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Prologue

May 1941

James Swann was approaching Stanley Dock, knocking on doors of the houses that still had their lights on, when he heard planes growling overhead. Within seconds, there came the deathly thudding sounds and the sky lighting up as if it was on fire, followed by the horrible clanging of ambulance bells. Word reached them quickly about the bomb that had hit Mill Road Hospital. James, still shy of his twenty-first birthday, along with those who were available, raced over to Everton Road. When the fireman saw James’s tin helmet with ARP on it, he stood aside and nodded James towards the direction of the blaze. A man was pleading with them to point the hoses at his pub that had caught alight, but they needed all the manpower they could get to try to stop the fire moving up the sides of the hospital building.

James immediately joined the human conveyor belt passing spades, handed down from a truck, along the line. They all knew what the spades were for – to dig out the injured and the dead – but nobody said anything. Water from a gushing hose flooded the street and splashed over the cobbles and onto his boots. Outside a nearby dance hall, a fire burst into life after sparks from falling timber set a dustbin alight. The nurses, helped by those patients who could walk, had wheeled the beds out into the forecourt from the front of the building. A woman was wailing and clutching her head, making a strange, unnatural sound.

More patients, numb and dazed, faces black with soot and ash, were being put into ambulances. James broke away from the line when someone shouted at him to help push one of the beds over the kerb. How cruel, he thought, with so many casualties of the war already here on the wards trying to recover from God knows what, and now this. But he tried to keep a level head.

Meanwhile, a nurse stood at the door and rushed through those that could still walk, one after another. ‘Betsy, Donna Marie, Mrs Marco, Mrs Wright, come on. Don’t just stand there like Lewis’s dummies. I know what my job is. Let’s go. Let’s get you out of here.’

When the nurse counted the last, she followed them outside, picking through the rubble, not daring to look back. But then something stopped her in her tracks. The soft sound of mewling. A baby? A life? Hope.

‘Go on ahead, ladies,’ she said. ‘Go on, I have something I still need to do.’

James rushed over. ‘That joist is about to collapse, Nurse . . .’

‘I need to go back inside. Can you wait here for me to come out? Another ambulance is arriving any minute,’ she said.

‘The joist!’ cried James.

But she was gone and all he could do was stand under the sickly orange sky, breathe in the noxious fumes of sulphur and smoke, and wait.





Chapter 1

Fourteen months earlier

March 1940

‘Now, Deirdre!’ hissed Betsy Drew quietly. The rest of the girls in the class were all following the nun’s lead, kneeling at their desks and joining their hands in prayer. But Jesus was losing his attraction for sixteen-year-old Betsy and her friend Deirdre. Lately their heads were full of dance halls and dreamboats in the Picture Post and there wasn’t room for much else. The nun had her eyes shut and was murmuring through the Angelus. Betsy and Deirdre took their chance, jumped up, and darted out of the classroom and down the corridor. They shot out of the door to the nuns’ grotto, parting the branches of a magnolia tree, heavy with pink fleshy flowers. Diving through a gap in a privet hedge, they both collapsed against the stone wall on the other side.

‘We’re for it if they find us here. And in our indoor shoes,’ said Deirdre.

Betsy laughed. ‘Who cares,’ she said, taking out a mess of woollen thread from her tunic pocket and untangling it. She began to rhythmically loop the wool between her fingers.

‘Betsy, if you could marry anyone in the world, who would you choose?’ said Deirdre, idly watching Betsy fashion the cat’s cradle.

‘Alvis Dooley,’ she replied, carefully transferring the weave to Deirdre.

Deirdre spluttered. ‘I meant anyone . . . like a famous person . . . Gary Cooper or Bing Crosby. I didn’t mean someone who lives in the tennies with us. And especially not that soft Olly. The boys around here are all useless.’

‘Alvis is not. He’s my one true love.’ Betsy sighed mournfully. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter, he doesn’t even look at me. He’s eighteen. And I’m sixteen. He probably thinks I’m a baby. He once called me daft as a hen.’

She grimaced and sucked the end of a piece of her messy straw-coloured hair tangling over her blue eyes.

‘Don’t do that. You’ll make a big ball of it in your stomach and die. I’m glad Alvis doesn’t like you. You stay well clear of him. Bing Crosby’s better than that useless lump. And safer.’ Deirdre unwound the wool from her fingers. ‘Shall I test you on your spellings? You don’t want another detention tonight. Gone with the Wind is on again at the Coronet later and you’ll be stuck here doing yards of flipping lines – Beloved Mary Mother of God five hundred times until your wrist aches.’

Betsy groaned. ‘Why is it always me?’

‘You’ve got to stop daydreaming, Bets. You’re always staring out of the window. What are you thinking about when you drift off?’

‘Escape . . .’ murmured Betsy.

‘You have to at least look as though you’re listening. And you do all those stupid things, hanging from the ceiling bars, and throwing the board duster around. And mooning over eejits like Alvis Dooley.’

‘I prefer maths to spelling. I love fractions,’ she said with a sigh.

Betsy had always felt confident with numbers. Maybe because she liked certainty in life, not vagueness. She had enough of that at home. Your da might come back one day. If we win the Pools, I’ll buy you a new dress. Your brother likes you really, you’ll see when you’re older. Or, That fella Hitler wouldn’t dare drop his bombs on Liverpool. With words, the rules seemed to change all the time. I before E except after C, but not if it’s neighbour, or weight, or a whole lot of others. With maths, two plus two was always four and it was beautifully immovable. That’s what she needed more than ever lately. She had such a creeping sense of worry and the feeling that everything was changing. There was nothing certain about the world these days. One minute there was going to be a war and they had built a shelter across the road and the sirens were going off every night and there were soldiers on every corner, they were all bumping around in the dark, but now it was just a phoney war.

‘Go on . . . Immaculate Conception . . . and the definition . . .’

Betsy spelled it out carefully. ‘Double M . . . Conception with a C, not an S . . .’

‘Definition. Up the duff when the fella does a runner,’ said Deirdre, laughing.

