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Annie stopped running. Her breath was raw within her pounding chest, and her legs felt as if they were about to give way. She’d come to the stretch of sand where Auntie Dot used to bring them in the summer when they were little, and where she and Sylvia came on warm evenings to talk. Now, at half past ten on a bitter March night, Annie found herself drawn towards the dark isolation offered by the litter-strewn beach.


What had she done? What had possessed her to say those terrible things? She wandered, stiff-legged, towards the water. The texture of the sand beneath her feet changed from fine to moist and the heels of her flat school shoes sank into the mushy surface. The horror of what she’d just witnessed couldn’t be true: she’d imagined it, or she’d wake up any minute and find it had been a bad dream, a nightmare.


‘Please God, make it not be true!’ she prayed aloud in a strange, cracked, high-pitched whisper.


Before her, the black, oily waters of the River Mersey glinted, rippling, reflecting the distant lights of Wallasey and New Brighton and a segment of orange moon which appeared from behind a veil of cloud.


Annie stared into the water which lapped busily at her feet, at the black seaweed which wrapped itself around her shoe, to be swept away when the tide rustled forward in a frill of dirty froth to reclaim it as its own. She was fifteen, nearly a woman, yet felt as if, from this night on, her life was over. She knelt on the sand and began to pray, but soon the prayers gave way to recollections: of her mam and dad, her sister Marie, of Sylvia, and of course, Auntie Dot . . .


She searched for her first memory, but could think of nothing in particular. Those early years living with the Gallaghers had been happy, full of fun, despite the fact the war was on. She remembered it was the day Dot threw the cup at the wall that caused things to change. The cup had been a catalyst. Afterwards nothing was ever the same again.


Auntie Dot was still in the same house in Bootle: small and terraced, outwardly the same as the one in Orlando Street where the Harrisons had lived for over ten years, but inside so very different – full of ornaments and pictures, warm with the smell of baking, and the grate piled high with glowing coals. In 1945, Dot put a big picture of Mr Attlee, the new Prime Minister, over the mantelpiece and kept a little candle burning before it, as if he were a saint.


When Annie and her family were there, there was so much furniture you could scarcely move, because stuff from the parlour had been moved out to make room for a double bed for mam and dad. Annie and her sister slept upstairs with Auntie Dot. Then the war ended and Uncle Bert came home and, somewhat unreasonably Annie thought, expected to sleep with his wife. She was indignant when another bed was acquired from a secondhand shop and put in the boxroom for her and Marie. This meant the settee from the parlour had to be placed precariously on its side, and they had to climb over an armchair to get in and out of bed – which was too small, anyway, even for two little girls.


Still, Annie loved the crowded house, swarming with people, though it was irritating to have to stand in a queue for the lavatory at the bottom of the yard, or compete for food with three growing, hungry boys. The boys were older than Annie, having been born before the war, and she thought Dot was sensible not to have more whilst Bert was away, because they were a handful. Not that Marie was much better. Despite being only three, she was as ‘mischievous as a sackful of monkeys’, as Dot put it.


‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Annie,’ Dot said frequently. ‘You’re the only one who knows how to behave proper, like. You’d never think you were only four.’ Annie helped make the beds and dry the dishes. Her favourite job was dusting the ornaments on the sideboard: souvenirs from Blackpool and Rhyl and Morecambe, places where Dot and Bert had gone when they were courting.


‘Poor little mite,’ Dot said sometimes, ruffling Annie’s mop of copper curls. ‘What’s to become of you, eh?’


Annie had no idea what she was on about. She didn’t feel the least bit poor, but warm and secure in the shambolic house where, as far as she knew, the Harrisons would stay for ever. In September she would start school, the one the boys went to, and life would be even better. She loved Auntie Dot with all her heart, and Uncle Bert, once she forgave him for taking over the bed. A tall man with a halo of sandy hair, red cheeks and a bushy moustache, he reminded her of a teddy bear, and bought little presents for the children on pay day: sweets or magic painting books or crayons. Bert was an engine driver who worked shifts, and they had to be quiet when he was on nights and slept during the day.


But gradually, Auntie Dot, who laughed a lot and was always in a good mood, began to get bad-tempered. Perhaps it was because she was getting fat, thought Annie, noting the way her auntie’s belly was swelling, getting bigger and bigger by the day. She snapped at the boys and told Annie and Marie to get out of the bloody way, though her bark was worse than her bite. If anyone at the receiving end of her temper got upset, she was instantly and extravagantly remorseful. Once, when Marie began to cry, her auntie cried, too.


‘I’m sorry, luv,’ she sobbed, gathering Marie in her arms. ‘It’s just . . . oh, hell, I dunno, I suppose everything’s getting on top of me.’


It was a blustery rainy day in April when Dot threw the cup. Annie and Marie were in their best frocks, having been to nine o’clock Mass with their aunt and uncle and the boys. The pegs in the hall were full of damp clothes, with a neat row of Wellingtons underneath. After Mass, Uncle Bert had gone to bed, with a stern warning to the boys to keep the noise down. Dot knotted a scarf turbanwise around her ginger hair, pulled a flowered pinny over her head and tied it around her nonexistent waist, making her belly look even bigger. She began to iron on the back room table. As each item was finished, she placed it in a pile, until there were two neat folded heaps of clothes and bedding.


‘Can’t put this lot away till Bert gets up or I can get in the parlour,’ she muttered to herself. Every now and then, she changed the iron for the one left on a low gas ring to re-heat. As the fresh iron was brought in, she spat on it with gusto.


The boys, restless at being kept indoors by the rain, disappeared upstairs. After a while, they began to fight, and there was a series of muffled howls and bumps. Dot went into the hall and hissed. ‘Tommy, Mike, Alan! Shurrup, or ye’ll wake your dad.’


She smiled at the girls, who were squashed together in the other armchair from the parlour. ‘Oh, don’t you look a picture! The royal princesses don’t hold a candle to you pair. What are you drawing? Do your Auntie Dot a nice picture for the kitchen, there’s good girls.’


Their best drawings were pinned to the larder door, but now Annie abandoned hers to watch Dot at work. Her aunt’s movements always fascinated her, they were so quick and efficient. She would have offered to help, but Dot didn’t like anyone under her feet when she was ironing.


The ironing finished, Dot put both irons on the back step to cool and went into the kitchen to prepare dinner, deftly peeling a stack of potatoes and chopping up a cabbage. There was already a pan boiling on the stove, a corner of muslin sticking out under the lid. Annie licked her lips. Suet pudding! She hoped it was syrup, her favourite.


Dot lit the oven and placed a big iron casserole dish of steak and kidney on the middle shelf. To Annie’s surprise, she remained stooping for several seconds, wincing. She grasped the draining board, panting, before lighting another ring on the stove and pouring almost a whole pint of milk into a pan. Then she took a big tin of custard out of the cupboard, mixed the remainder of the milk with two tablespoons of powder, poured the whole lot into the pan and began to stir vigorously, her face creased in a scowl. Making custard was a hazardous business: if you didn’t remove the pan at just the right time, it burned.


Sitting watching, listening to the spoon scraping the side of the pan, the spit of water on the hot stove, the muffled voices of the boys upstairs, Annie, in the warm, comfortable chair pressed close to her sister, felt a sense of perfect happiness. In about an hour – and although an hour seemed an age away, it would pass eventually – Dot would ask her to set the table, then nine plates would be spread on every conceivable surface in the kitchen and the food would be served, with Dot moving bits of potato and spoonsful of steak and kidney from one plate to another, ‘to be fair, like’, as she put it. In the middle of this, Dot would say ‘Tell your dad the dinner’s ready, luv’, and Annie would knock on the parlour door and her dad would emerge and collect two meals, one with only minute portions for mam, and take them back with him. Uncle Bert’s dinner would be kept warm for later.


The boys began shouting and there was a crash, as if they’d knocked something over. Uncle Bert thumped on the floor and yelled, ‘Keep the noise down!’ just as there was a sharp rap on the front door.


Dot groaned. ‘See who that is, Annie.’


Annie trotted to the door. Father Maloney stood outside. He gave Annie a brief nod, and, without waiting for an invitation, pushed past and walked down the hall, straight into the room full of ironing and thick with the smell of cooking dinner – boiling cabbage predominated.


‘Why, Father!’ Dot’s pretty, good-natured face flushed as bright red as her hair with embarrassment. She pulled the turban off and dragged the pinny over her head, dislodging one of her pearl earrings. It fell on the lino-covered floor with a little clatter and, as she rushed forward to greet the priest, she stood on it, ‘I wasn’t expecting you today. Annie, Marie, get up and let Father have the armchair.’


She closed the kitchen door and called the boys. They came down and stood meekly against the wall, hands behind their backs, whilst Dot carried out a quick inspection, straightening their collars and smoothing down the tousled ginger heads they had inherited from their mam and dad. Father Maloney gave them a cursory glance. As soon as his back was turned, Mike pulled a face and Marie stifled a giggle.


‘Who is it?’ Uncle Bert shouted.


‘It’s Father Maloney, Dad,’ Tommy shouted back. Uncle Bert said something incomprehensible and the bed creaked.


The priest didn’t stay long. He asked the children if they’d been good, and they assured him they had in their most convincing voices. When he turned to Dot, Mike stuck out his tongue as far as it would go. Annie did her best to keep a straight face. Mike was the favourite of her cousins. His hair was redder than his brothers’, he had twice as many freckles, and his blue-green eyes danced with merriment.


‘And how are you, Dorothy?’ Father Maloney asked gravely.


‘I’m fine, Father,’ Dot replied with a glassy smile and a killing look in the direction of Mike, whose tongue was performing contortions.


‘You look tired, child.’ He frowned at the stack of ironing. ‘You should treat Sunday as a day of rest, someone in your condition.’


‘It’s a bit difficult, Father, y’see . . .’


But Father Maloney wasn’t interested. He blessed them quickly and departed. Annie and Marie immediately reclaimed the armchair.


The front door had scarcely closed, when Uncle Bert appeared, fully dressed. He’d even managed his tie, though the knot was crooked.


‘You’re too late, Dad. He’s gone,’ said Mike.


‘Bloody hell!’ Uncle Bert swore, and stumped back upstairs. The bed creaked again. He must have thrown himself on it fully clothed.


Dot was scraping her earring off the floor when Alan said, ‘What’s that smell?’


