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Cal recalled, yet again, the incident which had occurred only hours before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, although he hadn’t known that then. There’d been a full moon that night and the seas were friendly, flat and glistening like the smoothest of silk. He was on the night watch and several ships in the convoy were clearly visible, including one of their naval escorts … Suddenly, without warning, the Magnolia erupted in front of them. It exploded like a firework, showering sparks and flames. Cal quickly went outside. He could hear the crackle of burning and the sizzle of red-hot metal as parts fell back in the water. He could hear men shouting and screaming for help …

‘What are you thinking about, luv?’ asked Sheila.

‘Nothing,’ smiled Cal. How could he tell her, when he knew she was already worried sick? But it dismayed him when she said there was ‘nothing happening’. It had been the same in the pub, where all the talk was of the football match that afternoon, as if they’d grown so used to their country being at war, it was so much part of their everyday existence, they no longer took any notice of what was going on elsewhere unless tragedy hit their own particular family …


Chapter 1

A slice of hazy yellow sun had begun to peep over the grey slate roofs of the small cul-de-sac. The blue sky was cloudless, heralding a fine late September day. There was a slight breeze, and a salty smell hung in the air, fresh and bracing. In the distance, a ship’s hooter sounded on the River Mersey, a deep, sonorous sound, and two seagulls came swooping down, squawking raucously. They perched side by side on the gutter of the King’s Arms, their eyes raking the ground below for scraps. Seeing nothing, they took off again, even more noisily.

Pearl Street was gradually waking up. Blackout curtains, upstairs and down, were drawn back and smoke began to curl lazily out of the chimneys as fires were lit to boil water for the first cup of tea of the day. The tea would be only half as strong as people would have liked – two ounces a week, which was all the ration allowed, didn’t last long if you drank it strong. Even if you drank it weak, you were quite likely to run out before next week’s ration was due. Few people complained. They knew too many merchant seamen from Bootle who had lost their lives in the struggle to keep the nation fed.

Dishes rattled, a welcome sound to those awake and still in bed. They snuggled further under the clothes in order to savour the last few peaceful minutes before getting up for work or school.

Every house shook briefly as an electric train left Marsh Lane station and clattered along behind the roof-high railway wall at the far end of the street. The trains ran to Liverpool one way and Southport the other.

It was a peaceful scene, tranquil, despite the disparate noises; the boats, the trains, the gulls, and the people inside the houses much appreciated waking up to the sounds they knew so well after the carnage and destruction of the past year, culminating in the May Blitz, when Liverpool had been subjected to an entire week of saturation bombing. The centre of the city had been left a veritable wasteland of dust and debris. In Bootle alone, nearly a thousand people had been killed or injured, and many thousands more had lost their homes along with everything they possessed. Scarcely a house had been left undamaged in some way.

Until that fateful May, there’d been thirty houses in Pearl Street, a terrace of fifteen each side, the front doors opening directly onto the pavement. Now there were only twenty-seven, and an ugly gap on one side where numbers 19 to 23 used to be. They were gone as smoothly as if they’d been cut away from their neighbours with a giant knife, leaving only a crater surrounded by a jumble of broken bricks, smashed slates and jutting beams as a sign that houses had ever stood there. A bedroom fireplace remained, looking pathetic and incongruous, halfway up the wall of number 17, which was miraculously intact. The broken windows, the lost slates, the smashed front doors in the rest of the street, had long since been repaired or replaced in the mammoth and united effort to get the town back on its feet.

The air-raid siren still went occasionally. Everyone felt the same awful hair-raising sensation when they heard its unearthly wail, and waited anxiously for the soothing drone of the All Clear. Planes rarely got through nowadays, much to their relief. No-one, even if they lived to be a hundred, could have got used to the almost nightly raids which had terrorised Liverpool for so long.

It was incredible, people said to themselves and each other, that all this was due to one power-crazed man, Adolf Hitler, who had turned the entire world inside out and upside down and now had virtually the whole of Europe in his evil, vice-like grip. Great Britain had been left to stand alone, with the alarming threat of invasion ever present until June, when Germany invaded Russia, which diverted Hitler’s attention away from the British Isles.

The sun was becoming less hazy as it rose higher in the sky. It shone directly through the upstairs windows, and those in bed felt the welcome warmth on their faces.

In the coalyard next to the railway wall, Nelson the horse munched his oats contentedly as Bill Harrison began to load the cart with sacks of nutty slack and coke, which was sometimes all he could get in wartime. Fuel was in short supply and the Government had recently urged people to share their firesides with their neighbours.

A stout uniformed figure came marching round the corner, whistling cheerfully, and began to deliver letters. The figure was no longer a cause for astonishment or mirth or both; people had got used to seeing a woman doing the job of postman by now. In fact, the population had got used to women doing all sorts of strange things since the war began.

Two girls virtually fell out of the front door of their house, giggling hysterically. They linked arms and ran down the street and around the corner, already late for the bus to work.

Another door slammed and a small man in overalls emerged who tipped his soiled tweed cap, winked at the postwoman and said, ‘Good morning, Vera.’

‘Morning, Dai.’

Dai Evans always tried to time his exit so he would come face to face with Vera Dodds. There was something about a buxom woman in uniform, particularly when she wore trousers …

‘Lovely day,’ he ventured.

Vera nodded. ‘Going to be hot, I reckon.’ She flipped through the letters in her hand. ‘Nothing for you.’

‘I weren’t expecting anything.’

‘Though there’s something for your neighbours, from America.’

‘America! I wonder what that can be?’ mused Dai.

‘And a letter for the Harrisons from their daughter in Newcastle.’

‘I hope it’s not bad news.’ The Harrisons had already lost two of their grandsons in the fighting in North Africa.

‘This looks official. It’s from the Ministry of Labour for Miss Kathleen Quigley.’ Vera showed Dai a brown envelope on which the name and address were typed.

‘Jimmy’ll have a fit if Kitty has to get a job,’ Dai grinned. Like most of the street, Dai had sized up Jimmy Quigley’s incapacity as being wholly put on, a fake. They didn’t blame him – any man able to get a pension out of those mean buggers who ran the docks was a man to be admired – but it wasn’t right, the way he took advantage of his daughter, Kitty. He’d had the poor girl running round after him like a blue-arsed fly for nearly ten years. ‘That’ll cause ructions in number twenty.’

‘We’ve all got to do our bit,’ Vera said primly.

‘I’d best be off,’ Dai said, adding casually, ‘Perhaps I’ll see you in the pub tonight, like?’

‘Perhaps you will,’ Vera replied, equally casually. A spinster in her late forties, she wasn’t sure why, but since she’d started delivering letters there were men in their dozens panting after her. She rather liked Dai Evans with his lovely Welsh sing-song voice. It was rumoured his wife, Ellis, gave him a terrible time at home.

An elderly woman opened an upstairs window, sat her small wiry frame backwards on the sill, and began to clean the glass with a chamois leather. ‘Morning, Vera,’ she shouted. ‘Anything interesting today?’

