their relatives would never find them so far away. ‘I fancy it very much, Roddy,’ Laura said breathlessly.

And that was how Roddy, Laura and Hester Oliver came to live in Bootle.

‘Would you like some cocoa, darling?’ Laura asked.

‘I’d love some.’ Roddy was blinking tiredly.

She slid carefully off the sofa, put a cushion under his feet, and went into the kitchen. It was a fine big room, large enough to hold the table where they ate and she cut out material. It had a cast iron range, but she only made a fire once a week to heat water for the washing and for them to have baths – the tin bath hung on the wall in the yard. The cooking she did on the relatively modern gas stove.

She had no complaints about their accommodation. The landlord was very pleasant, though it would be nice if the flat had been wired for electricity. Sewing by gas light hurt her eyes and she’d noticed Vera Monaghan’s house had electricity. They had the entire bottom floor, comprising three rooms, a kitchen, and even an indoor lavatory, to themselves. The only common area was the hallway, which they shared with upstairs. After living in one room for so long, it seemed the height of luxury to have their own, separate bedroom. Hester slept in the smallest room at the back.

No, the flat was fine. It was its situation that she found so depressing. Glover Street must be the most miserable street on earth, added to which the woman who lived in the flat above, Mrs Tate, was truly horrible, screaming at her poor daughter every night when she came home from work, usually very late, almost midnight. The girl was a fragile little thing, who looked about twelve, with a withered arm, and was only seen on her way to and from school. Laura had tried to speak to her a few times, but the girl looked scared out of her wits and didn’t answer. She didn’t seem quite all there. Mrs Tate rudely ignored her attempts to pass the time of day.

The kettle boiled, she made the cocoa, and took it into the living room where Roddy was almost asleep. She sat in an armchair so as not to disturb his feet.

‘Will you get paid for today?’ she asked.

‘There’s no reason why I shouldn’t. I’d finished the damn window when the ladder broke.’ A rung near the top had snapped, the wood was rotten, and he’d slid down the rest, breaking more rungs in the process. ‘I’ll be fit for work again in a few days, and Colm should pay me for the time off. It’s his fault, not mine, that the ladder broke. It should have been ditched ages ago. I’m fed up working myself to a standstill,’ he said indignantly, ‘while Colm sits back and takes the profit so he can drink himself into a stupor.’

Colm Flaherty’s ‘business’ was scarcely worthy of the term. He was little more than an odd-job man, who hadn’t wanted a partner, but an assistant to do the most awkward, difficult work. If Colm was sober, he might paint the occasional door. Despite this, he was the most charming of men, popular with everyone. Laura couldn’t help but like him. If a landlord wanted a job done, the first person they approached was the silver-tongued Colm Flaherty. Roddy, conscientious to a fault, had been carrying him ever since he’d started. The ex-public schoolboy was frequently seen pushing a handcart loaded with ladders, paint, sheets of glass, and mysterious lengths of piping, up and down the streets of Bootle.

Thinking about it, Laura could easily have cried. Instead of adding to their small savings, since moving, they’d been using them to subsidise Roddy’s appallingly low wages. She had an idea that would at least make a slight improvement.

‘You could start your own business, Roddy,’ she said excitedly. ‘Be your own boss. I could write cards and put them in shop windows, “Odd-Job Man Available”.’

‘It hardly seems worth it, Lo.’

‘Why not?’ she asked, disappointed.

‘Because any minute now the war will start and I’ll be called up. Hopefully, I’ll never push a handcart again.’

‘When’s Hester coming, Mam?’ Mary demanded.

‘If you’ve asked that question once, you must have asked it a dozen times. Her mam’s bringing her over at half past ten.’

‘Why is her mam bringing her? Why can’t she come on her own?’

‘I dunno, luv,’ Vera said vaguely, ‘It’s the sort of thing posh people do.’

‘Why does Hester call her mam Mummy?’

‘It’s another thing posh people do.’

‘Can I call you Mummy, Mam?’

‘Over my dead body, girl,’ Vera threatened. ‘It sounds dead soppy.’

‘Can I wash the dishes?’

‘What! And break the lot? No, ta, Mary Monaghan. I’ll wash ’em later. You can dry.’

‘Can’t you wash ’em now?’

‘Can, can’t, can, can’t! I’ll wash you now if you don’t shut up a minute. I’ll dump you in the rainbutt and leave you there for the rest of the day.’