‘Jaysus, the custard!’ She opened the kitchen door and a cloud of smoke billowed out. The top and front of the stove were covered with a brown, blistering mess.


‘I like it burnt,’ said Mike.


‘I don’t,’ Tommy countered.


As if this were a signal for another fight, the boys fell upon each other and began to wrestle.


And that was when Dot threw the cup.


It shattered against the wall and the pieces fell onto the sideboard. ‘I can’t stand it!’ she screamed. ‘I can’t stand it another sodding minute!’ She stood in the kitchen door, her hands on her hips, looking madder than anyone had ever seen her look before.


Marie burst into tears, and the boys stopped wrestling and looked at their mother in alarm. Something terrible must have happened, something far worse than burnt custard.


‘Is Mr Attlee dead, Mam?’ Tommy asked nervously.


Dot glared. Upstairs, the bed creaked and Uncle Bert’s weary footsteps could be heard descending. The parlour door opened and the tall gaunt frame of Annie’s dad appeared. His hair, paler than Dot’s, almost salmon coloured, was plastered close to his narrow head, and his face wore an expression of unrelieved gloom. He looked at everyone nervously, but didn’t speak.


Uncle Bert came in and, to Annie’s surprise, he sat down and clumsily dragged Dot onto his knee. ‘What’s the matter, luv?’


Dot buried her head in his shoulder and gave a deep, heartrending sigh. ‘I can’t stand it another minute. This morning was the last straw.’


‘Here, youse lot, buy your mam a bar of Cadbury’s milk chocolate and get something for yourselves and the girls while you’re at it.’ Bert handed Tommy half a crown. ‘Take a ration book off the mantelpiece.’


Dot lifted her head. ‘Put your coats on, it’s still raining.’


Marie’s sobs ceased at the prospect of the chocolate, and as soon as the boys had gone, Annie’s dad crept into the room and sat down.


‘Come on, luv, spit it out.’ Bert stroked his wife’s arm.


‘It’s just there’s so much to do, Bert, looking after nine people; all the washing and ironing and the cooking. And when Father Maloney came, walked right in and there I was in the middle of the dinner and washing everywhere, I just wished I had me parlour back, that’s all.’


There was something significant about this last remark which Annie didn’t understand, because everyone fell silent.


It was Dot who spoke first. She looked at Annie’s dad directly. ‘I’m sorry, Ken, but it was only supposed to be temporary, and it’s been over four years. Now, what with Bert back, and another baby on the way – well, the house just isn’t big enough.’


There was another silence, and once again it was Dot who broke it. ‘If only Rose could give a hand, that’d help a bit.’


Uncle Bert said awkwardly, ‘Dot said the corporation came up with a house in Huyton, a nice modern one with three bedrooms.’


Annie’s dad spoke at last, and the words came out in a breathless rush. ‘It’s too far away. Me work’s on this side of town, Litherland and Waterloo. I couldn’t ride me bike to and from Huyton every day, it must be fifteen or twenty mile.’


Dot took a deep breath. She was still sitting on Bert’s knee, clinging to him as if it gave her the courage to speak out. ‘Ken, you’re me little brother, and I know you’ve been through a lot with Rose. If this was a bigger house, you could stay for ever, but . . .’ She broke off and began to cry quietly. ‘Oh, soddit! I hate saying this.’


‘It’s not right, y’know, Ken,’ Uncle Bert said gently. ‘Rose’ll never get better as long as you and Dot wait on her hand and foot. If you had a place of your own, the responsibility might do her good.’


Annie’s dad stared at his shoes. ‘I’ll see what I can do tomorrer. Bootle lost so many houses in the Blitz, there’s not much going . . .’


‘Good lad!’ Bert said heartily as Annie’s dad got up and left the room without another word.


Dot looked worried when the parlour door slammed shut more loudly than it need have. ‘Now he’s got the hump!’


‘Never mind, luv. It had to be said.’


‘I could kill that sodding Hitler for what he did to Rose.’


Annie, listening avidly, wondered what her auntie was on about.


‘She weren’t the only one, Dot,’ said Uncle Bert. ‘Other folks had as bad – and some had worse.’


Dot sighed. ‘I know. Even so . . .’ Her voice trailed away and they sat together companionably on the chair. ‘I suppose I’d better see to the dinner before something else burns.’


‘I’ll give you a hand, luv.’


Dot giggled. ‘You know what our Tommy said when I threw that cup? He asked if Mr Attlee had died. Jaysus, if anything had happened to ould Clement, I’d’ve thrown the whole bloody tea service.’


Three weeks later, the Harrisons went to live in Orlando Street, Seaforth, and life changed so completely that Annie felt as if they’d moved to the other side of the world.
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Orlando Street seemed to stretch for miles and miles. More than one hundred polished red brick houses were on either side, built directly onto the pavement, identical, and as seamless as a river. The paintwork was severe: bottle green, maroon or brown doors and window frames, a few black. Once a year, Annie’s dad repainted the outside woodwork the same bitter-chocolate colour.


When Annie was older, she would remark disdainfully: ‘The world would end if someone painted a door blue or pink. I’m going to have the front door of my house bright yellow!’


In all the years she lived there, she always had to check the number to make sure it was the right house, and her heart sank when she turned the corner into Orlando Street. The awful day the Harrisons moved to Number thirty-eight remained for ever etched in her mind.


Uncle Bert turned up with a lorry and the beds were loaded in the back, along with their possessions, which Dot had carefully packed in cardboard boxes. Dad’s bike was fetched from the back yard.


Dad looked bewildered and angry when he emerged with Mam. She wore her best coat made of funny, curly fur, and blinked at the daylight, as if she rarely saw it, her face all tight and pale.


‘The girls’d better go in the back, they can sit on one of the beds,’ Dad said curtly as he helped his wife into the cab.


Dot pursed her lips and yelled, ‘One of you lads, come here.’ When Mike appeared, she said, ‘Go with them, luv. Poor little mites, they’ll be scared out of their wits stuck in there all on their own.’


Mike evidently thought this a treat. His face lit up, and he leapt into the lorry and threw himself onto the bedsprings with a whoop.


When Uncle Bert picked up Marie, Dot burst into wild tears. ‘There’s no need to take the girls, Ken. Why not leave them with us?’


Annie, unsure what was going on, had a feeling this would be preferable, and grabbed her auntie’s hand, but Dad shook his head.


‘No,’ he said in a thin, stubborn voice. ‘It’s about time Rose took some responsibility, like Bert said.’


‘Jaysus!’ Dot sobbed. ‘He didn’t mean the girls. Oh, if only I’d kept me big mouth shut!’


An hour later, Annie and her sister watched Uncle Bert drive away, Mike hanging out of the passenger window, waving. They waved back until the lorry turned the corner, then looked at each other nervously and went back into their new house.


Annie hated it as much as she hated the street. She hated the dark, faded wallpaper and the furniture left by the previous tenant, which Dad told Dot he’d got at a knock-down price.


The parlour was scary. There was something sinister about the tall cupboard with its leaded glass doors, the panes like a hundred eyes, glaring at her, unwelcoming and unfriendly, and the big black sideboard, full of whirls and curls, was something the devil himself might have.


She went upstairs and gasped in amazement. A bathroom! She climbed onto the lavatory with some difficulty, and stayed perched on the wooden seat for several minutes to get the feel of it, then pulled the chain. It was odd using a lavatory indoors, and rather exciting, though she’d prefer to be with Dot and Bert and the lavvy at the bottom of the yard.


She tiptoed into the rear bedroom which overlooked the backyard. ‘Strewth!’ she gasped, in exactly the same tone as Auntie Dot used. Like the parlour, the room was full of dark, gloomy furniture. A dressing table in front of the window shut out most of the light. Another single bed was already there, as well as their own, which meant they could have one each. Their clothes were in a box on the floor.


One by one, Annie gingerly opened the drawers in case anything interesting had been left behind. ‘Strewth!’ she said again, when the smell of mothballs made her sneeze. Apart from their lining of yellow newspapers, the drawers were empty, as was the wardrobe, except for three coathangers which she couldn’t reach.


She unpacked their clothes and put most away, leaving the frocks for Dad to hang up. As she gravely carried out this task, she felt grown up and responsible, though she knew she was only delaying the time she dreaded: the time when she would have to go downstairs and face her mam.


Eventually, when she could put it off no longer, Annie crept down into the living room. Mam was in the armchair by the window, her head turned towards the wall.


Annie stared at her curiously. This pretty lady with the sad grey eyes and cascade of dark cloudy hair was supposed to be her mam, yet she seemed like a stranger. It was Auntie Dot who’d brought them up, taken them to the clinic and to Mass. It was into Dot’s warm, rough arms they snuggled when they needed love, whilst their mam remained in the parlour, emerging occasionally on Sundays or at Christmas or if Dot had arranged a birthday tea, when she would sit, wan and pale and silent. Sometimes, at Dot’s urging, the girls went in to see her. Mam would be in bed or in a chair, staring vacantly out of the window. The girls never stayed long, because Mam never spoke, hardly looked at them, and a few times she hadn’t even opened her eyes.


‘It’s not her body that’s sick, it’s her mind,’ Dot had told them only a few days ago, and Annie imagined inside Mam’s head being full of sores. ‘It’s that sodding Hitler what done it!’ Dot, angry, slammed the iron down onto the collar of Bert’s working shirt. ‘Poor girl, such a pretty thing she was, well, still is, but the life’s been squeezed out of her.’


‘What did Hitler do to me mam?’ Annie asked, imagining the monster personally squeezing the life out of her mother.


Dot sighed as she steered the iron around a row of buttons. ‘Oh, I suppose you’ve got to know some time, and now’s as good a time as any. It’s just that you and Marie would have had an older brother if he hadn’t been taken to heaven at eighteen months.’ She made the sign of the cross. ‘Johnny. Lovely little lad he was, dark, like your mam and Marie. He was born the first month of the war, just after our Alan.’ She folded the shirt and reached for another. ‘One night, after the siren went, your mam left him by himself for a minute, just a minute, mind, when the house was bombed and Johnny was killed. Poor Rose, she’s never got over it.’ Dot paused over a cuff. ‘Mind you,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘she should be better by now, it’s six years. Lots of terrible things happened to people during the war, but they pulled through.’