‘No,’ Vera said shortly. There was no way she would discuss the post with Aggie Donovan, the nosy ould bugger. She finished the street and continued with her round, just as the milkman arrived. He left the cart in Opal Street – it was impossible to turn a horse and cart round in the narrow cul-de-sac – and brought the bottles in metal containers, two in each hand.

A couple of young boys ran out of a house in front of him and began to kick a football to each other. ‘Mind the milk,’ he warned. ‘I don’t have none to spare, not with the rationing. If you break one, your mam’ll have to give up one of hers and she’ll murder you.’

One of the boys stuck out his tongue. ‘No she won’t.’

‘Oh yes she will.’

‘She won’t.’

The milkman gave up. The stable door opened and Nelson came trotting out with Bill Harrison, his face already black with coal dust, sitting behind holding the reins loosely in his even blacker hands. His eyes lit up when he saw the milkman and he pulled the cart to a halt.

‘Just in time. Our Nelson can have a word with your Daisy.’

The milkman chuckled. ‘We should let him get stuck across her one of these days. It must be lousy being a horse and the only oats you get come from a bag.’

‘We might come up with a racehorse between us.’

Nelson had already noticed Daisy waiting on the corner and whinnied impatiently for his owner to get a move on. Mr Harrison slapped his broad brown rump. ‘Giddeup, boy.’

The wooden wheels of the coal-cart rattled noisily over the cobbles and a few seconds later the two horses were nuzzling each other gently.

More people left for work, the men mainly in the direction of the docks. One or two who’d been on night shift arrived home, worn out and eager for something to eat and a good kip.

Aggie Donovan had finished cleaning the bedroom window, but stayed where she was. It was a good vantage point from where she could see everything that was going on. Her beady eyes swept this way and that as eagerly as the seagulls. She could even see into some of the bedrooms opposite if she tried.

A van drove into the street and stopped outside number 10, Miss Brazier’s old house. Two workmen got out and carried in a ladder and several tins of paint. Although Aggie had approached them yesterday, the workmen professed to have no knowledge of who the new tenants were.

‘Funny colours,’ she remarked, staring down the hall which was painted pink. As far as she could see, the living room was white, but perhaps that was just an undercoat.

‘Everyone to their own taste,’ the workman said and slammed the door when it looked as if Aggie were about to elbow her way in for an inspection.

The two boys had been joined by several others, and Aggie nearly jumped out of her skin when a football hit her bony behind with considerable force.

‘Who did that?’ she screeched. ‘I could have fell.’ She struggled into the bedroom and ran downstairs, but when she opened the door the street was empty apart from Nan Wright already sitting on the doorstep of number 1, soaking up the early morning sun in a pink hairnet and bedroom slippers, looking like a great fat wrinkled whale. The boys had vanished as if by magic.

Soon afterwards, the children started to call for each other for school. They began to leave in small groups, gasmasks over their shoulders. They went more cheerfully than they used to. Since the bombs had started falling, their school, St Joan of Arc’s, situated dangerously near to the docks, had closed, and now they went for just half a day to St Monica’s. It was a long walk, but better than spending an entire day being bossed around by teachers.

Aggie waited on her doorstep, hopping impatiently from one foot to the other. ‘Who kicked that ball?’ she demanded when several young lads appeared looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths.

‘What ball?’ they asked innocently.

Like the milkman, Aggie gave up. Kids today, she thought disgustedly, they had no respect for their elders. They got away with murder, unlike when she was a girl. Many’s the time she’d received a clip around the ear for merely looking at a grown-up the wrong way round.

She crossed over to the end house and began to air her grievances to Nan Wright, but Nan appeared irritated at having her sunbathing interrupted and stubbornly refused to agree with a word Aggie said.

‘We weren’t bombed when we were kids, were we, Mrs Donovan? We didn’t have rationing, either, and our dads weren’t away fighting in a terrible war.’

‘No,’ Aggie conceded grudgingly. Her behind still hurt where the football had hit it. ‘Even so …’

‘Seems to me,’ said Nan, ‘that kids bear up remarkably well, all things considering. They brighten up the street no end. I couldn’t stand it when most of ’em were evacuated and everywhere was dead quiet.’ Her only child, Ruby, then twelve, had died of scarlet fever in the last month of the last century, and Nan, already a widow, had lived on her own ever since.

Aggie, annoyed, decided to change tack. She put her hands on her hips and glared down at the woman. ‘I’m surprised at you, Nan Wright, sitting out so early in the morning,’ she said spitefully. ‘I’d’ve thought you’d have work to do inside.’ She hadn’t even got her teeth in, Aggie noticed, and there were gravy stains all down the front of her cotton pinny which hadn’t been near a drop of starch when it had last been washed. Her nearly bald head shone through the pink hairnet, and Aggie wondered why she bothered to put one on.

Nan Wright rubbed the bright purple knotted veins on her bare sagging legs and seemed unperturbed by the attack. ‘I have, but that sun’s too good to miss. I can always do me work later. When you get to seventy-two, some things don’t seem to matter as much as they used to.’

‘Huh!’ Aggie was seventy-four and as thin and small as Nan was big and fat. An eternally agitated woman, never still, she had the energy of someone half her age and an unquenchable interest in everybody else’s affairs. Almost universally loathed throughout the street, nevertheless she was listened to avidly as she relayed juicy bits of gossip she’d managed to pick up. Every now and then, she surprised the neighbours with acts of unexpected kindness and generosity.

Aggie returned home and decided to clean the back bedroom window, which would give her an entirely different aspect to view.

The street was silent for a while as the women made the beds, washed the breakfast dishes and carried out their other indoor tasks. Then, as if an alarm had been set, at least a dozen emerged to attend to the outside of their houses; to brush the pavement, clean the brass on the front door, wipe the window sills. Several came armed with buckets of warm suds and proceeded to scrub their steps, whitening the centre and neatly finishing off the edges with a border of red raddle. Ellis Evans, a big woman with a florid, unhealthy face, attacked the walls of her house with a yardbrush, rubbing them so hard that clouds of brick dust gently floated down.

Everyone waved to Nan, who sat watching this hive of activity with amusement. Ellis would brush her house away altogether one of these days. There’d been a time, not all that long ago, when she’d been just as house-proud herself, but nowadays she felt thankful just to be alive and able to enjoy God’s warm sunshine when so many people had died over the past two years, including several of her dear neighbours.

Most of the women went indoors, though a few remained, leaning on their mops or brooms talking to each other. Nan watched the steam rising gently from the washed steps as they quickly dried in the heat. Her own doorstep was a disgrace, but she didn’t care. If it got too bad, someone would offer to scrub it for her.

In the house next door, Mrs Singerman began to play a gentle tune on her piano, and Nan felt a wave of blissful happiness pass over her old body. What a beautiful world it was! What a pity folks couldn’t be left to get on with their own affairs without interference from monsters like Adolf Hitler! She closed her eyes and promptly fell asleep.

She was woken by Kitty Quigley shaking her by the shoulder. ‘Would you like me to get your shopping, luv?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t mind …’ Nan said the same thing every day when someone offered to do her shopping. She made to get up, but getting up was such a struggle nowadays.