Betsy tipped her head to one side. ‘Why does Sister Bernadette always bring God into everything? Immorality, sinfulness, transubstantiation . . . Why not ask us to spell pneumonia or Wednesday?’

‘Because they spend so much time telling us not to think about boys, but actually they’re obsessed . . . and now it’s all we can think about. Virginity, conjugal rights, sin . . . We’re obsessed . . . Just like they are . . .’

‘I’m obsessed with Alvis,’ Betsy laughed. ‘A real person with real hair and real skin and real lips. Not Gary Cooper in your Picture Post.’

‘I sometimes go to sleep with Gary’s page open on my face. Then I dream of him all night long and it’s the next best thing to real.’

‘Don’t you get disappointed when you wake up and he’s not there?’

‘Aye. When I roll over and see my snoring little sister on one side, and her ratty twin on the other, yes. But you should try it and stay away from that fool, Alvis. The only person he could ever love is himself. He’s not worth it, Bets. You hear?’ And then she tilted her head. ‘Cave! Sister Bernadette coming up the path!’

An hour later, Betsy stood with her heart thumping like a drum in front of Sister Bernadette, who was sitting at her desk.

‘So, Betsy . . .’ she said, steepling her slender fingers.

‘I’m sorry,’ she blurted. ‘We won’t do it again.’

The nun looked confused. ‘Why do you think I’ve brought you here?’

‘Because . . .’ She faltered, convinced someone had seen her crawling through the hole in the privet.

‘Betsy. A woman from Cunard’s has been to visit. They want girls to work in the accounts department. With so many of their men joining up because of this wretched war, they need girls who are good at maths. I suggested you.’

Betsy felt her heart stop.

‘I know you’re halfway through your exams but you’re sixteen now and I don’t see any point in furthering your education whilst we all pull teeth trying to get you to recite the “Ancient Mariner” and dissect a rabbit. I think this will be a marvellous opportunity.’

Half an hour later, when Betsy had told Deirdre the news, Deirdre punched her gently on the shoulder. ‘I wish I was good at maths. You lucky beggar. Do you wear a uniform in your new job?’

‘A black dress and neat shoes and tied-back hair. There’s a woman from Cunard’s who comes to your house before you start to check.’

‘Sister Bernadette was kind to get you that job.’

‘But she will still give me detention if I don’t get these spellings right.’

‘Doesn’t matter now, does it? You can go the rest of your life spelling Immaculate Conception with one M and an S. I’ll miss you, Bets. Promise we’ll stay friends?’

‘Promise.’

‘Amen to that, love. Here’s to the beginning of your new life, Miss Betsy. You won’t forget me, will you?’





Chapter 2

Five months later and just turned seventeen, Betsy stood hopefully in Alvis Dooley’s kitchen, hopping from foot to foot. ‘Ma sent this, Mrs Dooley. Her sugar ration.’

Joyce Dooley took it gratefully. ‘Ta, Betsy. I’ll get the bacon ration for you. How’s the job at Cunard’s going? Settling in, I heard. You clever girl.’

‘It’s just counting numbers. Doing the ledgers.’

‘Still, well done. Your ma’s very proud. Now, where did I put the ration book . . .? Ah, here you are.’ She carefully ripped out the bacon coupon. ‘Tell your ma I’ll swap my eggs for her bread if she wants next time. Bacon for sugar is grand.’

‘What time does the nosh-up start?’ said Alvis, who had wandered in stuffing the heel of a loaf into his mouth. As he approached the table to saw off another piece of the loaf with a bread knife, he showed no signs of even noticing her. But Betsy’s heart still skipped a beat. In her white dress with a stiff net petticoat bunching up underneath, she was hoping he might say something. She had certainly noticed him. The way he was greedily licking the margarine from his lips.

‘You’re not going dressed like that, Alvis!’ said his mother, bustling around the kitchen, flapping a tea towel and slinging it over her shoulder.

‘Why not?’ he asked, genuinely puzzled.

‘Tell him, Betsy . . .’

Betsy frowned.

‘Look how lovely Betsy looks in her best dress. You look a right state. Them sleeves have holes in the elbows. And you’ve been chewing the cuffs again, haven’t you? I’ve put your brother’s jumper on the bed for you.’

‘No one cares. I’m not wearing our Tommy’s hand-me-downs.’

Alvis’s mother tutted. ‘Betsy has made an effort. She looks gorgeous. Our Lord Jesus died on the cross for you, Alvis, and you can’t even be bothered to change your pully. Father O’Connor’ll think I’m a terrible mother if I let you go to church like that.’

He grimaced. ‘I’m not going to church.’

‘Oh, I see. You’re planning to just fill your face with fish paste sarnies, are you? This day is not about Alvis Dooley having the craic on free beer and sticky buns, this is about giving thanks to Mary and all the beauty she brings into our lives.’

Betsy looked around at their cramped kitchen. The doors falling off their hinges, the peeling wallpaper stuck up with pins, the creeping mould and damp. She couldn’t see much beauty here. Even her white dress was gaping at the seams in places and splodged with yellow stains.

‘You’ll go to church before the party. We have to. Maisie Riley is wearing the crown of flowers. And hasn’t her mother been going on about it for weeks,’ she muttered.

Alvis smiled.

‘Maisie Riley. She the one who . . .?’ said Betsy.

‘Plays the cello, yes,’ she snapped. ‘Though there’s no amount of practice that will improve those ankles.’

Alvis and Betsy shared a smile and Betsy’s heart leapt. It might not have been words they had exchanged, but it was something.

‘Now, get ready, Alvis. Look sharp.’

Today was Assumption Day, when friends and family would come together from all over Liverpool, when they would push the tables into the centre of the courtyard of the tenements and float white linen cloths over the top of them, when jugs of warm lemonade and orange squash would miraculously appear along with towers of malt loaf and pink and yellow Battenberg cake. There had been talk from some people about it not happening because of Hitler stomping his boots all over Europe – wouldn’t be a nice thing to do when there were those suffering – but the man with the ridiculous moustache wasn’t going to stop those in the tenements having their fun and everyone from Liverpool Lane down to the docks would still be taking out their best dresses, pulling on their white socks, spitting on their shoes and Brylcreeming their hair.