Standing by her mam, Annie felt overcome with misery. She didn’t want to be in this dark, quiet house, away from Dot and Bert and her boisterous cousins. She badly wanted to be kissed and cuddled and told everything was going to be all right. Marie was in the kitchen, chattering away. Dad just grunted in reply. Mam didn’t appear to have noticed Annie was there; her face was still turned away. Annie climbed onto her knee and lay there, waiting for an arm to curl around her neck. But her mother remained as still as a statue. After a while, Annie slid off and went upstairs to sit on the bed and wonder what was going to happen to them.


A few minutes later, Marie crept in, her impish little face downcast. ‘Don’t like it here,’ she said tearfully. ‘Want Auntie Dot.’


‘Sit on me knee,’ commanded Annie, ‘and pretend I’m your auntie.’


So Marie climbed on her sister’s knee, and they sat there, sniffing miserably, until Dad called to say tea was ready.


A month later, Dot appeared with a black pram containing a tiny baby with bright red hair and bright blue eyes. Her belly was back to its normal size, and she looked lean and pretty, in a white cardigan over a green skirt and blouse, and with a green ribbon around her carroty curls.


‘This is Pete,’ she said proudly. ‘Your new cousin.’


She left the pram outside and carried the baby indoors. The girls were so pleased to see her they clung to her skirt, hugging her legs. They’d feared they might never see Dot again.


‘Where did he come from?’ Marie demanded.


‘Can I hold him?’ asked Annie.


‘I found him under a gooseberry bush,’ Dot twinkled. ‘Sit down, Annie, and you can nurse him for a while. Careful, now. I’d have come before, but as you can see, I’ve been rather busy.’ As soon as the baby was deposited in Annie’s arms, Marie climbed onto her aunt’s knee.


Dot turned to Mam, who was in her usual chair by the window. ‘How are you, Rose? Have you settled in, like?’ she asked brightly.


Annie looked up from examining the baby’s face, his short ginger lashes, his petal pink ears, curious to see Mam’s reaction. She scarcely moved from the chair all day except to make the tea, when she would waft in and out of the kitchen like a ghost to peel potatoes laboriously and mince meat in the curious rusty machine left by the previous tenant. Often, the potatoes hadn’t boiled long enough and were hard inside, and Dad had to do them again. He brought the meat home in his saddlebag, and at weekends did the washing, hanging their frocks and petticoats and knickers on the line. When Mrs Flaherty, the widow next door, offered to help, ‘Your poor wife being ill, like,’ he churlishly refused.


Mam rarely spoke. Even if the girls asked a question, she mostly didn’t answer, just looked at them in a vacant way, as if they were invisible and she wondered where the voice had come from.


‘I think so,’ Mam whispered in response to Dot’s enquiry.


‘And how are you coping with the girls, Rose? Don’t forget, I’d be happy to have them if they’re too much for you. We’ve missed them a lot. In fact, Alan cried every night for a week after they’d gone.’


Not to be outdone, Marie said quickly, ‘We cry too, Auntie Dot. Me and Annie cry every single night.’


‘Do you now!’ Dot said in a tight voice. ‘And what do you do with yourselves all day?’


Annie and Marie looked at each other.


‘We draw.’


‘And play with our dolls.’


‘Have you been to the park yet? And there’s sands not far away.’


‘No, Auntie, we haven’t been anywhere, ’cept to the shop for a loaf sometimes,’ Annie said importantly. ‘Our dad leaves the money.’


‘I see!’ Dot’s voice was still tight. ‘Shall we go to the sands now?’


‘Yes, please!’ they chorused.


‘Get your coats, then. There’s a chill in the air for June.’


Dot didn’t say another word until they were outside. As they walked along Orlando Street with Pete tucked up in his pram and the girls skipping along each side clutching the handle, she asked casually, ‘Are you eating proper? What do you have for breakfast?’


‘Cornflakes,’ replied Annie, ‘and we have bread and jam for dinner.’ She didn’t add, because she felt Dot wouldn’t approve, that it was she who got the cornflakes because Mam usually forgot, and by the time they were hungry again and there was no sign of food on the horizon, she would cut four thick slices of bread and smear them with margarine and jam. Twice she’d cut her finger as well as the bread, but the blood merged with the jam and was hardly noticeable.


‘Bread and jam? Jaysus, that’s no meal for two growing girls,’ Dot said caustically. ‘You got better than that in our house.’


‘Bread and jam’s me favourite,’ Marie piped, so Dot said no more, though later, as she steered the pram across the busy main road, she said firmly, ‘From now on, your Auntie Dot’ll come as often as she can.’ Then she muttered, half to herself, ‘As for your mam, I’m not sure whether to feel sorry for her, or give her a good kick up the arse!’


Annie started school in September. On her first day, Dad went into work late and took her on the crossbar of his bike.


St Joan of Arc’s was in Bootle. Her cousins were already there and could ‘keep an eye on her’, Dot promised. It was a long walk, but Annie was glad to return to the familiar bombscarred streets, where women sat on their doorsteps on sunny days, and children played hopscotch on the pavements or whizzed around the lampposts on home-made swings. No-one played out in Orlando Street. Most residents were old, and if a child dared so much as kick a ball, they were told to play elsewhere.


One of the best things about school was the dinners. Dinners were almost as nice as lessons. Because she wanted the nuns to like her, Annie paid close attention during class. She was one of the first to learn to read and do sums, but her favourite lesson was drawing. The nuns called it ‘Art’, and were impressed with her pictures of ‘pretty ladies in nice dresses’. One, Sister Finbar, wrote a note to Annie’s mam to say she must be ‘encouraged with her artwork’, but Mam merely held the unopened envelope on her knee till Dad came home and read it.


‘Good,’ he mumbled tiredly.


Annie’s dad was an insurance collector. He went into the office each morning to ‘bring the books up’, and spent the rest of the day riding round on his bike collecting payments, a penny here, twopence there. He came home at seven, exhausted. This was because he had a gammy leg, Dot told them. He’d broken it when he was little and it hadn’t set properly.


‘That’s why he didn’t fight in the war like your Uncle Bert. Poor Ken, he should have a sitting-down job, not be riding round on that sodding bike eight hours a day,’ Dot sighed. ‘Who’d have thought our Ken would end up like this, eh? Your gran, God rest her soul,’ she crossed herself, ‘thought the sun shone out his arse. She hoped he’d go to university, him being a scholarship boy an’ all, but he met your mam, and . . . Oh, well, it’s no use crying over spilt milk, is it?’


Annie hadn’t been at school long when Colette Reilly asked her to tea. She enjoyed being made a fuss of by Mrs Reilly.


‘Our Colette’s little friend!’ she cooed. They sat down to jelly and cream and fairy cakes with cherries on top. Then Mrs Reilly cleared the table and they played Ludo and Snakes and Ladders and Snap.


‘When can I come to yours?’ Colette demanded as Annie was leaving.


‘Don’t be rude,’ Mrs Reilly laughed. ‘Wait till you’re invited.’


‘I’ll have to ask me mam,’ said Annie. She pondered over the matter for days. If she could go to Colette’s, it seemed fair Colette should come to hers, but she couldn’t imagine Mam making jelly or fairy cakes, and she felt uneasy asking someone to the dark, gloomy house which was exactly the same as the day they’d moved in. Although Uncle Bert had offered to decorate – ‘A bit of distemper’d go over that wallpaper a treat, Ken, brighten the place up no end’ – her dad had turned him down as churlishly as he’d done Mrs Flaherty when she’d offered to help with the washing. ‘I like it the way it is,’ he said stubbornly.


Eventually, Annie plucked up the courage to approach her mam. ‘Colette wants to come to tea,’ she said nervously.


Mam was in her dressing gown, the blue one with silk flowers round the neck and cuffs. The red one with the velvet collar had gone to the dry cleaner’s on Saturday. Mam wore her dressing gowns a lot. She looked at Annie, her lovely grey eyes vacant, empty. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No.’


That night when Annie was in bed, Dad came in. ‘You must never ask children to this house,’ he said in his faint, tired voice. ‘Never.’


So Annie never did. In a way, she felt relieved. She didn’t want anyone to know her mam couldn’t make jelly and wore a dressing gown all day and didn’t know how to play Snakes and Ladders.


If the nuns expected another star pupil when Marie Harrison started school, they were to be sadly disappointed. Marie was in trouble from the first day, when she stole another new girl’s ball and threw it on the roof where it lodged in the gutter. Annie had been looking forward to her sister’s company, but at going-home time, Marie was nowhere to be seen. She was off to play on a bomb site or down a crater or in North Park with a crowd of boys, and came home hours late with grazed shins and torn clothes, though Mam didn’t seem to notice.


Not to be outdone, Annie began to wander the streets of Bootle and Seaforth, staring in shop windows or through the gates of the docks, where dockers unloaded cargoes from all over the world. Her imagination soared, visualising the boxes of fruit and exotic-smelling spices being packed in sunny foreign climes. As the nights grew dark, though, and the cruel Mersey winds whipped inland, her adventurous spirit wilted, and she wished she were at home in front of the fire with someone to talk to and something to eat. Since both girls started having school dinners, Mam didn’t make a meal till Dad came home.


One day in November, when it was bitterly cold and raining hard, she went down the entry and in the back way, and was surprised to be met by Auntie Dot, looking extremely fierce. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ she demanded. ‘It’s gone five. And where’s Marie?’


Dot was growing fat again, but this time Annie knew it was because she was having another baby. She jealously hoped it wouldn’t be a girl. Dot mightn’t love them so much if she had a daughter of her own.


Her aunt grabbed her arm, full of angry concern. ‘Look at the state of you! You’ll catch your death of cold. Get changed this minute and put your coat in the airing cupboard while I make a cup of tea.’


When Annie came down in a clean frock, she found Pete, now eighteen months, playing happily with wooden blocks. She glanced at her mam, and was surprised to see her cheeks were pink and she was twiddling with the belt of her dressing gown. Dot came in with a cup of steaming tea.


‘Get those wet shoes off and put them on the hearth,’ she barked. ‘And I’d like an answer, madam. Where have you been till this hour, and where’s your sister?’


‘I went for a walk and Marie’s gone to North Park.’ Annie thought it wise not to mention the bomb sites and craters.


‘Really!’ said Dot caustically. ‘It’s not what I’d call walking weather, meself. As for the park . . .’ She shook her head as if the situation was beyond her comprehension. Annie fidgeted uncomfortably.


‘Do you know what day it is?’ Dot demanded.