‘Of course I don’t mind. Don’t budge,’ Kitty said kindly. ‘I’ll fetch your ration book off the mantelpiece.’

Nan leaned sideways to allow the girl to get past into the house. Kitty came back seconds later, tucking the ration book in her shopping bag. ‘Is there anything you particularly need?’

‘A pound of ’taters, and any sort of meat that’s going, as long as it’s not that whalemeat. It’s dead horrible, tastes like cod liver oil. Even Paddy O’Hara’s dog wouldn’t eat it when I offered him a bit.’

Kitty sighed. ‘Me dad doesn’t like it, either.’

‘Are you all right, Kitty? You don’t look at all yourself this morning.’ She was a pretty girl, Kitty Quigley – well, not so much a girl, she must be all of twenty-six or seven – with a mass of unruly brown curls and wide-apart hazel eyes that looked at you with an almost startling clarity. Although she never used a scrap of that make-up stuff, her cheeks and lips were a pale rosy pink. She was always dressed nice, even if it was only to go to the Marsh Lane shops: but then, thought Nan, the shops were as far as Kitty ever got, what with her dad being virtually housebound and needing constant attention since his accident on the docks. She was wearing her lemon-coloured cotton frock with white piping on the collar and the belt. A timid girl, though with a sunny personality, today she looked unusually wan and downcast.

‘I’m okay,’ she said in a tone of voice that told Nan she wasn’t okay at all. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can with the shopping. You can give me the money when I get back.’

‘All right, luv. There’s no hurry. I’ll see you later.’

Kitty left, and Aggie Donovan came sidling over and nodded at her retreating figure. ‘They got a letter this morning at number twenty. It came in a brown envelope.’

‘Did it now!’ said Nan, adding sarcastically, ‘What did it say?’

But the sarcasm was wasted on Aggie. ‘How should I know?’ she asked indignantly.

As she made her way towards the shops in Marsh Lane, Kitty thought about the letter that had arrived for her that morning. Apparently, the Ministry of Labour classified her as a single woman without dependants and demanded that she present herself at the local Labour Exchange next Monday morning at half past ten to register for war work.

There was nothing in the world Kitty wanted more than to get a job and do her bit towards the war effort. There were times when she felt as if the conflict was passing her by; that one morning she would wake up and it would all be over and Kitty Quigley wouldn’t have done a single thing to help her country win, not even in a voluntary capacity. In 1939, when it first started, Dad had nearly been in tears when she suggested she become an Air-Raid Warden or an Auxiliary Fire Fighter or join the Women’s Voluntary Service.

‘But what happens if those air raids they’re all talking about get going?’ he asked piteously. ‘Your poor ould dad’ll be left all on his own.’

‘You can always go to the shelter,’ Kitty said reasonably. ‘They’ve built one only just round the corner. One of the neighbours’ll come in and help you get there,’ she added quickly before he could raise that particular objection.

But Dad immediately thought of another. ‘Say if the worst happens and you’re killed! Who’ll look after me then? I’d have to go in a home.’ His eyes became moist. ‘I couldn’t stand that, Kitty, luv. I’d sooner be dead meself than go in a home. No, I think we should stick together. That’s what families are supposed to do during wartime, stick together if they can.’

Kitty loved her dad dearly. She couldn’t stand it when he cried. She knew he missed his mates and the camaraderie of the docks. He hated being an invalid and dependent on his daughter for virtually every little thing. For his sake, she immediately gave up all thought of joining a voluntary organisation and later on, during the raids, she and Dad sat under the stairs when the bombs fell on Bootle. Sometimes, during a lull, she could hear singing coming from the shelter around the corner, where everyone seemed to be having a dead good time despite the horrendous things happening outside.

There was a queue outside Costigans when Kitty arrived. There was always a queue outside any sort of shop that sold food – some women came well before they were due to open in order to be first – but this queue seemed unusually long, which meant there must be something special on sale.

‘What have they got?’ Kitty asked the woman at the back.

‘I dunno, luv. Look, keep me place a mo, and I’ll pop up to the front and see.’

Kitty willingly agreed. ‘Okay.’

‘I hope it’s biscuits,’ another woman said. ‘I haven’t had a biscuit in ages.’

‘I wouldn’t mind biscuits either, custard creams.’ Kitty’s mouth watered at the idea of dipping a custard cream in a cup of tea. It hadn’t exactly seemed a delicacy before the war, but now … ‘On the other hand, me dad was only saying the other night he really fancied sardines on toast.’

‘Aye, sardines’d be a nice treat.’

The first woman returned to reclaim her place. ‘It’s baked beans,’ she announced excitedly. ‘One for each ration book.’

Two more women had come up behind Kitty. ‘What’s the queue for, luv?’ one asked.

‘Baked beans.’

Kitty waited for nearly an hour, praying all the time the beans wouldn’t be sold out before her turn came. She emerged, triumphant, with three tins, one for Nan Wright, together with some other rations; tea, sugar and half a pound of nice lean bacon. They could have bacon and beans for dinner today.

She then queued for bread, queued for potatoes, and decided not to bother with the butcher’s when she discovered there was only the hated whalemeat on offer. Perhaps Nan would like a few slices of the bacon? Several women were waiting outside the shop as there was a rumour sausages might be available soon. The butcher didn’t dare announce the sausages were definite, else word would flash round like wildfire, and he’d end up with a queue a mile long and a possible riot on his hands if there wasn’t enough to go round.

On the way home, Kitty called in the newsagent’s shop to collect the Daily Herald. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any ciggies?’ she asked hopefully.

Ernie Johnson, a middle-aged man with a severe squint, gave her a suggestive wink from behind the counter with his best eye. ‘Give us a kiss, and I’ll let you have ten Woodbines.’

‘I’ll do no such thing,’ said Kitty indignantly. ‘Have you really got Woodbines, Ernie? Me dad hasn’t had a smoke in weeks.’

‘Can I pinch your bum, then?’

‘No you can’t!’

‘In that case, what’ll you give me for ten Woodbines?’

‘The money!’

Ernie sighed as he produced the ciggies from underneath the counter. ‘There’s some women’d dance round me shop stark naked for them.’

‘I’m not sure if I’ll come in here again once the war’s over,’ Kitty said threateningly.

‘Can you imagine it being over, Kitty?’ Ernie’s face grew serious.

Kitty thought, then shook her head. ‘No. It’s funny, but it feels as if we’ve always been at war and it’ll never stop. I’ve even got used to the bomb sites. I can hardly remember Marsh Lane all built up like it used to be.’

‘I feel the same.’ Ernie seemed to be looking at Kitty with one eye and the door with the other. She remembered he had two sons, both in the army, though he was always good-humoured in a crude sort of way. ‘I wonder if things’ll ever be normal again?’

The door opened and a man poked his head in. ‘Any ciggies?’

‘No, mate,’ Ernie shook his head.

‘Ernie!’ Kitty said reproachfully when the door had closed.

‘Well, I’ve never seen him before. I keep the ciggies for me favourite customers – and there’s none more favourite than you, Kitty.’

He smacked his lips and made to come round the counter, and Kitty quickly escaped. She was never quite sure if Ernie was joking or not.