‘Nosh-up starts after the procession. They have to take Our Lady into the church first. They’ve already put out the sarnies,’ said Donna, Alvis’s elder sister, clacking over the linoleum in her high-heeled sandals.

She had wandered in wearing just her slip over her girdle with sunburned cheeks as pink as her lipstick and was now lining up three empty small evaporated milk cans on the table. She went over to the sink and after filling a chipped enamel jug with water she then stirred in a spoonful of sugar from the sugar bowl. After the sugar had dissolved, she sat down and carefully poured the water into the small Pomagne bottle. Betsy watched, mesmerized, as she pumped the crocheted ball at her hair then carefully rolled sticky wet pieces of it around the milk cans. Donna pursed her lips and looked at herself in the cracked mirror she had propped up against the jug.

‘I’ve told you, sugared water on your hair will attract the wasps on a sunny day like this, daft girl,’ said her mother. ‘Besides, I can’t afford for you to waste our precious sugar ration.’

‘Fix the back can, will you, Betsy?’ Donna said, ignoring her. ‘I’ll look like Loretta Young when I’m done.’

Betsy glanced at Alvis’s mother, who rolled her eyes. She then went over and wrapped a piece of Donna’s limp hair around the can.

‘Give it a good spray so it sticks . . .’

‘Spam, and jam. And jelly, and cakes with icing and hundreds and thousands. Come on, else everyone will eat them,’ chanted the youngest Dooley sister, Carmel, dashing in and skidding against the table.

‘Will you stop talking about food, all of you! You’re making me hungry. And shush . . . Listen, everyone . . .’ said Joyce. She patted the air and tipped her head to one side. The room went quiet. ‘I can hear the singing!’

Half an hour later, they were all walking towards Scotland Road, which had bunting in the Virgin’s colours of Marian blue and gold strung across the streets and fluttering in the gentle breeze. People were already excitedly waiting for the priests to start the procession. When they reached the tenements, the altar boys and a few nuns were processing along the middle of the street to the sounds of ‘Ave Maria’ whilst the Monsignor in his white and gold vestments nodded at the thrilled crowds that were coming out onto the pavements waving flags. He gazed up at everyone hanging over pennant-decorated balconies, kissed his fingertips and crossed himself. Alvis and Betsy stood under the curved brick arch to the entrance of the tenements and watched.

‘Thinks he’s the flaming Pope. Thinks he walks on water, that one. I heard he likes a flutter on the gee-gees and a drink like any fella.’

There were long tables covered with white tablecloths and piles of sandwiches curling in the sun and flowers picked from hedgerows that had been stuck in jam jars. A few more altar boys with shiny oiled hair and wearing starched white lace vestments were coming together in a serious group, gripping their polished brass sun-burnished candlesticks, waiting to come into the courtyard.

‘Doesn’t it look lovely?’ said Betsy. She shielded her eyes with her hand to look at the crowds and then up at even more groups of people coming to hang over the balconies, smiling.

A handsome young priest and three serious-looking altar boys walking behind him appeared carrying a plinth on which sat a blue and gold statue of Our Lady, with sprigs of hawthorn and white lilies dripping from the base of it. Behind them followed the procession of more people holding white flowers, nuns at the front, girls in their dresses, singing and swinging purses and twisting ribbons.

Betsy, walking alongside Alvis’s mother pushing the baby in the pram with the wobbly wheel and with Carmel dancing about by their side, felt a burst of something. It’s like I’m in a dream, she thought. She shielded her eyes with her hand again to look at the scene. Ahead was a huge crowd bunching up under a small tree in the courtyard. Everyone seemed happy. No one appeared worried at all despite the information leaflets being pushed through their doors daily, the nightly blackouts, the sinister crosses on the windows. The world was full of darkness and worry these days. But today it was full of so much light it was making her eyes hurt.

Alvis leaned forward across one of the tables and took a fistful of sandwiches and stuffed them into his pocket. He then grabbed another, sniffed it, and took a huge greedy bite. Betsy was astonished at how much he could eat, and how thin he was. He had an appetite. You could see it in his eyes. Always hungry, always searching for something else to grab or snatch. And that was the way he was looking at her now. Still chewing on a mouthful of Spam and bread, he grasped her hand and pulled her to him.

‘Betsy . . .’ For so long she had wanted him to just glance in her direction, and now here he was – the voice close against her ear, the hop-sweet warm breath making her heart gallop.

‘What?’ she asked.

It didn’t even sound like him.

He grinned. The sound of the nuns’ voices singing lilting hymns to Our Lady would soon turn into the Irish marching tunes, even though they had been told not to sing the bog songs today. Especially with all the talk of invasion and some thinking Ireland was getting into bed with Jerry. They had been told to stay at home. But nothing would stop the Drews and the Dooleys from getting drunk and Davey Slavin fetching his accordion and singing songs about their beloved Emerald Isle, even though half of them had never been to the place. How long would it be before they would fall down the stairs and stagger into the courtyard and start a fight?

‘Me ma will stand on a chair and start singing “Mountains of Mourne” in a minute. She thinks your lassie Mary hankering after her precious mountains is the Virgin Mary. This Mary is kind of sneaky and moody.’ She looked at him and began to smile. But his eyes seemed to glaze over. ‘So come on,’ he said.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, confused.

‘Back to ours.’

‘Why?’

He frowned as though he was amazed that she was even asking him the question. ‘Just come on,’ he said.

She could see Donna, who was carrying a plate of butterfly cakes, glance over at them. Please don’t come over and ruin everything, she thought, breathing a sigh of relief when Donna turned away. She felt his hand slide into hers, and he was tugging at her, towing her along, and now he was breaking into a run, yanking her to keep up with him. She felt her heart pounding as her feet slapped the pavements and she gulped air.