Mary giggled. ‘I know you wouldn’t, Mam.’

‘Don’t tempt me, Mary, else you’ll end up very wet. Now, go and amuse yourself while I just take a glance through your dad’s paper.’

The Daily Herald was still on the table where Albert had left it. The more she read, the more downhearted Vera felt. There’d been an air raid practice in London the other day. The siren had sounded and people had lain on the ground and pretended to be dead or injured. There was still a shortage of gas masks for children – the Monaghans hadn’t received one small enough for Mary. ‘If our Mary hasn’t got one, then I’m not wearing me own,’ Vera informed the empty room. ‘The two of us’ll die together.’ Winston Churchill, whoever he was, was urging a military pact with Russia. Some people, the paper reported, mainly women, had started to hoard food, sternly frowned on by the authorities. Vera immediately decided to hoard her own; tins of soup and beans, sugar and tea, just to be on the safe side. They could go in the cupboard under the stairs and would be very quickly used up if the war didn’t start. Vera flatly refused to bow to the inevitable.

She folded the paper neatly, having read enough, took it into the yard and flung it into the dustbin, along with the Government leaflet that had arrived that morning entitled Masking Your Windows, which she hadn’t read. She’d mask her windows, whatever good it would do, when the time came and not before.

At twenty-five past ten, she put the kettle on, so there’d be a pot of tea ready when Laura arrived. The women were separated by thirty years and their backgrounds couldn’t have been more different, but Vera had the strongest feeling they were going to become good friends.


Chapter 2

The Black Horse had been built in Victorian times. It stood on a corner opposite Hornby Dock, an architectural gem, the elaborate mouldings and decorative tiles on the outside in stark contrast to the cheerless interior; one large room with sawdust on the floor, wooden tables scarred and worm-ridden, hard chairs and stools. The mirror behind the bar was cracked in two places and the brasses hadn’t been polished in months.

The clientele usually comprised dockers who’d been working late and were reluctant to go home, a few foreign seamen, and a handful of prostitutes – it was taken for granted that no respectable woman would be seen dead in such a place.

At precisely ten o’clock, the barmaid, Agnes Tate, rang a bell and screamed, ‘Time, gentlemen, please.’

No one stirred. Not a soul took the slightest bit of notice. The ‘gentlemen’ – she’d yet to meet one – continued to sup their ale and smoke their fags as if she’d never opened her mouth and the bell hadn’t rung. Agnes shrugged. It was no more than she’d expected.

She returned to the other end of the bar where Derek Norris was standing. He grinned. ‘Double scotch on the rocks, Aggie, and make it snappy,’ he said, doing his impression of Edward G. Robinson. ‘And have another port and lemon on me while you’re at it. And a fag.’ He pushed a packet of Woodbines in her direction.

‘Ta, Derek.’ Agnes poured his usual tipple, and a drink for herself. He’d only been coming to the Black Horse for about a fortnight. She liked him and could tell he liked her in return. He was much better dressed than the other customers, in a loud, tweed suit and a canary yellow waistcoat. A bachelor in his thirties, he earned his living in mysterious ways. It was rumoured he was a fence, handling stolen property, and could get anything at a price.

She fluttered her black eyelashes, stiff with mascara. ‘That’ll be ninepence altogether.’

Derek leant over and peered down the front of her purple satin blouse. ‘And cheap at the price,’ he said with a suggestive wink.

‘Don’t be cheeky.’ Agnes twisted her lips, painted purple to match the blouse, into what she assumed was an appealing moue, then helped herself to a Woodbine.

‘What’s a bobby dazzler like you doing in a dump like this?’ Derek enquired.

‘You asked me that last night and the night before. I told you, earning me living. I’m a widder. I’ve got meself and a girl of fourteen to support.’

‘Pity about the girl. I’ve been thinking, if it wasn’t for her, you and me could take off and have some great times together.’

‘Oh, yeah! And pigs might fly,’ Agnes snorted. She heard the same sort of thing from men at least once a week. She was a good-looking woman, handsome, with big, dark eyes in a heavily painted face and a slightly too large nose. Her brown hair had been dyed blonde and was tightly permed in tiny curls covering her well-shaped head.

‘I mean it,’ Derek Norris insisted. ‘I’ve had my eye on you, Aggie. We’d make a good pair. Any minute now, I’m off to London to make me fortune. There’ll be all sorts of rich pickings there once this bloody war starts.’