‘Kitty!’

A pretty, harassed-looking woman pushing a black pram containing two rather large children came panting up when Kitty emerged from the newsagent’s. ‘They’ve got baked beans in Costigans.’

Sheila Reilly had been in the same class as Kitty at school. She’d been Sheila Doyle from Garnet Street in those days, but had moved to Pearl Street when she married Calum Reilly, a merchant seaman who was away most of the time.

‘I know, I got some. I got one for Nan Wright, too. Did you know Ernie Johnson’s got ciggies?’

‘I’ve already bought a packet for me dad. He’s a dirty bugger, that Ernie. The things he asked me to do!’ She stopped the pram and fanned her face with her hand. ‘Phew! I’m sweating like a cob. Here, put your bags in the pram, Kit. That’s why I bring it. Our Mary’s two and Ryan’s three and they’re far too big to be pushed round, but it saves having to carry all me shopping. There’s no way I could cart home seven tins of beans, along with everything else.’

‘Mam!’ the children complained in unison as Kitty gratefully planted her two bags on their feet.

‘Shurrup, youse two, else I’ll make you walk,’ Sheila told them severely. She smiled at Kitty. ‘Kids!’

Sheila had six children; the older four were at school. The two women had been good friends once, though nowadays Kitty avoided her whenever she could as long as it didn’t involve being rude. Sheila Reilly with her vast family made her feel uncomfortable, like a dried-up old maid. Sometimes, Kitty felt it wasn’t just the war which was passing her by, but life itself.

‘How are you doing?’ Sheila asked as they walked back home. ‘I haven’t seen you for a natter in ages. Why don’t you pop in for a cup of tea now’n again? We could talk about old times.’

Because they’re the last thing I want to talk about, thought Kitty. It would only remind her of the hopes and dreams she’d once had, that the three of them had had; Brenda Mahon, Sheila and Kitty. They’d stayed friends after they left school at thirteen and went out to work. They’d done the First Fridays together, made the Stations of the Cross each Easter, gone to the pictures, giggled breathlessly over boys. She muttered something about how she’d love to pop in for a cup of tea, but her father always kept her busy.

‘Remember us hanging round North Park when it was dusk waiting for the Parkie to lock up? We used to have a fine ould time with the lads. We even had a bet once on which of us would be kissed first.’

‘I remember,’ Kitty said shortly.

‘You won. You were the best looking and drove the lads wild. Me and Brenda always thought you’d beat us getting married by a mile …’ Sheila paused as she turned the pram into Pearl Street, as if aware of how tactless she was being. Kitty Quigley had been stuck at home with her dad for ten whole years and denied the opportunity even of meeting a man, let alone marrying one. ‘Still,’ she finished lamely, ‘marriage isn’t the be-all and end-all of a woman’s existence, is it?’

‘I didn’t particularly want to get married, did I?’ Kitty did her best to sound cool and unperturbed. ‘I wanted to be a florist. I intended having me own shop eventually.’ She’d been working in Garlands in Stanley Road for nearly a year learning the trade, and distinctly remembered the day someone came running in to say her dad had been taken to Bootle hospital. Kitty left immediately to go and see him, never dreaming at the time she was leaving for good.

Sheila began to manoeuvre the pram down the back entry. ‘That’s right, so you did. You were always the artistic one at school.’

Though Kitty had assumed other things would be on the cards eventually; a husband, children, a home of her own. When they reached the Quigleys’ back door, she put her hand on the latch to go in.

‘Y’know,’ Sheila said, looking at Kitty thoughtfully, ‘I’ve often wondered what would have happened when your dad was hurt if you’d been a boy? Would you still have been expected to give up your job to look after him?’

It was something Kitty had wondered herself, lately; not at first, but when she saw the young men being called up to fight regardless of their family circumstances. If she was a man, if she was called up, Dad would have no alternative but to manage on his own.

‘I dunno,’ she muttered. ‘I had a letter this morning from the Ministry of Labour.’ She had to tell someone. ‘They want me to register next Monday for war work.’

‘That’s good – isn’t it?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Our Eileen had ever such a good time when she worked in the munitions factory. The women there were an absolute scream.’

‘I know. She told me about them.’ Sheila’s sister, Eileen, had lost her husband and little boy in the raids last Christmas. She’d recently remarried and left Pearl Street to live in Melling, a small village outside Liverpool. ‘It’s just that …’ Kitty paused.

‘What, luv?’

A voice piped from the pram, ‘Mam, I’m thirsty.’

‘And I’m dying for a wee wee, Mam.’

The children were becoming impatient waiting in the entry. Sheila plucked them out and shooed them into the house next door but one. She turned back to Kitty, aware something was wrong, her good-natured face full of concern. ‘What is it, luv?’ she asked again.

‘It’s just that … that me dad’s started writing down all the things I’ve got to say on Monday to persuade them not to take me,’ Kitty said in a rush. She felt cross with herself when halfway through her voice actually broke and she felt as if she could very easily cry.

‘C’mon, luv.’ Sheila put her hand on Kitty’s arm. ‘Let’s have that cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’

‘But I’m already late,’ Kitty said tearfully. ‘I was ages in that queue waiting for the beans.’

‘So what? It won’t hurt your dad to wait a while longer.’ Sheila took Kitty’s hand and began to pull her along the entry as if she were a recalcitrant child. ‘I refuse to take no for an answer,’ she said firmly.

The inside of Sheila’s house was more modern than most others in the street, one of the few to have electricity. It had once belonged to her sister and Sheila had lived opposite, but number 21 had been blown to smithereens in May, leaving the Reillys with nothing except the clothes they stood up in.

‘Still, we’re alive, that’s all that really matters,’ Sheila said staunchly at the time.

Everywhere was cheerfully untidy when Kitty went in. There were toys on the floor, and in front of the green-tiled fireplace stood a clothes maiden heaped with children’s underwear in a variety of sizes; vests, underpants and an assortment of petticoats, liberty vests and knickers, all of which had been provided by the WVS. The wireless had been left on, loudly, and Vera Lynn was singing ‘Yours till the stars lose their glory …’ a song Kitty particularly liked. There was a large picture of the Sacred Heart over the mantelpiece, which Sheila had retrieved from their old house. The glass hadn’t even been scratched.

Sheila immediately put the kettle on and Mary and Ryan went out to play. Soon, the two women were ensconced in front of the fire drinking the most insipid cup of tea Kitty had ever tasted.

Sheila apologised for its paleness. ‘That’s this morning’s, with another few leaves added. Now,’ she said sternly, ‘what’s all this about your dad writing down what you’ve got to say on Monday?’

‘He doesn’t want me to go to work,’ Kitty said in a small voice. ‘He’s terrified of being left alone.’

‘As if he’d be alone in Pearl Street!’ Sheila snorted. ‘Why, the neighbours’d pop in and do everything that’s needed. Look at the way they all looked after Tony when our Eileen went to work in that factory!’

‘Yes, but it’s me he wants, Sheil, his own flesh and blood,’ Kitty explained. ‘I understand how he feels. He was such a strong man before the accident. He doesn’t want everyone to see the way he is now.’