‘Tuesday,’ Annie replied, adding, ‘the seventeenth of November.’ She remembered thinking when Sister Clement wrote the date on the blackboard that it had a familiar ring.


‘That’s right, Marie’s birthday! Nice way for a five-year-old to spend her birthday, in the park in the rain – isn’t it, Rose?’ She turned on the hunched woman in the corner. ‘I come round with a cake and presents from us all, thinking there’d be a birthday tea, and what do I find? You’ve forgotten! Forgotten your own daughter’s birthday! Not only that, there’s no food in the offing of any description.’


This was said with such derision that Annie winced. For some reason she felt guilty. Her own birthday had fallen on a Sunday in October and they’d gone to Dot’s for tea. Mam didn’t answer, but began to shake her head from side to side. Dot, well into her stride, continued, ‘Even worse, the girls aren’t even in, and you’re sitting here in your sodding dressing gown and don’t give a shit, you selfish cow!’


Annie gasped. Her mam’s head turned faster and faster and her eyes rolled upwards. She started to moan, and Dot leaned across and slapped her face, hard. ‘Don’t put on your little act with me, Rose,’ she said in a low, grating, never-heard-before voice. ‘You’ve had me fooled for years, but no longer. You’re taking our Ken for a ride. If he’s idiot enough to be taken in, that’s his concern, but you’re not getting away with it with these two girls. They’re little treasures, the pair of them. I love them as if they were me own and you’ll look after them proper or I’ll have them taken off you. Do you hear?’


To Annie’s surprise, Mam stopped moving her head and nodded. For a while, her mouth worked as if she were trying to speak, and perhaps she would have if Marie hadn’t come bouncing in. Her shoes squelched and she was soaked to the skin and covered in mud, though she gave Dot a cocky smile. The smile vanished when Dot removed the shoes none too gently, and ordered her upstairs to change.


Then Dot turned to Mam, and in a gentler voice said, ‘This can’t go on, Rose. Two little girls wandering the streets, it’s just not right. God knows what sort of trouble they could get into. In future, I’ll get our Alan to stand by the gate and make sure they go home.’


Poor Alan, thought Annie, he’d have a fit. Dot dropped to her knees, somewhat clumsily due to her big belly, and grasped Mam’s hands. ‘I know what our Ken was up to that night, luv, but it’s time to forgive and forget, if only for the sake of your girls.’


At this, Mam’s face grew tight and she turned away, just as Marie came running downstairs.


Dot sighed and got awkwardly to her feet. ‘Where’s the ration books? Keep an eye on Pete for me while I get some cold meat, a few tomaters and half a pound of biscuits from the corner shop. There’ll be a birthday tea in this house today or my name’s not Dot Gallagher.’


Dot stayed till Dad came home, and after the girls had gone to bed there came the sound of a big argument. Annie crept onto the stairs to listen.


‘I’ve told you before, Ken,’ her aunt said loudly. ‘If you can’t cope with the girls, Bert and me will have them.’


‘They’re my girls, Dot,’ Dad said in the quiet, mutinous voice he often used with his sister. ‘They’re my girls, and I love them.’


Things improved, but only slightly. There was a meal waiting when they got in – beans on toast, or boiled eggs – and Mam was dressed properly. Their normally curt and reticent dad gave them each a front-door key, as well as a stern lecture on coming straight home, describing the bloodcurdling things that could happen if they didn’t. A girl had been murdered during the war, he told them, strangled with a piece of string in a back entry a mile away. Marie, easily frightened, rushed home panic-stricken, clutching Annie’s hand.


But Mam stayed enclosed in her own private, grief-stricken world, hushed and uncommunicative. She only showed signs of life in the minutes before her husband was due home, when her head would be cocked like a bird’s, waiting for the sound of the latch to be lifted on the backyard door, the signal of his arrival. During the meal, she sat watching, noting his every move, her listless eyes lifting and falling as he ate.


The meal finished, Dad would turn his chair towards the meagre coke fire and read the newspaper, the Daily Express, his wife still watching with the same hungry, melting expression on her face. No-one spoke. After a while, Annie and her sister would go upstairs and play in the chilly bedroom, and later on they’d go to bed of their own accord, and Dad might put his head in to say goodnight if he remembered.


Except for the occasions when Dot and Bert came round, this was how every evening passed; there was never any variation.


As the years went by, Annie became protective of her mother. She lied when Dot asked questions. Although her aunt only had their best interests at heart, she’d hated seeing Mam slapped and bullied.


‘Mam made a cake for tea the other day.’


‘We play Snakes and Ladders nearly every night.’


Anyroad, Dot didn’t come round much nowadays. As soon as she’d had the new baby, another boy called Bobby, she’d fallen pregnant again and Joe was born a year later. Now she had six boys, ‘Three little ’uns and three big ’uns’, as she cheerfully put it. ‘By the time afternoon comes, all I want to do is put me feet up.’ It meant it was Dad who took Annie to the shops to buy a white dress and a veil for her First Holy Communion. The same outfit did Marie the following year.


Auntie Dot insisted the girls visit on Sundays. They did for a while, until Annie, conscience-stricken, decided she should stay at home and help her dad. Despite the long hours he worked, he spent all weekend doing housework. At eight, Annie was doing the week’s shopping and even wrote the list herself. ‘Poor little mite,’ Dot said sorrowfully. ‘She’s old before her time.’ Annie learnt to iron, and, as she knelt on the chair in front of the table, she couldn’t help but wonder what the hunched, helpless woman in the chair by the window was thinking. About Johnny, her brother? Did she know she had two daughters? Once, Dot said Mam should be in hospital, but that was silly, thought Annie. Where would they put the bandages?


On the Sundays her mother could be persuaded to go to Mass, Annie felt proud as they walked along Orlando Street, just like a normal family. Mam looked so pretty in her curly fur coat, her long hair tied back with a ribbon, though Annie couldn’t help but notice curtains twitching in the windows of some houses as they passed; curious neighbours watching ‘the funny woman from number thirty-eight’ on her way to church – which was how she’d once heard her mam described whilst she waited, unnoticed, at the back of the corner shop.


It would be nice to have a mam who wasn’t ‘funny’, Annie thought wistfully, and a cheerful dad like Uncle Bert. One day, she found a wedding photo in the drawer of the big black sideboard. She stared at it for quite a while, wondering who the handsome couple were; the bright-eyed, smiling girl in the lacy dress clutching the hand of a young man with dashing good looks. The pair stared at each other with a strange, intense expression, almost sly, as if they shared a tremendous secret. It wasn’t until Annie recognised a younger Dot, and Uncle Bert before he’d grown his moustache, that she realised it was her parents’ wedding.


She showed the photograph to Marie, who looked at it for a long time before her face crumpled up, as if she were about to cry. Then she turned on her heel and left the parlour without a word.


Annie put the photo back in the drawer and resolved never to look at it again.
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When Annie was eleven, she sat the scholarship. The entire class were to take the exam, but she was one of the few expected to pass. Passing the scholarship meant attending a grammar school instead of an ordinary secondary modern.


Marie was contemptuous. ‘Seafield Convent! You’ll never catch me at an all-girls’ school. When I sit the scholarship, I’ll answer every question wrong for fear I pass.’


The exam was set for nine o’clock one Saturday morning early in June. Annie’s dad, who rarely became animated, was concerned she wouldn’t arrive on time.


‘I’ll wake you when I leave,’ he said in his flat, tired voice.


‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ Annie said cheerfully. ‘It’s like any other day, except it’s Saturday. I’m never late for school, am I?’


When the morning came, she was woken by the pressure of his hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s seven o’clock,’ he whispered. ‘There’s tea made. Mam’s still asleep,’ he added somewhat superfluously, as if Mam were likely to be of use if she were awake.


‘Rightio.’ Annie snuggled under the clothes. She heard him manoeuvre his bike into the back entry and the wheels creak as he rode away. Sunlight filtered through the thick brown curtains. She lay, dazzled by the long bright vertical strip where the curtains didn’t meet. She didn’t feel at all nervous. She liked exams and was looking forward to the scholarship. They’d been doing special homework for weeks.


But after a while, she began to feel uneasy. Something was wrong. The bed felt sticky and her nightie was glued to her legs at the back. Annie stayed there for a good five minutes trying to work out what it was, then, gingerly, she got up. She gasped in horror. The sheet was stained with blood! Terrified, she twisted her nightdress round, and found it even bloodier.


She was going to die!


There was a dull, tugging ache in the pit of her stomach, as if heavy weights were suspended there about to pull everything out. Annie shook with fright and uttered a thin, high-pitched wail. The sound disturbed Marie, who turned restlessly and pulled the eiderdown over her head.


‘Marie!’ Annie shook her sister awake. She had to talk to someone.


‘Whassa matter?’ Marie sat up, pushing her dark hair from her eyes.


‘Look!’ Annie pointed to the bed, then to her nightdress.


‘Jaysus!’ said Marie in a startled voice. ‘It must be that thing.’ Despite being younger, Marie was better versed in the ways of the world than her sister. Months ago, she’d described how babies were born.


‘What thing?’ Annie cried piteously.


‘I can’t remember what it’s called, but it happens to everyone – women, that is.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me!’


Marie shrugged. ‘I thought you already knew.’


Her sister’s lack of concern calmed Annie somewhat, though she still felt frightened. So, she wasn’t going to die, but would she bleed like this for the rest of her life? The thought was infinitely depressing.


‘What shall I do?’ It didn’t cross her mind to approach her mam.


‘Tell Dot,’ Marie said promptly, which was what Annie had already decided as soon as the words were out of her mouth.


The questions in the scholarship paper didn’t make sense. Annie read and re-read them, but all she could think of was the lump of old petticoat between her legs and the fact that blood might come rushing forth and drown the whole class. She forgot entirely how to do decimals, and couldn’t remember what an adjective was.


The two and a half hours dragged by interminably. When the time was up, she left the paper on the desk, knowing she had failed miserably.


Tommy opened the door to Annie’s knock. The eldest of Dot’s boys, at seventeen he was as tall as Bert, though as thin as a rake like his mam. He wore a blue shirt under his best suit, and his ginger hair was cut Tony Curtis style. If he hadn’t been her cousin and she hadn’t felt so wretched, Annie would have thought him immensely attractive.