‘London!’ Agnes breathed, images of Mayfair and Piccadilly and Buckingham Palace racing through her mind.

‘London.’ Derek gave an emphatic nod.

‘I’d love to go to a nightclub. I’ve only seen them on the pictures.’

‘We’ll go to a nightclub on our very first night.’

‘You’re having me on. We hardly know each other.’

‘I beg to differ, Aggie. I think we know each other very well. We’re the same type. We take risks, like nice clothes, a good time. Have you ever drunk a cocktail?’

‘No.’

‘You’d love ’em, they’d be right up your street. I can just see you walking down the Strand in a fur coat; mink or sable, the best there is.’

Agnes could see it too, very clearly. She glanced at him through lowered lids. He had a daring face; she could imagine him taking risks. His eyes were small and a bit puffy, and he had a snub nose and a rather feminine mouth but, all in all, she found him attractive. At least he was clean, he looked after himself, and evidently had a few bob in his pocket. He had ideas. He was an adventurer. And he made her laugh, the way he imitated film stars; James Cagney and Humphrey Bogart, as well as Edward G. Robinson.

‘How do I know you’re not married?’ she asked pertly.

‘You’ll just have to take my word for it that I’m not. The truth is, I’ve never met a woman I fancied enough to take all the way to the altar.’ He flashed her a sly grin, as if to say he’d met the woman now.

The landlord, Con Garrett, pushed his way past behind the bar. He put his hands squarely on her hips and pressed himself briefly against her. Agnes nudged him sharply in the ribs with her elbow. ‘Gerroff!’ she snarled.

‘That’s not what you said the other night,’ he whispered, fortunately not loud enough for Derek to hear. She didn’t want him knowing she was a woman of easy virtue. A barmaid’s wages didn’t go far when you liked smart clothes and jewellery, and an extra quid or two came in handy whenever she fancied a new outfit. Derek had kept himself more or less to himself the nights he came and hopefully hadn’t heard she was willing to do a turn when she was broke. He was living temporarily with his sister in Chaucer Street, a woman she’d never heard of who was unlikely to have heard of Agnes Tate.

‘What d’you say, Aggie?’ Derek said cajolingly. ‘About London, that is.’

Agnes sighed. It sounded wonderful. Derek was the man she’d been waiting for her entire life. She’d be off to London like a shot, except there was just one thing stopping her. ‘I told you, I’ve got a daughter who’s only just left school. I’m not free to up and go at the drop of a hat.’

‘She’s fourteen, you said. Some kids are left to look after themselves much younger than that. Thirteen, I was carting coal around. Two years later, I told a lie about me age and joined the Army. I fought for me country in the Great War,’ he said proudly, ‘and left without a scratch on me body.’

‘Still . . .’

‘She wouldn’t be left without a roof over her head, would she?’

‘No, but she hasn’t got a job yet.’

‘She’ll get one soon. You’ve done your duty by your daughter, Aggie,’ Derek said earnestly. ‘Now it’s time to think about yourself before it’s too late.’

‘That’s true.’ Queenie had been a drag all her life, holding her mother back. If it hadn’t been for her, Agnes would have left Liverpool years ago.

‘Pour us another Scotch, Aggie, and another port and lemon for your goodself.’

‘You’ll have me tipsy,’ Agnes said skittishly. ‘Anyroad, it’s gone closing time.’ Nevertheless, she poured both drinks.

‘That’s what I’d like, Aggie, to have you tipsy.’ He leered at her, his meaning clear, and she bent forward over the bar to give him a better view of her bosom. Derek reached for her hand and said huskily, ‘We’d go together perfect, girl, in every possible way. I knew that the minute I saw you. That’s why I’ve been coming every night all this time. It sounds a bit far-fetched to say we were meant for each other, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it were true.’

Agnes, rarely for her, was overcome with emotion. No one had spoken to her in quite such a way before. He sounded so genuine, as if he meant every word. Then common sense took hold. He was just another geezer trying to get her to bed in a more flowery way than usual. Perhaps he thought if he dressed it up in fine words he’d get it for free. She withdrew her hand and said coldly, ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to see the train tickets to London before I agree to anything.’

‘I’ll have them tomorrow,’ he promised.

She reckoned she’d never see him again.