They went up to the flat two steps at a time and he looked serious, with a grave expression on his face as though he had a clear idea of what was going to happen next. And one that suggested she should know as well. He pulled her into the kitchen, kicked the door shut with his foot. Outside she could hear the music, but the sound was blurring around the edges. Someone was blowing a tin whistle and another had ruined the nuns’ singing with the noise of an accordion and the rhythmic banging of a drum and the shrill sound of a penny whistle. She looked at the framed picture of the Pope above the mantelpiece and squinted as Alvis popped one button of her dress right out of its buttonhole.

‘This house is never empty. Never. We’re here on our own,’ he panted.

And he was right. She had never been with him in a room alone. Straight away his mouth was on hers. She felt his tongue twisting round her teeth as he kissed her. After months, years, praying, hoping he would just notice her, let alone speak to her, or kiss her, she could barely believe what was happening.

He led her into the small, dark parlour. She wasn’t sure why, surrounded as it was by shadows, dark with the blackout curtains, apart from the fingers of light coming through the air bricks studded with holes. At first, she was afraid but she had been longing for this moment, night after night hoping he would come to her in her dreams, and as he kissed her harder, she began to enjoy whatever it was that was happening. She could only exist in the moment, the moments when she felt his lips graze hers, felt the softness of his lashes against her cheek, and him now kissing the tip of her nose, then kissing her ears, tracing the grooves of it with his finger.

‘What’s this? Why are you wearing this daft petticoat?’ he asked, pulling up her skirts. Her heart was pounding. Why couldn’t she speak? The words seemed to turn to dust in her mouth. But he put his strong hands under her bottom and lifted her right off the floor.

‘But what if your ma . . .?’ she managed to finally blurt in a hoarse whisper.

‘She’ll be singing about sneaky Mary,’ he said.

He looked at her and now he had a strange expression as if he wasn’t here at all, as if he was somewhere far off, even though he was staring right into her eyes.

‘Kiss me, Betsy. Don’t be frightened. Are you frightened? Don’t be.’

She kissed him back. But the kiss was so much less shocking than his hands moving up her skirt, over her thighs, the rustle and scratching of the white netting petticoat, the snap of his belt buckle, the whole weight of his body on hers as he pushed her against the wall.

And then he shuddered and gasped.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Don’t you know?’

Betsy cocked her head to one side. She was embarrassed to say anything more. She felt stupid and a little alone, but then she took a sharp intake of breath as he fumbled, and she felt herself loosen, becoming loose from the buttons and straps, loose, as it all fell away. Loose. She’s loose. A loose girl. This feeling, of becoming free. What was it? As he pushed her harder against the wall, and with his hands underneath her thighs lifted her higher now, right off the floor so that her legs straddled him and clamped to his body naturally and firmly, feet crossed at the ankles, as if she was shinnying up a tree. And then the feeling of something. It started with a sharp pain, and then became something terrifying, but sweetly appalling as he began to move in and out of her, as his breath quickened, as his whole body convulsed and he let out a moan, low and guttural and brutish. She had wanted him, of course she had, she had let him do as he had wished as though she was a rag doll, but had she wanted him to do this?

Instinct told Alvis’s mother to call out before she entered the parlour. The sound of her voice calling ‘Yoo-hoo!’ made Alvis spring like a coil towards the door. Then he moved back towards Betsy and pushed her with a shove behind the heavy winter curtain sagging on a wire.

‘Jesus! Stay there,’ he hissed, hurriedly fastening his trouser flies.

She nodded, feeling her heart hammering at her chest. How long did he expect her to remain like this?

‘It’s making me sneeze,’ she whispered, poking her head out. ‘Spiders. I don’t like it. Creepy crawlies,’ she said.

‘Get back behind the curtain! Shush up,’ he hissed, hastily rearranging his clothes.

‘Alvis? What are you doing in here? The best room? And in your work boots!’ said his mother, flinging open the door with a bang as it walloped against the wall. She felt a little sick to see the look on her son’s face as he moved quickly away past her into the kitchen. And now he was standing arms folded, obdurate and unashamed, with his back to her, folding his cuffs up his sleeves in front of the sink, feet planted firmly apart. Joyce followed him and tipped her head to one side, looked at him, again, noticed how lately he looked so like a man, his shoulders already broadening from the dock work. He turned around and shrugged and she tried to smile but it was brief and forced. It wobbled around the edges. She noticed his forearms were bulging and veined.

‘Getting me cap.’

‘Did you need to bring Betsy with you?’

Behind the curtain, Betsy flushed. She could feel the heat rising in her body.

She’s still a child, Joyce wanted to say. And I know you, son. I recognize the hunger, the look. I know that look so well because it’s the same one that’s in your father’s eyes. The yearning for pleasure. Always. It never stops. Maybe because there is so little of it these days you have to take it where you can. But even so.

‘Betsy, I can see you,’ she said with a sigh, turning back to the doorway into the parlour. ‘I can see your shoes. Come out.’

Betsy stepped out from behind the curtain, cheeks smarting. Loose, I’m loose, a wild girl. Say what you’re thinking.

‘Come on now. Go back downstairs, both of you. We are going to enjoy ourselves. There’s those overseas that have got plans for us not to. But today we won’t be afraid, so get out into the sunshine instead of hanging around in the dark. Donna’s been stung by a wasp. Mrs Roebuck pulled out the sting but she’s still wailing like a banshee. You’re missing all the excitement.’

When they all left, her son leading the way – the kind of boy who loved to throw a brick through a greenhouse window and relished the sound of the smashing – she took the key, twisted it firmly and slipped it into her pocket.

Betsy’s brother threw his cap onto the table and flopped down into the armchair. ‘Did you have a lovely day, Jacky? Did Betsy swap my rations with Joyce? Where is Betsy? On her way?’ asked Hope. ‘After so much worry these past few weeks about flaming Hitler, it’s what we needed,’ she said quietly, picking up Jacky’s jacket and folding it neatly over the chair.

‘Aye. It was the craic. Alvis’s sister got stung by a wasp. She sprayed her hair with sugar.’

‘What did she expect?’ said Hope.

‘Too much jelly, though,’ he said, clutching his stomach. He burped and groaned.

He plonked his feet on the arm of the chair.

‘Get those filthy boots off. Did the O’Reillys turn up?’

He nodded.