‘I’m just off into town to the pictures,’ he said vaguely as she entered the house. Music came from a wireless upstairs; Alma Cogan sang ‘How much is that Doggie in the Window?’ In the kitchen Dot was singing along at the top of her voice. There was no sign of Bert, and Annie had already noticed the younger boys playing in the street.


‘Hallo, luv,’ Dot smiled, but the smile faltered when she noticed Annie’s tragic expression. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘I’ve failed the scholarship!’


Dot’s face fell, but only slightly. ‘It’s not the end of the world, luv, I don’t believe in grammar schools, anyroad. Most kids pay to go and they’re just a crowd of snobs. You’ll be far better off in an ordinary secondary modern like the boys.’


‘It’s not only that,’ said Annie tearfully, ‘it’s . . .’


Mike came banging down the stairs, pushed Annie to one side, and began to clean his teeth in the sink. Alan had taken up the singing where Dot left off, and he was trying to mimic Alma Cogan’s gutsy tones in a way which, at any other time, would have made Annie smile.


‘What, luv?’ urged Dot, then seeing Annie’s eyes flicker to her cousin, she said, ‘Come on, let’s go in the parlour.’


The parlour had long been returned to its former glory. The three-piece suite was in its proper place and the polished gatelegged table in the centre took up an inordinate amount of space considering it was only used on special occasions. In the corner, in pride of place, stood a new addition, a television, covered with a brocade cloth and a statue of Our Lady. A few days ago, at least twenty people had crowded into the room to watch the coronation of Queen Elizabeth and listen to Richard Dimbleby’s commentary, almost drowned out at times by Dot’s vigorous condemnation of royalty and all it stood for.


As she sat in the grey moquette armchair, Annie began to weep the tears she’d longed to weep all day. ‘When I woke up this morning, the bed and me nightdress were covered in blood . . .’


‘Oh, you poor love!’ Dot dropped on her knees and stroked Annie’s face with her chapped hand. ‘And you weren’t expecting it?’


Annie shook her head dolefully. ‘That bloody Rose, I could strangle her!’ Dot raged. ‘I should have told you, shouldn’t I? It’s just that having boys, it didn’t cross me mind.’ She began to cry, her emotions seeming to swing wildly from sympathy for Annie, anger with Rose, and recriminations against herself. After a while, she wiped her face with her pinny. ‘Tell you what, let’s have a treat! A little drop of whisky each, eh? Do your tummy good and calm your nerves.’


She opened the sideboard, took out a half full bottle, and poured an inch of liquid into two glasses. ‘I often have a tot meself,’ she said, cheerful again. ‘But only one, mind; more, and I’m not responsible for me actions. Bert’ll kill me when he finds it half gone.’


Annie choked on the whisky at first, but it seemed to warm her insides and she began to relax.


One of the boys suddenly yelled, ‘Mam, where’s me blue shirt?’


‘Jaysus!’ gasped Dot. ‘I’m sure that’s what our Tommy went out wearing. It’s in the wash!’ she screamed.


‘Oh, Mam!’ the voice said mournfully.


Dot grinned. ‘Do you feel better now, luv?’


Annie nodded. She felt pleasantly light headed.


‘I’ll fit you up with something before you go,’ Dot promised, ‘and tell you what to buy each month.’


‘You mean it’s not for ever? It stops sometimes?’


‘It’s just a few days once a month, that’s all. You’ll soon get used to it,’ Dot said comfortably. ‘Some women look forward to the curse.’


‘The curse!’ Annie smiled for the first time that day. ‘You won’t tell me dad, will you?’


‘No, luv, but what about your mam? Are you going to tell her?’


Annie avoided Dot’s eyes and shook her head.


Dot gave a disgusted, ‘Humph! You’ve been having me on, haven’t you, Annie? Rose playing Snakes and Ladders! You must think I was born yesterday. I never said anything, because Bert told me to mind me own business. He said as long as you and Marie seemed all right, I shouldn’t interfere.’ She absent-mindedly poured herself another glass of whisky.


Annie fidgeted with a loose thread of grey moquette on the arm of the chair. She noticed faint smudges of crayon in the rough loops of the material. It must be from the kitchen, where she and Marie used to draw.


‘Will me mam ever get better?’ she asked Dot directly. It was something she’d wanted to know for a long time.


As if it had provoked a chain of thought, instead of answering, Dot said, ‘Oh, your dad! He was a real ladykiller in his day, just like our Tommy. He’d got more girls in tow than a sheikh with a harem.’


Annie resisted the urge to laugh. Dad, her stooped, weary father with his peaked face, the man who brought meat home in his saddlebag and spent the weekends doing housework – a ladykiller!


Dot noticed her incredulous expression. ‘He was, Annie,’ she said indignantly. ‘He attracted women like a flypaper attracts flies. Out with a different girl every night he was, until he met your mam. Then, wham, bang! It was love at first sight.’


Annie recalled the wedding photograph in the sideboard drawer, the couple sharing a great secret.


‘I’m glad I didn’t fall in love like that!’ Dot said primly. ‘I love Bert with all me heart, but with our Ken and Rose, it was too hungry, too . . .’ she searched for another word, ‘too overwhelming,’ she finished.


‘Dot,’ Annie said cautiously, knowing her aunt was slightly drunk and might reveal things that ordinarily she wouldn’t, ‘what was me dad up to the night Johnny was killed? You said something about it once . . .’


‘I remember,’ Dot said darkly. She leaned back in the chair and finished off the whisky. Suddenly, the wireless was switched off and Mike and Alan came stamping down the stairs like a pair of elephants.


‘Tara, Mam,’ they shouted. The front door slammed, then there was a clatter, and ‘Tara, Annie’, came through the letterbox.


Dot smiled and looked as if she might cry again. ‘Aren’t they lovely lads? I’m a lucky woman, what with Bert an’ all.’ She didn’t speak for a while, and Annie thought she’d forgotten her question, until she leaned over and took her niece’s hand. ‘I suppose you’ve a right to know, luv. You’re nearly grown up, specially with what happened today.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Your mam and dad had their own house off Chestnut Grove in those days. The night Johnny died, your dad was late; he should have been home long before the siren went. The shelter was only at the bottom of the street and Rose got all the things together you need for a baby. She took them to the shelter, meaning to come straight back for Johnny, and . . . well, you know the rest. She’d only set foot inside when the bomb fell. If your dad was there, they’d have taken Johnny with them.’ Dot paused and eyed the whisky bottle, but made no move to touch it.


‘And what was me dad up to?’ whispered Annie.


Dot stared into her empty glass. ‘He was an awful weak man, your dad. He couldn’t resist a pretty face, even if Rose was the only woman he wanted. It came out he was with someone else, and no, Annie, I don’t think your mam will ever get better, because she’s too eaten up with jealousy and hatred, all mixed up with terrible love, and in my opinion, it’s nowt to do with Johnny dying, but because your dad betrayed her.’


‘I see,’ said Annie, wondering if she did. Her aunt was still clutching her hand, and now her grip tightened, so hard that Annie winced.


‘He’s me little brother, and he did an awful thing, but no man has paid more thoroughly for his sins than our Ken.’ Dot’s voice began to rise and became grating, almost hysterical. ‘Sometimes I wonder if it’s all a sham with Rose, if she’s putting it on, trying to squeeze every last drop of remorse out of him. But no-one could put on an act like that for so long, surely? No-one could be so twisted as to wreck so many lives, including their own, could they, Annie?’


Annie wished she’d never raised the subject. Dot frightened her. Her eyes glinted strangely and she looked almost unhinged. She tried to extricate her hand, but her aunt’s grip was too strong.


‘She was already expecting you when it happened,’ Dot said hoarsely. ‘We thought another baby’d do the trick, bring her back to her senses, but it made no difference. As for Marie, she was an accident.’ She laughed bitterly and eyed the whisky bottle again.


Annie managed to drag her hand away. She returned the bottle to the sideboard and said brightly, ‘Shall we have a cup of tea, Auntie Dot?’


Later, when they were having the tea, Dot recovered her good humour. ‘I’m sorry, luv, for letting off steam just now. I should never have had that second glass of whisky.’


Annie was relieved her aunt was back to her amiable, good-natured self. She was glad she’d come, after all. She’d learnt a lot about Mam and Dad, though she doubted if it would help to understand them better.


When the letter arrived to say she’d failed the scholarship, Dad merely shrugged his shoulders wearily and didn’t say a word.


Grenville Lucas Secondary Modern school had been built after the war. It was a light, airy two-storey building with modern desks and equipment. The walls were covered with drawings, the work of the pupils themselves, done in the art room overlooking the tree-lined playing fields.


Annie went into the top stream, though soon discovered she was no longer a star pupil. There were many boys and girls cleverer than she would ever be. After a while, being clever didn’t matter. What mattered was making friends, being one of the ‘in-crowd’. The worst thing that could happen was not being invited to join a clique, being an outsider.


To her surprise, she found herself quite popular, and eventually attached herself to Ruby Livesey, leader of a nameless sisterhood of about a dozen girls. Ruby was stout, with the gait of a heavyweight boxer and the reputation of being a bully. It seemed wise to be in her good books, though Annie was to regret this decision in the years to come.


Also, she was flattered to be asked. The other girls in Ruby’s gang were all in their second year. When she asked why they’d chosen her, the reply was astonishing. ‘Because you’re so pretty.’


Pretty! That night, Annie studied herself in the misty, scarred wardrobe mirror. ‘Do you think I’m good-looking?’ she asked her sister.


Marie was lying on the bed reading Silver Star. ‘You’re okay,’ she shrugged. ‘Your face is quite a nice shape, though I couldn’t stand having red hair meself.’ She tossed her own brown tresses. ‘What are the boys like at Grenville Lucas? Have you been asked out yet?’


‘Of course not!’ Annie hooted. ‘I’m not quite twelve.’


‘I’ve been going out with boys since I was five.’


‘If me dad knew, he’d kill you.’


‘He wouldn’t give a shit!’


‘Don’t swear!’ The reproof was automatic. Marie swore like a trooper.


‘Dot swears,’ countered Marie.


Annie couldn’t be bothered arguing. She continued examining her face. It was a nice shape, sort of oval, rather pale and slightly freckled between the eyes. Her hair was more copper than red, darker than the Gallaghers’, and thicker, a mass of natural waves and curls.