Agnes slammed the front door with all her might, not caring if it disturbed the toffee-nosed couple who lived on the ground floor with their prissy little daughter.

‘Queenie,’ she shrieked as she ran upstairs, ‘where are you?’

‘Here, Mam.’ Her daughter emerged from the kitchen wearing her nightie. ‘I’ve just made a pot of tea.’

‘I should think so too. I’ve been run off me feet all bloody night long. Did you do that washing like I told you?’

‘Yes, Mam. It’s on the rack.’

‘Why are you in your nightie?’

‘I washed me frock at the same time.’

Agnes peered into the kitchen. The rack was full of clothes, all hers apart from a faded cotton frock. ‘They’re dripping everywhere,’ she said disgustedly.

‘I couldn’t wring them any dryer, Mam. That’s the best I could do.’

‘You’re pathetic, that’s why,’ Agnes sneered. ‘You’re pathetic at every bloody thing.’

Queenie hung her head. ‘I know, Mam.’

‘Fetch us the tea and hurry up about it. I’m parched.’

‘Yes, Mam.’

In the living room, Agnes did a quick inspection, looking for dust or things out of place. It was Queenie’s job to keep the flat spick and span while her mam was at work. She was disappointed there was not a single thing to complain about.

‘It’s not strong enough,’ she said when the tea was brought, determined to find something wrong. ‘It looks like gnat’s piss.’

‘I couldn’t make it any stronger,’ Queenie said nervously. ‘There’d have been no tea left for morning.’

‘Why didn’t you buy more?’

‘’Cos you didn’t leave me the money, Mam.’

‘And it didn’t cross your stupid head to ask for it before I left?’

‘No,’ Queenie whispered.

‘You’re thick, d’you know that, Queenie,’ Agnes said cruelly. ‘I don’t know what I did to deserve such a thick, useless daughter. You’re the bane of me life, that’s what you are. Get to bed, out of me sight. I can’t stand looking at you another bloody minute.’

‘’Night, Mam.’ Queenie crept out of the room.

Agnes didn’t answer. The way the girl crept about got on her nerves, as did the way she spoke, in a hushed, terrified whisper, as if she were trying to pretend she wasn’t there. ‘If only she weren’t!’ Agnes muttered. ‘If only she’d died at birth or, better still, I’d never had her in the first place.’

She’d never felt a shred of love for her daughter, the result of a one-night stand with a travelling brush salesman only a few months after her husband had done a bunk. George Tate had been in the Merchant Navy and hadn’t bothered to return after a trip to America. Agnes didn’t care. George had been a no-hoper. In her experience, most people were. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand folks not wanting a good time. She reckoned it was why they’d been put on earth, to enjoy themselves and have a laugh.

Once it became obvious George wasn’t coming back, Agnes set out to have the best possible time. Not that she’d been exactly a shrinking violet before, but a married woman had to be careful how she put herself about while her husband was away. In no time she found herself up the stick by a man whose name she couldn’t even remember and would never see again. Although she’d done all the usual things, drunk pints of gin, immersed herself in painfully scalding baths, the baby had refused to be budged.

People were hazy about when George had last been home and assumed the baby was his. Agnes claimed he’d been killed in an accident on the New York docks, that she was now a widow, which sounded better than the truth. She’d stuck to the story ever since.

It hadn’t crossed her mind to give the girl away when she was born. Agnes had always regretted it. Instead, she’d paid some woman to look after her during the day and got a job in Johnson’s Dye factory. This arrangement had continued until Queenie was five, though Agnes had been forced to remove the girl several times and find someone else when the women got angry over the various bumps and bruises on Queenie’s tiny body when she was brought to them in the morning.

‘Where on earth did that come from?’ they would exclaim. ‘She’s such a nice, well-behaved little thing. There’s no need to smack her.’

There were only so many times Agnes could say Queenie had bumped into a door or fallen downstairs. The women hadn’t spent all day in a stinking factory. They weren’t desperate for a bit of light relief; a drink, some congenial company when work was over. Agnes resented being stuck in, night after night, with a whingeing child. It was only understandable she give the kid a clout when she wet the bed or refused to stop crying – Queenie wasn’t all that nice and well-behaved at home.

The incident with Queenie’s arm had given her a fright. The kid had done something she shouldn’t have, or not done something she should have, Agnes couldn’t remember what it was that made her give her four-year-old daughter a shove that really did send her flying halfway down the stairs. She’d screamed blue murder all night long, and was still screaming next morning when an angry and exhausted Agnes took her to the house where she was being looked after.