‘And did Brendan’s grandda sing the “Egg Song”?’

‘Mebbe.’

‘I wish I could have come. Where’s Betsy?’

‘Here,’ said Betsy sheepishly, walking in through the door, her face turned away, eyes cast down to the floor. Mothers could tell when things weren’t right. Her mother was a witch even though she loved Jesus, and Betsy moved quickly past her for fear she would read her face or catch the scent of her wickedness.

‘You hear Brendan’s grandda singing the “Egg Song”, Betsy?’ she called.

‘Aye,’ she replied quietly.

‘And was it a hoot?’

‘I think so . . .’

Her mother cocked her head to one side. ‘What’s the matter with you? You flew out the door this morning, but you’ve come back like a dog with two tails.’

Betsy could feel her cheeks going hot. ‘Nothing, Ma. Please don’t.’

‘Doesn’t look like nothing from where I’m standing. Are you all right, love?’ she said gently.

Betsy nodded and gave a brief, tight smile. ‘Grand. I’m grand, Ma. Now can you leave me alone? I’m tired. I’m going upstairs. Don’t ask me again. Please?’





Chapter 3

The weeks moved slowly on for Betsy and it felt like winter was on its way and, with it, every day news of another bomb that had dropped. The raids had started quietly, one over the river then another few at the docks by Caryl Street, and then people began to take it more seriously, setting up Anderson shelters in their gardens, running to the local shelters whenever the air-raid warnings started. There seemed no let-up. Soldiers everywhere, more men leaving the city and joining up. Sirens and blimps and blackouts. Serious conversations spoken by serious men in Parliament about the terrible situation in Europe. Once the bombing started in earnest – the Blitz, they began to call it as it worsened – Churchill, chewing on his cigar, began visiting places of devastation in the East End, and now some said he was on his way here.

Sitting at her desk on the top floor of Cunard’s Shipping Line and adding up the numbers written out on sheets, putting them into columns, copying them down carefully with a pencil, rubbing them out if she thought she had made a mistake and starting again, Betsy screwed her fists into her eyes. She had been asked to work through to the evening. The files she was working on were top secret and stamped with PRIORITY, though she had no idea why. It was just columns of numbers to her, but it seemed important.

‘Here you go,’ said one of the boys, who she recognized from the accounts office down the corridor, also working late. No doubt he was glad of the overtime. She had noticed him these last few days, always giving her a shy smile and a nod as he walked past her office window. He was tall, good-looking with piercing blue eyes, high chiselled cheekbones, clean trimmed nails, and his fair hair was soft and seemed to bounce when he walked. ‘Three files to go to Mount Pleasant Street. You all right to keep going until nine?’

Betsy blushed. The day before she had walked all the way to the Mount Pleasant offices, but the weight of the ledgers that she had to deliver to the accountants a few streets away that morning – thick, heavy leather-bound books, pages and pages of watermarked paper – had caused pearls of sweat to break out on her forehead and she had staggered and collapsed against a wall near the Pier Head. When she had got back to Cunard’s offices, she had sunk into a chair and one of the secretaries had had to find a glass of water and wave smelling salts under her nose to revive her.

‘Let me deliver them this evening,’ the boy with the bouncy hair said. ‘You don’t have to do it. I’m leaving now. It’s on my way home.’

This boy was kind. Standing over her in his neat black suit and tie, starched white shirt and polished brogues, he smiled. ‘You like arithmetic?’ he asked. ‘That why they gave you this job?’

Betsy nodded and smiled. ‘Comes easy. I don’t know why.’

‘It’s how some people make sense of the world. Mathematics. I rather like that.’

I rather like that. What an unusual way to talk, thought Betsy.

‘Where did you learn to do those sums so quickly?’

She shrugged again. She never tired of arithmetic, but she couldn’t really remember ‘learning’ it. It had been Sister Bernadette at school who had noticed how naturally it came to her. Betsy saw numbers and patterns everywhere. Even in church, drifting off listening to the Bible stories with the annotations of the verses and chapters, she would organize the readings in her head according to their numerical positions and amuse herself with finding patterns: how many verses in each chapter, how many lines in each verse, multiplying, dividing, adding. Betsy’s mother had been excited and so proud when it had led to Betsy’s job. Alvis had come in from next door and whistled through his teeth and nodded in approval.

The boy left, carrying the ledgers. She sat at the desk running her fingers around the edges, moving piles of papers, pencil boxes, a small tin of paper clips, an inch to the left, an inch to the right, wondering if she should engineer passing Alvis’s window just when she knew he would be coming home from the pub. ‘If I don’t see you through the week, I’ll see you through the window,’ his mother had called out at her the day before on the stairwell. She was so tired, though, and her legs felt so hollow she could barely get out of the chair.

‘Fancy a quick drink at The Slaughterhouse? That was a long shift. Still, I’ll be able to buy myself some stockings with the overtime,’ asked Lydia, the girl from the floor above who she had made friends with. Before Betsy could answer, she had linked her arm and was walking out of the door.

The wailing of the sirens started before the lift had reached the ground floor. Betsy, realizing she was holding her breath, looked round-eyed and worried and glanced at Lydia. When they opened the door, a small crowd had gathered in the foyer.

‘Nobody leaves the building. Make your way to the basement to shelter,’ Mr Percival was shouting.

Someone yelled back that they needed to go home.

‘They’ve said there should be no one on the streets. Shelter until the all-clear.’

A man rushed in. He stood on the step, patted the air with his hands and shushed them. ‘You’ll only be directed to another shelter if you leave. So, stay here. We have blankets and tea.’

‘And I’ve got a pack of cards,’ cried someone.

They started to move to the staircase. Some muttered, but as the wailing continued, most did as they were told. When they reached the basement, a woman was holding open the door.

‘Go in, Lydia, Betsy . . . There’s camp beds at the back . . .’

Ten minutes later, after everyone had been ushered in, Lydia turned to Betsy. ‘This feels like a bad one,’ said Lydia. ‘D’you two know each other? Betsy, this is James. James, this is our Betsy. Betsy’s the type of girl whose full stop is her smile, isn’t it, Bets?’