‘You’ve got nice eyes.’ Marie put down her magazine and regarded Annie speculatively. ‘Sometimes they’re blue and sometimes they’re grey, and your lashes are a lovely gold. I’d advise you not to use mascara when you’re older.’


‘Thanks!’ Annie said sarcastically. ‘Do you think we’ll grow tall, like Dad and Auntie Dot?’


Marie frowned at the ceiling, as if her height were something she often put her mind to. She was remarkably adult, though in a different way from her sister. Whilst Annie ran the house as confidently as a woman, Marie did nothing to help at home, but thought like a woman. She read adult magazines and spent hours in front of the mirror combing her hair and posing like a film star. The effect of the lecture Dad had given all those years ago had long since worn off. Annie knew her sister went to North Park with boys after school. When she tried to reason with her, Marie laughed in her face. Last term she’d been caught smoking, and the nuns had written to Dad, though nothing had been said. He was increasingly tired nowadays, as if everything were too much for him.


‘I reckon I’ll be the same height as our mam,’ Marie said after serious consideration. ‘Dot always says I’m the spitting image of her. You’ll probably end up tall. Fortunately, you’ve already got more curves than Dot, who’s as skinny as a scarecrow, so I reckon you’ll look okay.’


Annie went to bed that night feeling unusually happy. It was nice to discover at such a late age that you were pretty!


One good thing about Grenville Lucas was that, although Annie was asked to some girls’ houses, they didn’t automatically expect to come to hers. It was taken for granted that not all parents welcomed their daughters’ friends. After school, Ruby Livesey and the gang went to the shops in Waterloo, where they hung around Woolworth’s and Boots. A few girls shoplifted. When this happened, Annie edged into another aisle so she wouldn’t appear to be with them if they were caught.


Other days, they went to a café for a cup of tea, where they often met up with boys from Merchant Taylors, and Annie was amazed at the change which occurred in Ruby. Normally overbearing and bossy, she collapsed into simpering giggles and her gruff voice went up an octave. No-one else seemed to find this transformation in any way remarkable; indeed, they were too busy simpering themselves.


It was at this time Annie realised she needed money of her own. It was embarrassing when someone else had to pay for her tea, and she was never able to buy anything from Woolworth’s. When the girls went to the pictures on Saturdays, she had to refuse.


‘Ask your dad for some pocket money,’ Dot urged when Annie explained her predicament. ‘He can afford it.’


‘Can he?’ Annie felt bewildered, having assumed they were poor.


‘Of course he can. One thing our Ken’s always been is a good insurance salesman. His wages aren’t up to much, but he earns as much again in commission.’


So Annie approached her dad for pocket money, and was surprised when he offered five shillings a week, much more than the other girls.


The incident was a revelation. Since they’d moved to Orlando Street, nothing new of any description had been bought for the house. Their food was basic, almost meagre. The only expensive item on the weekly shopping list was fresh fruit for Mam, which Annie had never seen her eat, but she must have done some time, because the fruit had always gone by Saturday when she went shopping again. Even at Christmas nothing extra was bought, because they always went to Dot’s on Christmas Day.


Annie wasn’t sure whether to be angry or pleased at the discovery they weren’t poverty-stricken. Emboldened, she approached her dad for new clothes. In December, the gang were planning a day in town to go Christmas shopping, and she didn’t fancy wearing her school uniform.


Her dad’s expression was one of sheer bewilderment when she asked for a coat, as if it had never crossed his mind his daughters might want anything other than the barest essentials. Annie stared at his drawn, white face. She hadn’t noticed before, but his features seemed to be collapsing in on themselves as the years took their toll, smudging and blurring, and she felt scared that the day might come when he’d have no face at all. His light blue eyes were sinking back into his narrow skull, and there were little silvery channels glistening underneath where the eyes had watered. They looked like eternal tears.


Annie felt a pang of guilt for having bothered him. She touched his sleeve. ‘It doesn’t matter, Dad, honest.’


He glanced down at her hand with a look of faint surprise, as if he were unused to human contact. She could feel the sharp bones in his wrist. ‘It doesn’t matter, Dad,’ she said again.


To her astonishment, he smiled, and the change was so enormous it almost took her breath away. His thin, almost invisible mouth quivered upwards and his face took shape again. For a brief, magical moment, Annie glimpsed the ladykiller in him.


‘I suppose you want to look nice for the boys,’ he said in a jokey voice which Annie had never heard before and would never hear again.


‘That’s right, Dad.’ She didn’t disillusion him, but it wasn’t the boys she wanted to look nice for, but herself.


‘Well, my girl must look as good as the others,’ he said simply.


Straight after work the following Saturday, he took her to Stanley Road in Bootle, and bought her an emerald green winter coat, two jumpers and a skirt, and a pair of black patent leather shoes.


‘Oh, Dad, it’s lovely,’ she breathed as she twirled in front of the mirror. The green was a perfect contrast to her bright copper curls.


But Dad was no longer interested. He nodded briefly and paid the assistant. They walked home without saying a word, and so fast that Annie could scarcely keep up.
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Pupils who hadn’t been at Grenville Lucas from year one, who appeared in class suddenly and without warning, were regarded with the deepest suspicion. The suspicion was even greater if they had a strange accent. It took Ian Robertson from Glasgow a whole term to make friends.


So when Sylvia Delgado arrived during Annie’s third year, she was looked upon with loathing – but only by the girls. When Mr Parrish, the headmaster, ushered the new girl into class halfway through a Geography lesson in November, several boys risked a cheeky wolfwhistle.


Annie was in the process of colouring a map showing the wheat-growing areas of Canada. She looked up to see a tall, slender girl beaming at them with a heroic and slightly aggressive self-confidence, as if she expected everyone to like her on the spot.


The wolfwhistles weren’t surprising. The girl was the first genuinely beautiful person Annie had ever seen, with fine, delicately-formed features and ivory, almost translucent skin. Her long blonde hair was dead straight, cut in a jagged fringe on her forehead. Even from the back of the room, it was possible to see the startling azure blue of her eyes, the thick dark lashes under equally dark, perfectly shaped brows.


‘This is Sylvia Delgado,’ Mr Parrish said brusquely. ‘She’s from Italy, and I hope you’ll make her very welcome.’


Italy! There was an excited buzz. There’d never been a foreigner at school before. The girl nodded at the class and smiled again.


‘It is so very nice to be here,’ she said, in perfect English with just the faintest suggestion of an accent.


The headmaster exchanged a few words with the teacher, Mrs Wayne. After he’d gone, Mrs Wayne looked around for an empty seat. As usual, there were vacant desks near the front. She indicated to the girl where to sit and told the class sharply to settle down.


The agricultural map of Canada forgotten, Annie glanced covertly at the new girl, who was on the next row to her, several desks in front. Her long slim legs, clad in honeycoloured stockings and crossed elegantly at the ankles, protruded into the aisle, as if the desk were too small, and the heel of one black suede ballerina shoe was dangling from her toes. She wore a uniform of sorts: a gymslip made from fine serge material, more like a pinafore frock, with a scooped neck instead of square. The folds of the full flared skirt fell in a half circle beneath the seat. Annie felt convinced that the white blouse underneath this remarkably fashionable garment was pure silk from the way it shimmered when the girl bent her elbow and began to write.


She would love Sylvia Delgado to be her friend, Annie thought longingly, not just because she was beautiful and wore expensive clothes, but because there was something appealing about her demeanour. She felt sure that, if they got to know each other, they would have lots in common – though probably every other girl felt the same. New pupils weren’t usually accepted for ages, but it was bound to be different with this girl. Everyone would be clamouring to be her friend.


But Annie couldn’t possibly have been more wrong.


She had no idea where the new girl sat at dinner time, but when they emerged from the dining room, Annie saw her standing alone in the playground, looking rather deflated.


‘Who’s that?’ demanded Ruby Livesey.


‘Her name’s Sylvia Delgado, she’s Italian,’ Annie said importantly. ‘She only started this morning.’


‘Italian!’ Ruby expostulated rudely. ‘Why’s she blonde, then? I thought Italians were dark.’


‘I’ve no idea.’ Annie had wondered the same. ‘Shall we talk to her?’


‘Not bloody likely,’ Ruby snorted. ‘Being Italian’s almost as bad as being German. We fought them bloody Eyeties during the war.’


Even Sally Baker, Ruby’s trusted first lieutenant, felt bound to remark, ‘But the war ended ten years ago, Ruby.’


‘Yeah, but even so!’ Ruby stared belligerently at the new girl. ‘I’ve changed me mind. I will have a word with her, after all. Tell her what I think of bloody foreigners.’


‘No!’ cried Annie, but she was ignored. As the girls, Ruby at their head, marched across the playground, Annie trailed miserably behind. She couldn’t wait for the summer term when Ruby Livesey, who was already fifteen, would leave. She was sick of belonging to her gang, fed up going to the pictures and seeing only Ruby’s choice of film, and hanging around in cafés talking to stupid boys. She would have broken off relations long ago, but lacked the courage, having witnessed what Ruby did to those who got on her wrong side. She didn’t fancy being dragged into a back entry and beaten up on the way home from school.


Two boys were already chatting to the new girl when they arrived. ‘Sod off!’ Ruby barked. The boys looked at her in surprise. They laughed, but readily departed. She plonked herself squarely in front of the girl and sneered, ‘So, you’re a bloody Eyetie!’


The girl’s lovely dark blue eyes grew puzzled. She threw back her head. ‘I am Italian, yes,’ she said with dignity.


‘Me Uncle Bill was killed by your lot during the war.’


This was a lie. Uncle Bill’s ship had been sunk by a German U-boat, but it was more than Annie’s life was worth to point this out.


The girl replied with the same quiet dignity, ‘I’m sorry about your uncle. But my father is a communist who hated Hitler and spent the war fighting the Germans in Yugoslavia.’


Annie gasped. Although Russia had been an ally of Britain during the war, for some reason she couldn’t quite understand it was now her greatest enemy, ready to atom bomb the country any minute. Russia was made up entirely of communists. Fortunately, Ruby seemed ignorant of this fact and appeared momentarily confused. She swiftly recovered her composure, ‘What the hell are you doing in our country, anyroad?’ she demanded.


‘My father has bought a hotel in Waterloo. My mother is English, she was born in Formby. We have decided to make England our home.’ The girl tossed her long blonde hair defiantly and Annie admired her spirit. Although clearly shaken, her manner was proud, almost queenly.


‘You got any brothers or sisters?’ one of the girls asked curiously.