‘What’s the matter with her?’ the woman had asked suspiciously.

‘I dunno, do I?’ Agnes growled. ‘She’s just in one of her moods.’

‘I’ve never known Queenie in a mood. She’s always as good as gold. What’s wrong, dearie?’ The woman knelt down and made to pick Queenie up, and the kid only screamed louder. ‘Her arm’s broken!’ the woman gasped, horrified. ‘You’d best get her to hospital straight away.’

‘But I’m on me way to work!’

‘I don’t care if you’re on your way to heaven, Mrs Tate. Queenie needs to have her arm set straight away. And I’d have a good explanation ready for the doctor, if I were you, else you might find yourself up on a charge.’

Agnes had had dealings with the law before; twice for being drunk and disorderly, once for soliciting, though the latter had been a misunderstanding. The last thing she wanted was the police involved. She took Queenie home, put her arm in a sling, and fed her with Aspro, cursing loudly when she thought about the money she was losing. She also lost the next day’s pay searching for another woman to look after her.

The arm had managed to set itself, but the bones hadn’t knitted together properly, so that for ever afterwards, from the elbow down, Queenie’s right arm faced the wrong way. The sight of her daughter’s crooked arm always irritated Agnes beyond endurance. It was a constant reminder of what a damn nuisance the girl had been since the day she was born.

Queenie was five, had started school, when Agnes decided to become a barmaid. At least she’d have company, could share a joke or two with the customers, be able to dress nice for work, and there wouldn’t be a creepy supervisor breathing down her neck all day long. The spinster sisters who’d lived downstairs used to put the kid to bed. Both were dead by the time Queenie turned eight, and Agnes judged she was old enough to look after herself and make herself useful around the house. Despite her arm, there wasn’t much Queenie couldn’t do, but she’d never been able to manage the ironing, and the washing was always sopping wet when it went on the rack because she couldn’t wring it out.

Agnes took a Player’s Weight out of her bag and lit it. Everywhere was so quiet. She couldn’t stand the quiet or being alone. If she went with Derek Norris, she’d never be alone again. What’s more, she imagined London being the sort of place that was never still. It was probably buzzing with activity right now, even though it was nearly midnight. The clubs would be full, the cafés open, there’d still be people on the streets.

Could she leave Queenie on her own? Any minute now, the girl would get a job. It was her arm that had stopped her so far. She’d been for half a dozen interviews, but employers took one look and decided she wasn’t up to cooking or cleaning or doing anything heavy. But something was bound to turn up soon. Agnes had done her duty. It was time she thought about herself. ‘Before it’s too late,’ Derek had said.

Too late! She wasn’t getting any younger, but then who was? Next year, she’d be forty. She’d have to get a move on if she wanted a good time. If Derek brought them train tickets tomorrow, Agnes decided she’d be off.

Laura had acquired a fear of letters. It was rare one came for her or Roddy, and they were usually about something innocuous, but she worried constantly that his relatives, or her father, had discovered where they lived.

She uttered a little gasp when, one morning in August, she heard the letter box click and the flutter of a letter on to the mat. Approaching warily, she picked it up, hoping it was for the horrid woman upstairs, but the brown envelope was addressed to Roderick Bennett Oliver, and bore the dreaded words ‘On His Majesty’s Service’ in black print in the top left-hand corner. She knew straight away that he’d been called up.

Sometimes, if he was working nearby, he came home and ate the sandwiches she’d made for his lunch. She put the letter on the mantelpiece and prayed he’d come today. But lunchtime passed and he didn’t. Laura sat on the settee, her sewing forgotten on her lap, her eyes fixed on the letter. What was going to happen to them now? she asked herself, before realising it was a stupid question. She knew exactly what would happen. Roddy would go into the forces, she and Hester would be left in Glover Street on their own. She would get a job, war work of some sort, not only because she wanted to do her bit, but she would need the money. The matter had already been discussed with Vera, who’d offered to look after Hester while Laura was at work. It was all settled and the future looked very hard, not just for her, but for the entire population.

She wondered idly how the War Office, or whoever it was who sent out call-up papers, had known where Roddy lived? How had he been tracked down to this address? They’d had no contact with officialdom since they’d come to live in Glover Street.