‘He can’t be all that bad, luv, if he can get as far as the King’s Arms most nights for a pint.’

‘But it’s only on the corner, Sheil,’ Kitty protested. ‘And he has to use his sticks.’

Sheila said casually, ‘According to me dad, once he’s there, he’s the life and soul of the party.’ Like most people, she was convinced Jimmy Quigley was taking his poor daughter for a ride. He wasn’t nearly as ill as he cracked up to be, not now. Of course, he’d been badly injured when the crate had fallen on his legs, breaking them in several places, but, as Kitty said, he was a strong man with strong bones, and strong bones mended easily. No-one minded the long drawn-out skive, but Sheila, in particular, minded the way he took advantage of her old friend’s affection and let her waste her life tending to his every need.

Kitty’s already pink cheeks flushed even pinker with irritation. People were forever hinting Dad wasn’t as ill as he made out, but they weren’t there when she helped him up to bed at night, they didn’t hear him groan in agony with each step. He was only putting on a brave show in the King’s Arms, trying to make out he was better than he was.

Noticing the flush, Sheila said gently, ‘I suppose you feel in a terrible pickle, wondering what to do?’

‘That’s right,’ Kitty nodded. ‘I feel torn in two sometimes. I’d love to go to work, I really would, but I feel dead selfish just thinking about it. Even when I suggest a part-time job, he gets upset. It’s not as if we need the money, though sometimes it’s hard scraping along on his pension. On the other hand …’ It would be nice to wear clothes that weren’t secondhand from Paddy’s Market. Although clothes rationing had begun earlier in the year, Kitty had never used a single coupon so far.

‘Everyone’s entitled to a life of their own, luv.’

‘Are they?’

‘Of course they are!’ Sheila affirmed heartily. ‘I mean, your dad’s only fifty, three years younger than mine. He could live another thirty years – and you’ll be nearing sixty yourself by then!’

Kitty shuddered. ‘Oh, Sheil!’

‘Of course, it’s none of my business, but even so, Kit, I hate to see you sacrifice yourself like this. I mean, you’ve never even had a proper boyfriend, have you? Those lads we used to knock around with were never serious.’ Despite the fact that Kitty’s face froze, Sheila pressed on, determined to make her friend see sense if at all possible. ‘You don’t get out to the pictures or go dancing like other girls.’

‘Well, y’see, me dad …’

Sheila interrupted with, ‘I remember when it first happened and I used to try and persuade you to come out in a foursome with our Calum and his mate, Kevin Woods. Your dad always seemed to take a turn for the worse when the time came to go.’

‘I wonder what happened to Kevin Woods?’ Kitty said brightly.

‘That’s a nifty way of changing the subject. If you must know, he married a girl from Browning Street and they had two kids. He went down two years ago on the City of Benares when it was torpedoed on the way to America.’

‘Oh, God!’ Kitty made a face. ‘I didn’t know.’ He’d seemed a nice lad, Kevin Woods, very thin, with sharp elbows and an Adam’s apple that wobbled noticeably when he spoke.

Sheila supposed she’d better take the hint and talk about something other than Jimmy Quigley and his relationship with his daughter. She began to discuss that morning’s shopping. She’d considered joining the queue for sausages, but the whole thing was too up in the air. ‘I would have done if it had been definite, but I wasn’t prepared to wait when it might have been a waste of time. Anyroad, the kids’ll be thrilled to bits when they find there’s baked beans on toast for their tea. We were dead lucky, weren’t we, eh?’

What Sheila didn’t realise was that this sort of discussion only made Kitty feel worse. People, particularly in queues, often spoke to her as if she were a housewife. They grumbled over prices, complained about the fact onions and lemons had virtually disappeared from the shops, wondered what had happened to offal – ‘Have you tried to get a bit of liver or kidney lately, luv?’ – asked her how many coupons you needed for sheets and pillowcases. No-one ever talked about hairstyles or the latest fashions. They assumed she was a married woman, as they all were.

I suppose I am a housewife, in a sort of way, Kitty thought miserably. I do the shopping, the cleaning, the washing, make the meals, I darn socks, mend clothes, and do everything housewives usually do, except I don’t have any of the advantages, such as a husband and children to make it all seem worthwhile. She began to feel guilty again, because Dad needed her every bit as much as the other women’s families did. He wouldn’t be so desperate for her to stay with him if he didn’t.

When Sheila asked if she’d washed her blackout curtains lately, Kitty decided it was time to go.

‘Well, I’d better be off. Nan Wright’s probably waiting for her ’taters. Thanks for the tea.’

‘She eats too many ’taters, that woman,’ Sheila said darkly. ‘She’s growing to look like one in her ould age.’

‘Where on earth have you been? I was getting worried about you.’

Jimmy Quigley was sitting in his chair underneath the window, listening to the wireless and reading yesterday’s Daily Herald for the second time. The room was neatly dull compared to the Reillys’, reflecting Jimmy’s personality rather than his daughter’s. He abhorred fuss or ornaments and distracting colours which he claimed made him feel restless and on edge, so only a small chiming clock on a plain white runner stood on the otherwise bare sideboard, and the wooden mantelpiece held merely a solitary wedding photograph. The marble-patterned oilcloth was worn right through in places, but Kitty couldn’t imagine the time ever coming when there would be enough money to replace it.

Her dad reached out eagerly for the newspaper, which he usually read from cover to cover. He wasn’t a tall man, Jimmy, but his shoulders were broad, his well-muscled arms brown from sitting outside in the yard. He looked younger than his years, with wild brown curly hair and a fresh complexion similar to his daughter’s, and appeared remarkably athletic, despite his crippled state. Jimmy had played for Everton Football Club Reserves when he was a teenager and had hoped to become a professional player, but although he was good, he wasn’t quite good enough.

‘There was a long queue at the grocer’s,’ Kitty explained as she handed the paper over. ‘I managed to get some baked beans.’

‘I could’ve sworn I heard your voice in the entry a while ago.’

‘That’s right, you did. I met Sheila Reilly on the way home and I went in hers for a cup of tea.’

‘And here’s me, been dying for a cuppa meself,’ he said peevishly.

‘In that case, I’ll fetch some water and put the kettle on.’

Kitty went into the back kitchen and plonked her shopping on the wooden draining board with slightly more force than was necessary. She couldn’t even do what other housewives did, let alone a young single woman: in other words, pop into a neighbour’s for a jangle and a cup of tea, without feeling she was neglecting him.

She filled the kettle, took it into the living room and put it on the hob over the fire to boil. Her dad had laid the paper down on his knee and was looking at her rather bemusedly. It was rare his Kitty appeared out of sorts.

‘What’s the matter, kiddo? Have you got the hump over something?’

‘No, Dad.’

‘Yes you have. Come on, spit it out. What’s up?’

‘I don’t see anything wrong with having a cup of tea with Sheila,’ Kitty burst out.

‘Of course there’s nothing wrong,’ he said, astonished. ‘Who said there was?’

Kitty felt confused. ‘The way you spoke just now, as if you were annoyed.’