‘No. I am a lone child.’


The gang tittered, and Ruby said threateningly, ‘We don’t like foreigners in this country, particularly Eyeties, so keep out of our way in future. Understand?’


Sylvia Delgado nodded stiffly. ‘I understand.’ Her dark eyes swept slowly over the group, as if she were memorising them. Annie dropped her own eyes and wished she could crawl under a stone.


To emphasise that her threat was real, Ruby gave the girl a vicious shove, grabbed her leather satchel and flung it across the concrete yard where it slithered to a halt in a cloud of dust.


As if taking their cue from Ruby, not one of the girls spoke to Sylvia Delgado, apart from Ruby’s own frequent verbal, and sometimes physical, assaults. Wherever Sylvia was, she would be tracked down and given the sharp edge of Ruby’s tongue, along with a blow if her tormentor happened to be in a particularly foul mood. Sylvia became the sole topic of conversation, and Annie was shocked by the sheer spite of the comments.


‘Me dad said columnists are a load of shit. He reckons Sylvia’s dad should be shot.’


‘He’s a communist, not a columnist,’ Annie said hotly. ‘When I told me Auntie Dot, she said he was a hero.’ But no-one was willing to listen to a word in Sylvia Delgado’s favour.


‘Have you seen where she lives? It’s that big hotel opposite the Odeon. S’not fair, a foreigner living in a dead posh place like that.’


‘What gets me is she don’t half fancy herself. She walks around as if she owns the place. You’d think she was Marilyn Monroe or something.’


‘Not Marilyn Monroe, she’s nice. I wouldn’t mind being her meself. No, Grace Kelly. She always looks as if there’s a bad smell under her nose, and she’s living in a palace with that French prince, isn’t she?’


‘It’s that cruddy gymslip that gets me,’ complained Sally Baker. ‘If any of us wore one like that, Mr Parrish’d have a fit.’


‘We should rip it off her back and tear it to pieces,’ Ruby said balefully. ‘Tell her to get one the same as ours.’


The girls glanced at each other nervously. ‘Perhaps that’s going a bit far, Ruby.’


‘Y’reckon!’ Ruby sneered. ‘Well, something’s got to be done to take the bitch down a peg or two.’


‘But she hasn’t done anything,’ Annie protested. She felt angry. Although Sylvia Delgado still walked with her head held high, she looked slightly desperate, as if she were gradually being worn down. Annie wished she were brave enough to ignore Ruby, because she liked Sylvia Delgado more than ever and longed to be her friend. She didn’t care if she came from Italy or Timbuctoo.


Ruby turned on her and began to list all the terrible, imaginary things Sylvia had done to justify her treatment. Intimidated, Annie didn’t say another word.


As the autumn term drew to a close, the subject of Sylvia Delgado was put aside temporarily as plans were made for Christmas. The gang were going to the pictures on Christmas Eve, but Ruby hadn’t yet made up her mind what to see. On the Saturday after school finished, a shopping trip to Liverpool was planned. Several girls were having parties.


Annie had asked for more housekeeping and had been buying extra groceries for weeks: a tin of assorted biscuits, a plum pudding and a fruit cake she intended icing herself, several tins of fruit. She was determined the Harrisons would enjoy the occasion for once, and had even bought decorations and a little imitation tree.


The sisters put the decorations up one day after school. Throughout the entire operation, their mam sat in her usual chair, her head turned away, her long dark hair falling like a curtain over her incredibly girlish face. She seemed oblivious to everything, even when Marie climbed on the table and banged a nail directly above her head. The girls would have been astonished if she’d acted any differently.


‘What do you think, Mam?’ Annie nevertheless asked when the decorations were up and the room actually looked quite cheerful. She saw Mam’s hands were clasped tensely on her lap, the knuckles white and strained. ‘Perhaps she’s frightened,’ Annie thought with compunction.


Mam didn’t answer, and Marie said contemptuously, ‘It’s no use asking her, is it? You’d only drop dead if she answered.’


‘Shush!’ Marie frequently made horrible, insensitive comments in Mam’s hearing – at least, Annie assumed she could hear.


‘Why should I?’ Marie demanded. ‘She’s way out of it, drugged to high heaven.’


‘What on earth are you talking about?’


Marie looked at her sister impatiently. ‘Honestly, Annie, you’re not half thick. You haven’t a clue what’s going on. Mam’s got all sorts of tablets in the cupboard. She takes pills all day long.’


‘You mean aspirin?’ Aspirin were the only pills Annie knew of.


‘I’ve no idea what they’re called, but they’re different shapes and colours. They deaden your brain so you don’t have to think. I pinched one once when she went to the lavvy. It was a nice feeling, nothing seemed to matter, but I fell asleep in the pictures and it was Singin’ in the Rain.’ She pouted. ‘I missed most of it.’


With that, Marie flounced upstairs to get ready for a date. She spent all her pocket money on clothes and cosmetics. In a while, she’d come down dressed to the nines, her face plastered with Max Factor pancake, burgundy lipstick, and far too much shadow and mascara on her lovely grey eyes, looking as glamorous and pretty as a film star, and more like eighteen than thirteen.


Annie knew it was a waste of time saying anything, and neither Mam nor Dad seemed to care. She sighed as she went to get the tea ready – Mam had given up the ghost ages ago when it came to preparing meals.


Grenville Lucas held their customary party on the day school broke up. Lessons finished at mid-day. After a turkey dinner, festivities would transfer to the gym. It was the only day in the year when the pupils could dispense with school uniform and wear their own clothes. Marie even got up early as she couldn’t make up her mind what to put on.


Annie wore a new plaid skirt and her favourite jumper, pale blue cable knit with a polo neck. The two girls set off at half past eight full of excited anticipation, Annie little realising the day would turn out to be one of the most momentous of her life.


In class the girls were eyeing each other with interest, assessing the various fashions, when Sylvia Delgado came in wearing the most beautiful frock Annie had ever seen. Made of fine, soft jersey, it was turquoise, with a high buttoned neck and full bishop sleeves gathered into long, tight cuffs. A wide, tan leather belt accentuated her incredibly slender waist.


A girl behind gasped involuntarily, ‘Doesn’t she look lovely!’


Sylvia’s long blonde hair was tucked behind a gold velvet Alice band decorated with tiny pearls. When she sat down, Annie saw she was wearing tan leather boots with high heels! Annie’s skirt and jumper suddenly seemed very drab, and her feeling of envy was mixed with alarm. The outfit would drive Ruby Livesey mad!


‘Who the hell does she think she is, coming to school tarted up like a bloody mannequin!’ said Ruby for the fifth, possibly the sixth, time.


Christmas dinner was over and they were in the gym watching the dancing; Mr Parrish was playing his Frank Sinatra records. Sylvia Delgado had been up for every dance, but not a single boy had approached Ruby or her gang, though some girls danced with each other. Annie felt a stirring of interest in the opposite sex. She hated dancing with girls, particularly Ruby, who insisted on being the woman and it was like pushing a carthorse round. It was particularly irritating to see Marie floating past, always in the arms of a different boy.


‘I hate her!’ Ruby spat. ‘If it wasn’t for her, those boys’d be dancing with us.’


The logic of this escaped Annie, as there was only one Sylvia Delgado and eleven of them. As far as she was concerned, the party had turned out to be a wash-out. She couldn’t wait for it to be half past three when she could throw away her paper hat and leave – not that she intended going home. They were going shopping; Ruby might well get on her nerves, but was infinitely preferable to her silent mam.


It was almost dark by the time they reached Waterloo, and freezing – the road led straight down to the River Mersey. Little icy spots of rain were blowing on the biting wind which gusted under their skirts and up their sleeves, penetrating the thickest clothes.


Despite the cold, they were happy. Every now and then, they would burst into song, ‘White Christmas’, or ‘I saw Mommy kissing Santa Claus’, though it ended in a giggle after a few bars when their jaws froze.


Annie had recovered her good humour. It was difficult not to when there were decorations everywhere, and coloured lights, and the shops were packed with happy people. There was a lovely atmosphere, and she felt heady with excitement.


Carols could be heard along the road, and they came to a churchyard, where five black-cloaked nuns were standing around a large crib with almost life-sized figures, singing ‘Away in a Manger’ at the top of their glorious soprano voices. A large crowd had stopped to sing with them.


Annie paused, entranced. The scene was like a Christmas card. The churchyard was surrounded by frost-tipped holly trees strung with sparkling lanterns, and the vivid colours were reflected over and over in the gleaming, thorny leaves. The white starched headdresses of the women were like giant butterflies, quivering slightly as if about to soar away. Above it all, icy drops of rain could be seen against the navy-blue sky, blowing this way and that like tiny, dancing stars. As Annie watched, a real star appeared, which seemed to be winking and blinking especially at her. The other girls were already some distance ahead. ‘Let’s sing some carols,’ she called.


They stopped. ‘It’s bloody freezing,’ Ruby complained.


‘Just one,’ pleaded Annie. ‘After all, it’s Christmas.’


‘Oh, all right, just one.’


The nuns began ‘Silent Night’, and everyone joined in. Annie was singing away when Sally Baker nudged her. ‘See who’s over there!’


Sylvia Delgado was standing at the back of the crowd, staring wide-eyed, as if as entranced as Annie by it all. She wore a thick suede coat with a fur collar which looked incredibly smart.


Annie only half heard the message being passed along the line of girls. ‘See who’s over there!’ She felt annoyed when her arm was grabbed and someone hissed, ‘Come on, quick! Let’s get out of here.’


‘Why?’ she asked. ‘The carol hasn’t finished.’


A man’s voice shouted angrily. ‘Look what someone’s done to this poor girl!’


Ruby and the gang were nowhere to be seen. Puzzled, Annie left the church and saw them running down the road, laughing. They disappeared into Woolworth’s and were still laughing when she caught up with them.


‘What happened?’ she demanded.


‘Ruby pushed Sylvia Delgado right into the middle of a holly tree. You should have seen her face! One minute she was there, then, “whoosh”, she’d completely disappeared!’


Annie said nothing. She thought of Sylvia innocently watching the lovely Christmas scene, little realising she was about to be attacked.


The girls were at the jewellery counter discussing what presents to buy each other. ‘What would you like, Annie?’ Sally Barker called.


‘I wouldn’t be seen dead with anything off youse lot,’ Annie said coldly.