Betsy looked up. ‘I know James.’

‘And what would we do without James?’ said Lydia. ‘He makes a smashing cuppa. Any chance of one now, love? Someone said there’s an urn down here.’

James smiled back. Fifteen minutes later the three of them sat nursing mugs, warming their hands and chatting, speculating as to how bad tonight’s bombing was going to be and when the all-clear would sound. They took some comfort in the ack-ack guns firing loudly, but the sound was deafening, and it really did feel like a bad one. Lydia was asking James about joining up, and he said he was hoping to volunteer with the RAF. ‘Though it’s complicated,’ he said mysteriously, turning the conversation to Betsy and her mathematical wonders.

‘Betsy’s a marvel,’ he said to Lydia.

‘She is that. Ooh, look, you’ve made her blush,’ laughed Lydia.

Half an hour later, just as Betsy’s head had fallen back on the couch and her eyes had fluttered shut, someone jumped up and cried, ‘Did you feel that? Hear that?’

She blinked her eyes open. No one was asleep now. The ground underneath them was vibrating. You could feel it in your teeth. There was a collective gasp at the sound of a whump-whump.

‘Never heard it so loud!’ cried Lydia. ‘Bloody Hitler!’

Betsy frowned. ‘Our Jacky. He’s on a late shift at the docks . . .’

‘Let’s hope he’s all right. My ma and da will be in Durning Road. Or Lewis’s basement. They’ve a piano down there and it’s becoming a regular party. What about your folks, James?’

‘My mother will be fine,’ he said, as he ducked instinctively at the sound of another terrifying roar that made the teacups rattle, and a pile of books slide off a shelf and land with an ominous thud on the floor.

Betsy clutched the side of the bed. Without realizing he was doing it, his hand brushed hers and he squeezed the tips of her fingers tightly.

An hour later, James tipped his head to one side. ‘Don’t worry. That was it . . . They’re turning now.’

‘How do you know?’

‘The planes sound different when they’ve dropped their bombs. They’re lighter, you see.’

She felt her body relax. This boy made her feel safer. And he was right. As dawn broke, the all-clear sounded and they came blinking out into the light, tired and shocked, with the smell of dust and smoke in the air and small fires still licking into life, but safe. For now.

‘James!’ called a voice from the opposite side of the road. A man in a chauffeur’s uniform was standing on the pavement.

‘That man’s calling you,’ said Betsy, frowning.

James glanced over. And without saying a word, he nodded and, head down, he darted off towards the man without looking back over his shoulder.

‘Who sent you?’ he asked the chauffeur, breathless as they rounded the corner to the waiting Bentley. ‘Mother?’

He shuddered at the thought that Betsy or Lydia might have seen him getting into the car.

‘Your Mr Percival rang your mother to tell her you were in the shelter when the sirens went off, Mr Swann.’

He grunted.

‘All right, sir?’

‘Gordon, call me James, not sir. You’ve known me long enough,’ he said frostily.

They made their way out of the city, driving past one street where a bomb had hit, wordlessly staring at the devastation, two houses reduced to rubble, people picking their way through the chaos, the caravan of people leaving for the suburbs that always came after an air raid. But as they rolled on towards the countryside, through the leafy suburbs of Blundellsands and Crosby, this part of Liverpool seemed unharmed, and you would never have known there had been bombs falling in the night. Now, birdsong could be heard and a milkman was whistling on his cart and life was going on all around. He leaned his head on the leather strap and looked at the trees ranging in autumnal colours from bright green to dark olive, to patches of yellow, orange and red, each leaf picked out by the sunshine in vivid detail. Forty-five minutes later they arrived at Ince Blundell Woods, carried on out through the other side into fields, and swept through the gates of Mottram Hall – a large red-bricked Victorian manor house. The ruffled silvery surface of the small ornamental lake glittered. As they swung up the gravel drive with the tyres of the car scattering loose stones, James, with a sinking heart, saw that his mother was waiting for him, sitting in an upstairs leaded window, now rising hurriedly to come downstairs and greet him.

‘Mother,’ he said, as she bobbed down the steps and stroked his hair and he squirmed away. ‘You didn’t need to send Gordon. It’s embarrassing.’

‘I’d come with Gordon to meet you every day after work if I could, dear. You know I would. I’m scared of you working in the city.’

At least he had managed to prevent her from that horror, he thought as he walked past her, shedding coats and jackets and scarves and heading into the drawing room.

‘You’re scared of everything,’ he said. ‘You don’t need to be.’

‘But, darling, was it a terrible night? I was out of my mind with worry. We saw the bombers from here. The sky was lit up all night. Was anyone hurt?’

‘One or two lumps of plaster fell but we dodged them.’

‘Who’s we?’

‘A few others who were working late.’

He could feel her overbearing presence watching him from the door, fiddling with the tie on her blouse, so he stopped and sat at the baby grand Bluthner piano. Someone in the shelter had been whistling ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and the tune had lodged in his brain. He began to pick out the notes. He could sense his mother wincing.

‘Play a little Brahms,’ she said.

‘I prefer this,’ he said. He knew it would annoy her as his fingers skittered over the keys. He knew she would be disapproving at the way he leaned on certain notes, the spread of the soulful jazz chords. She hated ‘dreadful crooners sliding up and down the octaves’. It irked her when he came in with a new gramophone record, playing it over and over, working out the cadences. Even worse was when he sang along and began ‘the awful thumping and heavy left pedal’.

‘Tea, dear? I’ll find Gordon,’ she said.

‘Pa would be ashamed of me not doing my bit,’ he muttered with a sigh, just loud enough for her to hear as she turned to go.

‘You are doing your bit . . .’

‘I’m just an ARP man doing a spot of fire watching at the weekends who works in an office. Everyone in the ARP is old. Or they’re spivs using their armbands to break into empty houses and steal things. I should be in the RAF. Families like ours fly. We’re officers, pilots – not clerks.’

He banged down the piano lid.