In the middle of her reverie, Hester came in sulking, having quarrelled over something trivial with Mary. The two girls had become inseparable, but Laura had a feeling they didn’t like each other much. Hester considered Mary too boisterous, whereas Mary thought Hester not boisterous enough. They teased each other mercilessly over their wildly differing accents, and Hester’s exquisite table manners were mocked, while Mary’s lack of them derided.

‘What’s happened now?’ Laura asked with a sigh.

‘Mary won’t let me have a go on the swing.’ Hester sniffed. The swing was merely a rope slung over a lamppost.

‘She will when she’s had a turn herself.’

‘She’s been on it for ages.’

Laura suggested she play with the bat and ball she’d recently bought – the hard sponge ball was attached to
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STEPPING STONES

Lizzie O’Brien escapes her dark Liverpool childhood when she runs away to London – towards freedom and a new life. But the past is catching up with her, threatening to destroy her dreams . . .

[image: image]

LIGHTS OUT LIVERPOOL

There’s a party on Pearl Street, but a shadow hangs over the festivities: Britain is on the brink of war. The community must face hardship and heartbreak with courage and humour.
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PUT OUT THE FIRES

1940 – the cruellest year of war for Britain’s civilians. In Pearl Street, near Liverpool’s docks, families struggle to cope the best they can.
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THROUGH THE STORM

War has taken a terrible toll on Pearl Street, and changed the lives of all who live there. The German bombers have left rubble in their wake and everyone pulls together to come to terms with the loss of loved ones.
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LIVERPOOL ANNIE

Just as Annie Harrison settles down to marriage and motherhood, fate deals an unexpected blow. As she struggles to cope, a chance meeting leads to events she has no control over. Could this be Annie’s shot at happiness?
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DANCING IN THE DARK

When Millie Cameron is asked to sort through her late aunt’s possessions, she finds buried among the photographs, letters and newspaper clippings, a shocking secret . . .
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THE GIRL FROM BAREFOOT HOUSE

War tears Josie Flynn from all she knows. Life takes her to Barefoot House as the companion of an elderly woman, and to New York with a new love. But she’s soon back in Liverpool, and embarks upon an unlikely career . . .
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LACEYS OF LIVERPOOL

Sisters-in-law Alice and Cora Lacey both give birth to boys on one chaotic night in 1940. But Cora’s jealousy and resentment prompt her to commit a terrible act with devastating consequences . . .
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THE HOUSE BY PRINCES PARK

Ruby O’Hagan’s life is transformed when she’s asked to look after a large house. It becomes a refuge – not just for Ruby and her family, but for many others, as loves, triumphs, sorrows and friendships are played out.
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LIME STREET BLUES

1960s’ Liverpool, and three families are linked by music. The girls form a successful group, only to split up soon after: Rita to find success as a singer; Marcia to become a mother; and Jeannie to deceive her husband, with far-reaching consequences . . .
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QUEEN OF THE MERSEY

Queenie Todd is evacuated to a small town on the Welsh coast with two others when the war begins. At first, the girls have a wonderful time until something happens, so terrifying, that it will haunt them for the rest of their lives . . .
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THE OLD HOUSE ON THE CORNER

Victoria lives in the old house on the corner. When the land is sold, she finds herself surrounded by new properties. Soon Victoria is drawn into the lives of her neighbours – their loves, lies and secrets.
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THE SEPTEMBER GIRLS

Cara and Sybil are both born in the same house on one rainy September night. Years later, at the outbreak of war, they are thrown together when they enlist and are stationed in Malta. It’s a time of live-changing repercussions for them both . . .
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KITTY AND HER SISTERS

Kitty McCarthy wants a life less ordinary – she doesn’t want to get married and raise children in Liverpool like her sisters. An impetuous decision and a chance meeting twenty years later are to have momentous repercussions that will stay with her for ever . . .
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THE LEAVING OF LIVERPOOL

Escaping their abusive home in Ireland, sisters Mollie and Annemarie head to Liverpool – and a ship bound for New York. But fate deals a cruel blow and they are separated. Soon, World War II looms – with surprising consequences for the sisters.
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MOTHER OF PEARL

Amy Curran was sent to prison for killing her husband. Twenty years later, she’s released and reunited with her daughter, Pearl. But Amy is hiding a terrible secret – a tragedy that could tear the family apart . . .

[image: image]



About the Author
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