‘Me, annoyed? Never! I was worried, that’s all. You can see Sheila Reilly whenever y’like, y’don’t have to mind me.’ He winced and rubbed his knee. ‘It’s just that me legs have been playing up a bit this morning, particularly the right one …’

‘Oh, Dad, you should have said!’ It was just like him to suffer in silence. ‘Would you like me to make a hot water bottle to put on them?’

‘It doesn’t matter, luv,’ he said stoutly. ‘It’ll pass eventually, it usually does.’

‘Are you sure now?’ Kitty began to fuss around, taking the cushion from behind his head and plumping it up before putting it back carefully.

‘I’m sure.’

‘Oh, I nearly forgot. I got you ten Woodies.’ She fished in her handbag for the cigarettes.

‘What would I do without you, kiddo! Where’s the matches? I’m dying for a smoke.’

Kitty brought a box of Swan Vestas and sat watching him indulgently while he lit a ciggie, took a deep breath and blew the smoke out with a long contented sigh. Their eyes met and they grinned at each other. All her previous resentment was forgotten. She knew that after he’d finished the Daily Herald they would have their dinner, bacon and beans, and he would suggest they play draughts or cards before he took his afternoon nap in the chair. Then they would listen to the six o’clock news on the wireless while they ate their tea. It being Thursday, ITMA with the Liverpool comedian, Tommy Handley, was on at half past eight, his favourite programme. Often Paddy O’Hara, his best mate, would come in and listen with them. Afterwards, they would go to the King’s Arms, Dad somewhat painfully on his sticks, and she would tidy up, fetch in the coke and kindling ready for morning, set the table for their breakfast, put the washing in to soak. Finally, she would make a butty for his supper and start preparing the cocoa.

She told herself she was very lucky. All over the country, people had lost their homes or, even worse, their families. Kitty Quigley had a warm house to live in and a dad who loved her, and although there were more exciting ways of spending her days, she was better off than many young women of her age.

Even when Dad produced a piece of paper on which he’d written down what to say when she went to the Labour Exchange on Monday, urging her to learn it off by heart so it would sound natural, Kitty merely nodded her head obediently and didn’t say a word.


Chapter 2

The Labour Exchange in Breeze Hill was busy and an air of mild chaos reigned. The original office in Oriel Road had been bombed in May, and it appeared as if the staff had not yet settled properly into their new home. Although Kitty arrived early for her appointment, feeling somewhat nervous, it was almost half past eleven by the time she was told to go to the counter where an official, a beautifully made-up girl much younger than herself, was waiting impatiently as if Kitty were late. There was a little cardboard sign in front of her which told the world she was called Miss G. Ellis.

‘Where’s your form?’ she asked crisply.

‘I haven’t got a form.’

‘You’re supposed to have filled in a form while you were waiting.’

‘No-one asked me to,’ Kitty said humbly, feeling it was entirely her own fault she hadn’t filled in a form. She found Miss Ellis, in her navy-blue tailored suit with a crisp white blouse underneath, and with perfectly waved hair, rather intimidating, despite her tender years. She spoke dead posh in a forceful, staccato way, as if she was in a hurry to get the proceedings over with as quickly as possible.

She tut-tutted and produced a form from behind the counter, snapping, ‘In that case, I’ll fill it in for you to save time. Name?’

‘Kathleen Patricia Quigley, but everyone calls me Kitty.’

‘Is that Miss or Mrs?’

‘Miss,’ Kitty said meekly.

‘Address?’

‘Twenty Pearl Street, Bootle.’

‘Age?’

‘Twenty-seven.’

‘And what sort of work are you experienced to do?’

Kitty cleared her throat. ‘Well, I worked in Williams Toffee Factory when I first left school. When I was sixteen, I started training to be a florist. But the thing is …’

‘A florist!’ Miss Ellis wrinkled her nose. ‘There’s not much call for florists in wartime.’

Kitty ignored the interruption and pressed on, ‘… the thing is, there’s something I want to explain first.’

The girl looked irritated. ‘And what’s that?’

‘I know I’m single and I don’t appear to have any dependants, but the fact is, I do. Me dad’s an invalid and he needs me to look after him.’

‘It’s amazing how many women turn out to have invalid fathers, invalid mothers and even invalid cousins and grandparents, when they’re called up for war work,’ Miss Ellis said sarcastically.

‘But it’s true,’ Kitty protested, hurt. ‘He had this terrible accident on the docks and he’s never recovered. He needs his sticks to go everywhere. I have to get him up of a morning and put him to bed at night.’

‘Can he make his own meals?’

‘No.’

‘Wash himself?’

‘Yes.’ He’d never wanted her to do intimate things, like wash him. When he took his weekly bath in front of the fire, he would only allow her to fill, then empty the tin tub. Whilst he bathed, she had to go upstairs or shut herself in the back kitchen till he finished.

‘Is he under a doctor?’

‘No.’

Miss Ellis paused and looked at Kitty, her perfectly plucked eyebrows raised enquiringly. ‘No? How can he be an invalid, yet not be under a doctor?’

‘We can’t afford it, can we? Anyroad, he doesn’t need a doctor. He’s not ill, he just can’t get around as well as he should. If his legs ache, he takes a couple of aspirin for the pain.’

‘Is he incontinent?’

Kitty looked at her blankly. ‘What?’

The girl said impatiently, ‘Does he wet the bed?’

‘Good gracious me, no! He goes to the lavatory at the bottom of the yard like everybody else.’

‘Alone?’

‘Of course.’ Kitty tried vainly to remember the things Dad had written down which she’d learnt by heart. Something about him needing twenty-four-hour care and it being dangerous for him to be left alone in case he fell during one of his dizzy spells, though she couldn’t recall him having had a dizzy spell in years. She racked her brains, but nothing else would come.

‘He has dizzy spells,’ she said desperately.

‘So do I,’ Miss Ellis said bluntly. ‘I’m epileptic. No-one would employ me before the war. It’s wonderful feeling useful for the first time in my life. I can’t understand women,’ she went on coldly, ‘who perform contortions in order to avoid doing their bit.’

Epileptic! Kitty stared at the girl, who stared back in a slightly aggressive way as if she expected the remark she looked quite normal, which she did.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know,’ Kitty stammered.

‘There’s no reason for you to be sorry, and even less reason why you should have known. I don’t usually tell anyone, it’s just that people like you give me a pain. Working for one’s country during a war is a privilege, not a chore. I’d far sooner be in a factory, but office work is all they’d let me do.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Kitty said again, feeling as if she would like the floor to open up and swallow her. She hated being regarded as a shirker when she’d been dying to work for years. The women on either side of her seemed to be having quite animated and friendly conversations with their interviewers, which only made her feel worse.

Miss Ellis shrugged. ‘As to your father, it appears he can do everything for himself except cook, but if he can get as far as the lavatory in the yard, he must pass through the kitchen where you keep the food. Surely he could prepare a small meal for himself, even if he does it sitting down?’

‘I suppose he could,’ Kitty sighed. If she left everything ready, put it in the oven if necessary, and did the washing, the shopping and most of the housework at the weekend, Dad should be able to manage on his own, though she wished she didn’t feel quite so glad she hadn’t managed to convince Miss Ellis of the need to stay at home. ‘It’s me company he’ll miss more than anything else,’ she muttered half to herself.