‘You could become a Member of Parliament? Like your cousin, John? There are so many opportunities this war is bringing where you can make a lasting difference. It doesn’t have to—’

‘I want to fly! I want to meet other men my age. Do you know what it feels like to be stuck in the accounts office at Cunard’s now that they’re all women? I go in and there’s just girls, rows and rows of girls doing men’s jobs. And I’m still there. Checking the ledgers.’

‘You know why you can’t . . . It would kill me . . . I can’t . . . not again . . .’

‘Mother, Father and Teddy died in an accident after the war. And your brother in the Great War . . . It was bad luck he got shot down . . .’

‘Bad luck!’

James felt the muscles in his face tightening. The sound of aeroplanes taking off that had so terrified his mother since the tragedy lately had started to come back to James in dreams. He would wake sweating, drenched through. He had thought it was fear, the moment of watching his father crash the Tiger Moth into Mottram Hall wood revisiting him in nightmares, but now he realized it was longing.

‘I’ll talk to Sister Annunciata from St Mary’s about her orphans of the living. Something needs to be done about that. They’re desperate. I’m a trustee. You could help. They have committees.’

‘Orphans of the living? What on earth are you talking about? I want to fly! I want to fly like Pa did. And your brothers.’

‘But look what happened. They all died!’ she wailed, her hands curling into fists.

‘But at least they lived before they died. This way I feel like I’m dying whilst I’m alive. Carrying the ledgers from one floor to another for the girls. I’ve had it.’

He had sworn to himself shortly after they had come back from holidaying in Sicily that he would go down to the town hall to sign up. Dammit, why hadn’t he? he thought. He stood to leave but just as he was about to collect his jacket, a voice trilled outside the door, ‘Where is he? Where’s James?’

Clementine. His heart sank. He groaned, dropped his head, then snatched up a silk cushion and placed it over his face as he stifled a scream.

‘Darling! I heard you were caught in a raid!’ she cried, sweeping into the drawing room. She rushed over and kissed him on the lips and perched on the edge of the chaise longue. James’s mother sat wafting a fan under her chin.

‘Thank goodness you’re alive! I came here as soon as Lettice called to say you were home. Was it terrifying?’ said Clementine.

James threw a look at his mother. ‘It was nothing. We were perfectly safe.’ So that was why she had asked Gordon to bring tea on a pretty tray with a sprig of lilac in a champagne flute.

Today, Clementine had more ribbons in her hair than usual, ribbons at her neck, even her shoes were tied with ribbons. She looked faintly silly, dabbing at the corner of her mouth with a handkerchief.

‘I was so scared. But phew, you’re safe. By the way, whilst I’m here, I have a question, James. Does this house have ghosts?’

James sighed. Clementine had a habit of speaking in non sequiturs. Out of the blue she would throw something into the conversation that made perfect sense to her but confused everyone else.

‘I have no idea.’

‘I need to know about the ghosts. I mean, if we’re to marry, Jim.’

James frowned. Yes, of course there were ghosts. How could there not be, with so much tragedy in this house? Just not the kind she was talking about.

‘If, Clemmie? When, we rather hope . . .’ said Lettice.

‘But it’s awfully draughty in here.’ Her hands flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, please don’t tell me there are ghosts. Do you have a grey lady?’

‘No, dear. No ghosts at Mottram,’ said Lettice quickly.

Clementine looked around and wrinkled up her nose. ‘New wallpaper would brighten the place up, James. Those blackout curtains are so gloomy.’

‘Yes. It might,’ said Lettice.

She was harmless enough, thought James, and he could see why his mother was so fixated on them marrying. But he thought back to Betsy, with her rosy cheeks, tumble of blonde hair and blue searching eyes, who he had sat next to last night whilst the ground shook. This one here seemed to know nothing of life, and she didn’t want to, just fluttered around swirling in ribbons and chiffon. And now she had decided she wanted to go on the stage. Another absurdity. He would never be enough for her, he knew that. She craved adulation and love, not of a romantic kind, but an altogether different kind. Love all the way up to the cheap seats. And what would they talk about? Starlets? Hollywood? He wanted to talk about the war and Halifax bomber planes. Good God, once she even seemed to hint at a sneaking admiration for Hitler; he knew she thought his moustache was attractive because she had suggested he should grow one like it.

‘James! James? You’re daydreaming again,’ said Lettice, dragging him out of his thoughts.

‘I should go, now that I know my little fire watcher is safe,’ said Clementine, pecking him on the cheek.

‘I’m volunteering for the RAF,’ he said flatly. ‘I’ve had enough of the ARP.’

‘Are you? What a relief. I loathe that dreadful tin helmet you wear,’ she said, pulling a face. ‘I’m thinking of joining the Wrens. I’m doing it for the lipstick and the sweet little hat. Don’t you think I’ll look fetching?’ She struck a pose with her hands under her chin and head tipped to one side.

He could see his mother frowning.

‘They’ll have you pinned for an officer in no time at the RAF because you speak nicely,’ Clementine said brightly. ‘I fancy ENSA. I’d be good at entertaining the troops.’ She leapt up and started to trill ‘Johnny Get Your Gun’. The noise was dreadful. James winced. Sometimes he wondered if the glassware would crack on purpose.

‘James, why are you making a face?’ said Clementine.

‘Am I? You’re a little flat, that’s all.’

‘No, I’m not. Anyway, I must dash. You’d get your wings in no time. You can already fly, can’t you?’

James faltered. ‘I would have to be trained to fight a bomber. Those Manchesters are unwieldy things. Even a Wellington would be impossible for me unless I had proper training. Do you know that the Wellington . . .’

But he could see she was stifling a yawn.

Betsy, meanwhile, was making her way back to the tenements. They had moved here five years earlier after her father had jumped from his chair, slapped his thighs and announced he was going to the corner shop for a packet of Woodbines, and never come back. The Corporation had found them a home and they had soon made friends. Little communities would gather on the balconies where the women would smoke Player’s and knit and crochet blankets and watch the children playing on the swings in the reccy in the courtyard below, and even though they would moan about not being able to sit on the front step any more or pop next door to the grocer’s, they still marvelled at the hot water coming out of the tap and children that came out of the bath clean and shiny and squeaky.