They stared at her in surprise. One or two had the grace to look ashamed, as if they knew the reason for the normally easy-going Annie Harrison’s strange behaviour.


‘Merry Christmas,’ she said sarcastically. Turning on her heel, she marched out of Woolworth’s to cries of, ‘But Annie . . .’


The nuns were still in the churchyard, but there was no sign of Sylvia Delgado. Minutes later, Annie stood by the Odeon opposite the hotel where Sylvia lived. The traffic was heavy, and every now and then her view was blocked when a doubledecker bus or a lorry crawled by. The hotel was called the Grand, an appropriate name, she thought, because it was very grand indeed. Three storeys high, it was painted white and had little black wrought-iron balconies outside the windows of the first and second floors, and a red-and-black striped awning across the entire front at ground level. The doors were closed, and she wondered if it was more a posh sort of pub, rather than a hotel where people stayed.


She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, hopping from one foot to the other, and swinging her arms to try and keep warm. Time was getting on, and if she didn’t take her courage in both hands soon, she would be late with Dad’s tea. She didn’t want him coming home on such a bitter night to find there was no hot meal waiting.


Eventually, she took a deep breath and dodged through the traffic across the road. She peeped through the downstairs window of the hotel. Apart from a string of coloured lights across the bar, the big room was in darkness. She went around the side and found a small door, where she rang the bell and waited, her stomach knotted with nervousness.


After a while, the door was opened by a slim woman whom Annie recognised immediately as Sylvia’s mother. Not quite so beautiful, eyes a slightly lighter blue, and several inches shorter than her daughter, but lovely all the same. Her blonde hair was cut urchin style, in feathery wisps around her face. She wore black slacks and a pink satin shirt blouse, and smiled kindly at the visitor.


‘Is Sylvia in?’ Annie gulped.


‘I heard her come home a minute ago. Are you a friend from school?’ The woman looked delighted. ‘Come in, dear. Quickly, out of the cold.’


‘Thank you.’ Annie stepped into the neat lobby and the change from numbing cold to instant heat was almost suffocating. She noticed a metal radiator fixed to the wall, which explained why Sylvia’s mother could walk round in a satin blouse in the middle of the winter!


‘And who are you? You must call me Cecy, which is short for Cecilia. It’s pronounced, “Si Si” – “yes” in Italian. I can’t stand being called Mrs Delgado by my daughter’s friends. It makes me feel very old.’


‘I’m Annie. Annie Harrison.’


‘Come along, Annie. I’ll show you up to Sylvia’s room.’


Annie felt uncomfortable when Mrs Delgado – Cecy – linked her arm companionably and they went upstairs together. Would the welcome be quite so warm if Sylvia’s mother knew she hadn’t exchanged a single word with her daughter since she’d started school?


When they reached the first-floor landing, Cecy shouted, ‘Sylvia, darling, one of your friends is here.’ She pointed up the second flight of stairs. ‘First door on the right. I’ll bring coffee in a minute.’


‘Thank you, Mrs . . . I mean, Cecy.’


The knot in Annie’s stomach tightened. What sort of reception would she get? It would be quite understandable if Sylvia ordered her off the premises. As far as she was concerned, Annie was an acolyte of Ruby Livesey, someone who’d made her life a misery for weeks.


She was about to knock on the door when it opened, and Sylvia regarded her haughtily. There was an ugly red scratch on her creamy cheek. The two girls stared at each other.


‘Hello,’ Annie said awkwardly.


‘Hello. I was wondering if you’d come. I’ve been watching you across the road for ages.’ Sylvia gestured towards the window.


Annie took a deep breath. ‘I came to say it wasn’t me. I knew nothing about it till afterwards. Are you badly hurt?’


‘Did they send you to find out?’ Sylvia looked angry. ‘I wouldn’t have thought they cared.’


‘No!’ Annie said quickly. ‘I came of me own accord. They don’t know I’m here – not that it’d worry me if they did.’


‘If you must know, there are tiny scratches all over my head. It’s a good thing I went in backwards or I could have been blinded.’ She shuddered. ‘The scratch on my cheek happened when I was being pulled out. Cecy will have a fit. I’ve managed to avoid her so far.’


‘I’m awful sorry,’ Annie mumbled.


‘Are you truly?’ Sylvia looked at her keenly.


Annie nodded her head. ‘I’m sorry about everything.’


Sylvia’s lovely face broke into a smile. ‘In that case, why don’t you come in and sit down, Annie – it is Annie, isn’t it?’


‘That’s right.’ Annie entered the room and sat in an armchair. The suede coat Sylvia had been wearing lay over the arm.


‘I think my coat’s ruined,’ Sylvia said sadly. ‘Bruno bought it for me because he said England would be cold.’


Annie saw the coat was scored with little jagged marks. ‘Bruno?’


‘My father. It cost two hundred thousand lire.’


‘Jaysus!’


Sylvia laughed. It was an attractive laugh, like everything else about her, deep and faintly musical. ‘That’s not as expensive as it sounds, about a hundred pounds in English money.’


‘Jaysus!’ Annie said again. Her coat had cost £8.9s.11d. ‘If you use a wire brush, the marks won’t show so much.’


‘Perhaps,’ Sylvia shrugged. ‘It’s my own fault. I was only showing off. I wore my most elegant dress and Cecy’s boots as a way of thumbing my nose at those awful girls. Why should I look drab to please them?’


It was Annie’s turn to laugh. She forgot that until very recently she’d been one of the awful girls herself, albeit unwillingly. ‘You couldn’t look drab if you tried!’


Sylvia tossed her head conceitedly and looked pleased. Her eyes met Annie’s for a long moment, and in that moment, Annie knew the ice had been broken. There was no need for more explanations and apologies. Sylvia had forgiven her and from now on they would be friends.


‘Is this room all yours?’ Annie had only just noticed the bed tucked underneath the white sloping ceiling. The room was large, almost twenty feet square, thickly carpeted from wall to wall in cream. Somewhat incredibly, because Annie was unaware such a thing was possible, the fresh daisy-sprigged wallpaper was exactly the same pattern as the frilly curtains and the cover on the bed. There were a wardrobe and dressing table in pale creamy wood, a desk and two armchairs.


‘It’s what’s called a bedsitting room,’ explained Sylvia.


‘It’s dead gorgeous!’ Annie breathed. ‘It’s like a film star’s.’ Sylvia even had her own gramophone with a stack of records underneath. Amidst the paraphernalia on the dressing table, the silver-backed mirror and hairbrush, several bottles of perfume and pretty glass ornaments, stood a pearl crucifix with a gold figure of Jesus. Sylvia was Catholic. It meant they had something in common.


‘What’s that?’ She pointed to a small wooden shield on the wall.


‘Our family coat of arms,’ Sylvia explained. ‘Please don’t tell anyone at school, but my father is a Count. He has another, much larger shield in the bar, and thinks it a great joke to tell everyone he’s a Count, then tell them he’s a communist. Bruno is very gregarious; he loves arguing, particularly about politics. That’s why he bought the Grand, so he would have an audience for his views. He’s not interested in money. We already have pans.’


‘Pots,’ said Annie. ‘You have pots of money, not pans.’


There was silence for a while, then Sylvia said shyly, ‘What are you doing on Saturday, Annie?’


‘Nothing.’ Annie had decided to have no more to do with Ruby Livesey. The decision would cause unpleasantness when she returned to school, but she didn’t care. She and Sylvia would face it together.


‘I haven’t bought a single present yet. I wondered if you’d like to go shopping in Liverpool? We could have lunch and go to the cinema.’


‘I’d love to!’ cried Annie. ‘Having lunch’ sounded dead posh. If she did the washing on Friday, she’d have Saturday to do as she pleased.


Cecy came in with coffee and a plate of chocolate biscuits. She yelped in horror when she saw her daughter’s scratched face, and immediately fetched disinfectant and cotton wool.


‘I caught it on a tree,’ Sylvia explained.


‘You silly girl!’ Cecy said fondly as she dabbed the wound.


Annie would have loved a room like Sylvia’s, and a two-hundred-thousand lire coat, but what she would have loved most of all was a mam who cared if she came in hurt. ‘Mam wouldn’t notice if I came home carrying me head underneath me arm,’ she thought drily.
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At ten o’clock on Saturday morning, Annie waited on Seaforth station for the Liverpool train. Sylvia was catching the five past ten from Waterloo and they would meet in the front compartment. It was colder than ever. A pale lemony sun shone, crisp and bright, in a cloudless blue sky.


Annie thought of the rack in the kitchen which was crammed with clothes she’d washed the night before, the larder full of groceries, and the beef casserole slowly cooking in the oven. There was nothing for Dad to do when he came home from work. He could read the paper or watch sport on the recently acquired television which had been bought at Annie’s insistence. Even Marie stayed in one night to watch a play.


She stared at the signal, willing it to fall and indicate the train was coming, and did a little dance because she had never felt so happy. Next week, it would be Christmas and today she was going into town with her friend! On the platform opposite, a porter watched with amusement.


‘Someone’s full of the joys of spring, even if it is December,’ he shouted.


The silver lines began to hum, the signal fell, and a few minutes later the train drew in, and there was Sylvia, exactly where she’d said she’d be! She wore a red mohair coat and a white fur hat and looked every bit as happy as Annie.


Liverpool was glorious in its Christmas splendour. Carols poured out relentlessly from every shop and the pavements were crammed with people laden with parcels struggling to make their way along.


The first thing they did was buy a copy of the Echo. In the Kardomah over coffee, they excitedly scanned the list of films. They had to finish shopping in time for the afternoon performance.


‘Which one do you fancy?’ asked Sylvia.


‘You say first.’


‘I’d love to see Three Coins in a Fountain. It’s set in Rome and I miss Italy awfully.’


‘Then that’s what we’ll see.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Positive,’ Annie said firmly. ‘I saw Rossano Brazzi in Little Women and I thought he was dead smashing.’


‘Next time, you can have first choice. Now, as soon as we’ve finished our coffee, you must take me to George Henry Lee’s. According to Cecy, it’s the finest shop in Liverpool.’


On her few excursions into town, Annie had never ventured inside George Henry Lee’s, deterred by the mind-boggling prices in the window. Once there, Sylvia began to spend at a rate that took Annie’s breath away; a black suede handbag for Cecy, a silk scarf for Bruno, a fluffy white shawl for her grandmother.
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