‘If he complains,’ Miss Ellis said unsympathetically, ‘tell him you could be sent anywhere in the country. He’d miss your company even more if he didn’t see you at all.’

‘Oh, you wouldn’t do that, surely?’ cried Kitty, alarmed.

‘I could, but I won’t. There’s enough vacancies in Liverpool to avoid such extreme measures.’ She pulled open the drawer of a little wooden box which appeared to be full of white cards and began to leaf through them. For the very first time, she smiled and said sweetly, ‘Now, let’s see what those vacancies are.’

Half an hour later, Kitty emerged from the Labour Exchange, dazed.

‘I’ve got a job!’

She said the words aloud in order to convince herself, then repeated them, because even she found it hard to believe the words were true.

‘I’ve got a job!’

Next Monday morning at six o’clock sharp, she was to report to Staff Nurse Bellamy at Seafield House in Seaforth which was now a Royal Naval Hospital, where she would be employed as an auxiliary nurse, working morning or afternoon shifts for alternate months. She could have started before, tomorrow if she’d wanted, but thought it wise to leave it till Monday so Dad would have time to get used to the idea of being left by himself.

A nurse! She visualised herself in a white uniform tending to sick and injured sailors. She really would be doing her bit towards the war effort from now on.

‘Apparently, you can catch a bus to the hospital from the tram terminal in Rimrose Road,’ Miss Ellis said when she came off the telephone after fixing everything up. ‘It leaves at twenty to six. A uniform is supplied, but don’t forget to wear a pair of flat shoes.’ There was no need for an interview, the hospital was desperate, though she’d described Kitty in quite glowing terms over the phone.

‘Oh, she looks terribly capable to me – and she’s cared for her invalid father for many years,’ Kitty heard her say.

Miss Ellis had turned out to be reasonably pleasant in the end, and shook Kitty’s hand when she left. ‘Good luck with the job, Kitty,’ she said a touch patronisingly.

‘Good luck to you,’ said Kitty.

She didn’t go straight home, but wandered around the shops in Stanley Road, partly to put off telling her dad he was about to be abandoned, partly because she would soon be earning two pounds seventeen and sixpence a week, which meant she’d have money to spend on herself for the first time since she left Garlands.

According to Miss Ellis, it was rather more than an auxiliary nurse would normally expect to receive; the rate was higher because Kitty was being employed by the Admiralty. ‘You’ll be the equivalent of what they call a Sick Bay Attendant in the Navy, though you won’t have quite so much responsibility.’ On the other hand, the hours were horrendous. Qualified nurses were in short supply and three shifts had been merged into two; six till four on mornings, two till ten on afternoons, six days a week. ‘That two hours’ overlap is the only time the hospital has its full quota of staff,’ Miss Ellis said.

There seemed to be plenty of clothes available in the shops. By the time she’d seen a coat she’d like to buy, two frocks, a nice blue cable-knit jumper, a pair of shoes and a broderie anglaise petticoat and knicker set, Kitty had spent an imaginary six months’ wages, though she’d ask Brenda Mahon to run up a few things for her. Brenda was a dressmaker and only charged her friends a pittance for making clothes.

She went into the Co-op to look at their material, and an entire year’s pay had gone by the time she came out again.

Kitty wasn’t sure what reaction to expect when she told her father the news; anger, perhaps, dismay, indignation? She was confounded when, after a short interrogation, he appeared stoically resigned to the fact he was about to be left to his own devices as from Monday.

‘Did you tell them about me dizzy spells?’ he asked querulously.

‘Of course I did, Dad,’ Kitty assured him, ‘but the woman didn’t seem much interested.’ She decided to put the entire blame on the shoulders of Miss Ellis.

‘And me palpitations?’

‘Yes,’ lied Kitty. She’d forgotten all about his palpitations. ‘She wasn’t interested in them, either.’

‘I’m sure there’s something wrong with me heart, the way it beats all crooked like. I was thinking of calling in the doctor one of these days.’

‘Would you like me to fetch him in while I’m still home, like?’

He shook his head. ‘No, luv, it doesn’t matter. It’s just something I’ll have to put up with. You don’t have to worry about me,’ he said bravely. ‘I’ll manage on me own. I’ll have to, won’t I?’

‘The neighbours’ll come in and see to you,’ Kitty promised. ‘I’ll have a word with Aggie Donovan, she’s always keen to lend a hand. And Sheila Reilly’ll pop in from time to time and make you a cup of tea. You won’t be on your own, Dad, don’t worry.’

‘I’d sooner you didn’t have a word with anyone, luv. I don’t want people poking around, least of all that Aggie woman. It’s not good for a man’s dignity, having folks see him, particularly women, when his body’s all broke up, like.’ His mouth pursed in pain and he rubbed his knee.

‘You look perfectly fine, Dad.’ If the truth be known, he looked the picture of health. ‘You just have trouble getting round, that’s all.’

‘That’s all!’ He regarded her with moist eyes. ‘Your mam, God rest her soul, wouldn’t think “that’s all” if she could see me. It’d break her heart if she knew the way I was.’

Kitty’s mam had died when she was four. She had only vague memories of a quiet, brown-haired woman who smiled a lot and smelt of lavender when they went to church.

‘That’s why I didn’t put you in an orphanage when your mam passed away, like a lot of folk suggested,’ Dad said, his voice quivering with emotion. ‘’Cos I knew it’d break her heart.’

‘Oh, Dad!’ Kitty felt so full of guilt, she could easily have burst into tears. Perhaps she should go back to the Labour Exchange and tell them there was no way she could go to work. She would ask to see a different official, someone who might be a bit more sympathetic than Miss Ellis. It was her dad who, perhaps unintentionally, made her see that this wasn’t the right thing to do.

‘Still,’ he said, ‘all those injured sailors need you more than your ould dad does, eh, kiddo?’

‘I suppose they do,’ she agreed.

‘Just leave a butty and a glass of water on the table before you go to work, and that’ll see me through the day till you come home and make something proper to eat.’

Kitty remembered what Miss Ellis had said; that if he could get as far as the lavatory, it meant he passed through the kitchen and could make a meal for himself, but felt it wasn’t quite the right time to point this out.

That night, he didn’t feel well enough for the King’s Arms and decided to go to bed early. He groaned, clearly in terrible agony, as she helped him upstairs. After he’d changed into his pyjamas and she went to tuck him in, he panted, ‘Don’t know what I’m going to do about getting downstairs next week, luv. I’m not keen on getting up at half past five. Perhaps it might be best if I stayed in bed till you came home.’

‘But, Dad,’ she cried. ‘You’d be bored silly stuck in bed all day.’

‘Not if you brought the wireless up. You might even find time to buy the paper before you went to work.’

‘I’ll do me best,’ vowed Kitty, though she was already worried she wouldn’t be out in time to catch the bus. ‘Goodnight, Dad.’ She kissed his forehead. ‘Don’t worry. It’s going to be all right.’