As Betsy came through the arch, Deirdre was waiting for her on the swing. Bored, socks sagging around her ankles, she had twirled the seat and twisted the chains tight and when she saw Betsy, she grinned and let the swing unspin jerkily.

‘Fancy the Rialto tonight?’ she said, jumping off and kicking the seat away. ‘I slept in the shelter last night. Houses all down Liverpool Lane bombed to bits apparently.’

‘I’m tired after a night on a camp bed in Cunard’s basement, Deirdre. And those bloody ledgers. They’ve done me in. I had to get one of the clerks to do my job for me yesterday.’

‘Ooh . . . was he nice?’

‘Speaks kind of funny. The way he says grass and path, he sounds like the King.’

‘I’ve never really heard the King speak, have you? My ma says he’s too shy to speak. Does this fella sound like Clark Gable?’

‘James’s posh but he’s not American.’

‘Who cares? Come on, I’ve got the gramophone all set up. I’ve been waiting. Come to ours. No one’s in. I’ve got a trifle I made from stale cakes and biscuits. You can have a spoonful. We need to be able to dance better if we want to get a fella. Someone better than the likes of Alvis.’

Betsy smiled. When they arrived at the flat, Deirdre opened the door and pulled Betsy in. Betsy sank into the sofa whilst Deirdre prepared the gramophone and the 45 record. A thin and reedy ‘September in the Rain’ crackled out.

‘Get up . . .’

Betsy didn’t have the energy to argue. Facing each other, they began a slow dance, Deirdre turning her around slowly and holding her hands out to grasp her and pull her into her in a twist.

‘Why is it so hard today?’ said Betsy after stumbling a few times. ‘I can’t get the hang of it.’

Deirdre took her face in her hands. ‘Go with the flow of the music. Imagine we love each other. Well, we do, don’t we? So, relax and imagine I’m Gary Cooper and sway your hips like this.’ She performed a slow, mesmeric dance, moving from foot to foot and caressing her hips with her hands.

Betsy laughed. ‘I love Alvis. I love him.’

‘More than me? But he doesn’t know you like I do.’

‘I just love him. I can’t explain why. I want to marry him.’

Deirdre spluttered an explosive laugh and bent into her and put her hands flat on her cheeks. ‘What is it you’re talking about? Love? Really? Don’t you just mean you want to eat him up and smother him in kisses? That’s not love. For now, can’t you just love me and Jesus?’

‘No! This is how much I love him. Take your hands and push them against my chest. You can feel my heart beating. It goes fast like that if I just think about him. If I just say his name. Or even if someone else does. Or if I catch a glimpse of him on his way to work walking past our window. I sit there for hours some days hoping I will. Hoping he might stop and talk to me. He never does.’

She laughed.

Deirdre tipped her head to one side as she moved behind her. ‘Until we find someone decent, we’ve got each other. But you’re so soft on flipping Alvis . . . Betsy, you promised me you’d tell me if he came sniffing around. Has he tried to kiss you yet? Don’t you go near him. Because I hate to break it to you, he’s tried to do the same to me. Lots of times. Everyone knows what he’s like. All that “I believe that dreams come true because I met you” nonsense. He’s said that to me and to every girl in the tenements. My ma says you can’t put lipstick on a pig. She’s right. Put him out with the rubbish. Take my hand. Two steps forward. And now spin into me.’

She pulled Betsy to her forcibly and put her hands around her waist. ‘You’re tiny. I’m so fat,’ said Deirdre, moving in closer to her so that their bodies pressed together. She stopped for a moment, frowned. ‘But wait . . . lately you’re . . . a little rounder . . . in the . . . tummy . . .’

She sounded strange. And then the smile slid from her face. She stood back and took a hard look at Betsy, her eyes dropping and then lifting back up to meet Betsy’s.

‘Oh, Bets . . .’

Betsy’s lip wobbled. Her heart kicked at her ribs. ‘I tried to hide it.’ A tear spilled onto her cheek.

Deirdre took her hand and squeezed it urgently so that Betsy’s knuckles went white. ‘God, Betsy. I know you’ve not been right. Bit quiet. But I thought it was because your ma had been on at you to help her at the wash-house.’

‘No, it’s nothing to do with Ma this time.’

‘Alvis did this to you, didn’t he?’

‘I don’t know what’s happening to me,’ Betsy blurted, collapsing on the sofa. She covered her face with her hands.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Maybe it’s just too many pies,’ she said forlornly.

‘Pies? No one’s eating too many pies now. We’re all starving.’

‘He said I was the only star in the sky.’

‘Oh, love. I told you. He says stuff like that to everyone. What are you going to do?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘If you’re pregnant.’

‘Pregnant?’ She looked shocked. ‘We kissed and he . . .’ Betsy screwed her handkerchief into a knot. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t know what was happening. I don’t know what happened. I still don’t.’

‘Yes, you do. You just can’t face it. Love, this isn’t going to end well. You are such a dope. Your mum should have told you about the facts of life instead of going on about being pure for Mary all the time. And I warned you about Alvis. Like I said, I know because he tried to do the same to me. He told me a world without me is like the night sky without the stars. Must have read these cheesy sayings on the back page of his ma’s Picture Post. I knew you were heading for disaster.’

Betsy shook her head dolefully. ‘I’m sorry. Can you help me put it right?’

‘That depends. How long without your Auntie Mary?’

‘Weeks.’ Betsy rolled her bottom lip between her fingers. ‘Months.’

‘Open your blouse. Let me look properly.’

Betsy dropped her eyes and slowly unbuttoned her blouse. Deirdre gasped to see the rise in her stomach and her full breasts, and her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, love. I think it’s going to be too late to do anything. When did it happen? Once or more than once?’

‘Once. The day of the Feast of the Assumption.’

‘And has he kissed you since? Or tried anything else?’

‘No. He’s not been near me. No, now please just put the music on and dance with me again. And stop saying these things. I don’t want to think about it.’

Deirdre looked at her, reached out her hand and placed it gently against her cheek. ‘You’d better,’ she said. ‘You must. Does your ma know?’
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