‘Of course it is, luv. After all, there’s a war on. Everyone’s got to make sacrifices, haven’t they?’

Jessica Fleming stood in the window staring out at the undulating Westmorland countryside, her baby daughter in her arms. From here, on the second floor, you could see for miles and miles. There was not a building in sight, just smooth green hills dotted here and there with smudges of purple heather and vivid yellow gorse. Hedges of a darker green ran haphazardly across the flat ground where the grass was longer and wilder. Some of the trees had already turned gold and were surrounded by a scattering of fallen leaves. The trunks of a row of silver birches glinted as brightly as if they had been painted.

Directly below the window, in their private garden, the lawn was strewn with conkers and cones. The cones were supposed to indicate the weather; closed it would rain, and the sun would shine if they were open, though Jessica had never found them very accurate.

She jumped as two grey squirrels suddenly appeared only yards from where she stood, chasing each other in and out the branches of a massive oak tree. The baby chuckled and reached for the squirrels, slightly surprised when her chubby hands came up against the glass. The animals disappeared. A few seconds later, they were scampering across the conkers and cones on the lawn.

It was a magnificent view, spectacular. This was England as it had been a thousand years ago, unspoilt and natural.

But Jessica hated it. She appreciated the beauty, yet it made her feel exposed, unsafe, unshielded. She wasn’t quite sure how to describe what she felt when she looked out of the window – and it was impossible not to look out a hundred times a day, for it stretched the entire wall – and saw such a vast expanse of the earth, yet never another human being in sight. She preferred the winter, when she would draw the curtains and turn on the lamps far sooner than was necessary. It was only then she felt safe.

The little girl began to struggle, and Jessica shifted her weight onto her other arm. ‘It won’t be long, Penny love, then we’ll go,’ she whispered.

Had anyone been outside the window looking in, they would have considered Jessica Fleming herself to be as spectacular as the view, with milk-white skin and a gleaming cascade of russet hair which she secretly hennaed nowadays to keep the grey streaks at bay. As if her glorious head of hair wasn’t enough to attract attention, her eyes were an unusual sea-green. Tall, and perhaps slightly overweight, her figure had a Rubensesque voluptuousness accentuated by her clinging blue jersey dress. Penny was equally outstanding, even though she was only twelve months old; a Christmas card baby, with plump rosy cheeks, firm rounded limbs and hair not quite so thick and red as her mother’s, more a tawny gold. Penny’s eyes were a bright clear blue.

Outside, the sun began to slip behind a cloud, and a shadow crept swiftly across the hills and fields as if someone was laying a dark blanket over it all. Jessica shuddered and turned away. She sat Penny on the floor, where she immediately got to her feet and began to lurch unsteadily from the chair to the sideboard to the sofa, until she fell full length on the rug in front of the fire. She didn’t cry, but a look of gritty determination came over her little face and she crawled as far as a chair, pulled herself to her feet and began another precarious journey around the room. Penny had only started walking two weeks ago.

Her mother laughed and cooed. ‘What a clever girl you are!’ She sat on the velvet sofa, her back to the window, and said aloud, ‘I wish Arthur would hurry up.’ He’d promised faithfully to see her off by half past twelve. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was quarter to one.

A few seconds later, there were footsteps on the stairs, slow and rather weary, as if the person coming was either very old or didn’t relish whatever was waiting for him in the room upstairs. A man entered, handsome in a gentle, subdued way. He muttered, ‘I’m sorry I’m late, but we had a visitor.’ He regarded the woman wretchedly. ‘Are you sure about this, Jess?’

‘I’m positive, Arthur. I want to go home.’

‘But …’

The woman raised a white hand on which the nails had been painted a delicate pink. ‘Please don’t start again, dear. We’ve gone over this a hundred times over the last few days. I want to be in Pearl Street, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘But you hated Pearl Street, Jess,’ he said wildly. ‘You couldn’t stand it when you were forced to go back two years ago.’

She nodded in agreement. ‘I know. I’m being awkward. I’m not even sure myself why I feel the way I do.’ She’d been born in the street forty-five years ago; Jessie Hennessy, whose dad was a rag-and-bone man, operating from the end house which was now a coalyard. Bert Hennessy, a widower, turned to removing furniture on his cart, eventually bought a lorry and was soon running ten. By the time Jessie was sixteen, they’d moved to a better house in Walton Vale. When she met Arthur, who’d taken a part-time job with the company to help himself through university, the Hennessys were living in a detached mock Tudor residence in Calderstones, the best part of Liverpool.

‘It’s all my fault,’ moaned Arthur. ‘If we hadn’t gone bankrupt, we’d still be in Calderstones. There’d have been no need to move to Pearl Street. Everything would have been fine.’

‘Oh, Arthur! How many times have you said that over the last few days? It wasn’t your fault. You’re an intellectual, not a businessman. If it was anyone’s fault, it was mine. I should have paid more attention to what was going on.’ She was the one with the head for commerce, but she’d been too busy climbing up the social ladder to take an interest in the business after her father died. It had all been left to Arthur and he couldn’t cope. When the crash came, she’d been taken totally by surprise. They’d returned to Pearl Street, where Bert Hennessy had invested in several properties, to live in one of the houses she owned. The shock to her system had seemed unbearable at the time. She’d never dreamt that nearly a quarter of a century later she’d return to live in the mean little street where she’d grown up. It was almost as great a shock to discover she didn’t want to leave when Arthur got this job, curator of the museum downstairs.

‘Anyroad, Arthur,’ she said gently. ‘Everything wasn’t fine, was it? Our marriage wasn’t exactly what you’d call perfect.’

‘It wasn’t so bad,’ he said sulkily. Penny was trying to climb up his legs. He reached down, picked her up and pressed his face against her round cheek. Jess could tell he was close to tears. ‘I suppose you’re going back to her father!’

‘I wish you wouldn’t take that attitude, dear. My going back’s nothing to do with him. He knows nothing about Penny.’

‘Not that I blame you,’ he went on, his face still muffled against the little girl’s. ‘He gave you a child, which was something I never managed to do.’

‘I told you never to think like that. Penny’s your daughter, every bit as much as she’s mine.’ She felt irritated at having to repeat, virtually word for word, the things she’d already said so many times, but supposed it was only fair to let him have one final try at changing her mind, despite the fact she knew it was useless. She was leaving, no matter what Arthur said.

‘That doesn’t stop you taking her away from me.’

‘I’m not taking her away, I’m going home.’

Arthur sighed and carried the little girl over to the window. ‘I can’t understand how you can bring yourself to leave all this.’ He gestured towards the view. ‘It’s glorious.’

‘I know,’ said Jess, ‘but I loathe it. It’s dead. I feel as if I’m living in a graveyard, particularly being on top of a museum.’ The Higginbotham Museum of Prehistoric Egyptian and Greek Art, it said on the engraved brass plate outside.

‘I should never have brought you here,’ Arthur said miserably. ‘I wasn’t exactly unhappy myself during the time we spent in Bootle.’

Jess went over and stood beside him. Their shoulders touched. ‘You love it here, Arthur. It’s an archaeologist’s heaven.’ He spent hours
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