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Prologue



November 1944


When the child was born the sky split into bands of colour as a wintry sun set over the River Mersey and the dust of the city glittered in the golden hue. The young woman, ten days short of her twenty-third birthday, was astonished at how this perfect thing had slithered from her as she bit into her pillow and stifled a cry of – what? Pain? Sorrow? Intense joy?


It seemed miraculous that her baby, so tiny and curled, was alive. Miraculous that all this time she had kept her secret from everyone, bound by the rags tied around her body and the lies clasped tightly as iron bands around her heart. The strange, sudden love she felt for this child squirming on the peg rug had pulled her up short and terrified her. Nine months had passed since, under a pale moon on the stone floor of her mother’s kitchen, feeling numb and cold under her bare back, with the light bulb swaying in and out of focus, she had weakened. Don’t, don’t . . . Don’t stop! she had said to the man who had promised her the world. And it was done. And now here she was, allowing herself for a moment to stare in awe at the tiny, velvety miracle, before the dock bell rang in the distance and shocked her into doing what she knew she must.


The park gates were shut. Snow clouds were bulking the horizon, but she would wait here on a bench with her bundle until it grew dark. St Mary of the Blessed Angels, which she had passed so many times on her way to church, had a particular step worn smooth by time, and she knew she was one of many who had gone before her.


Half an hour later, as snowflakes began to fall steadily, she kissed her baby girl’s soft head for the last time and tucked the blanket around her tiny body. Each stitch of the blanket that she had crocheted herself, each coloured thread, blue, green, yellow and red, had been a stitch of love. Her heart was breaking, and it was more than flesh and blood could stand, but it was time.


‘Another one,’ said Sister Cyril, after she had answered the doorbell. ‘That’s the third this month.’ She bent and picked up the baby from the step as the little hands seemed to instinctively reach out for her with tiny grasping fingers and nails like butter.


‘She hasn’t made a noise. Strange,’ she said to one of the sisters in the nursery. She pulled back the coverlet. ‘Oh, and aren’t you the bonniest,’ she murmured. After she had left the child to be dealt with by Sister Hilda, she walked down the dimly lit corridor, heels clacking on the polished floor, and picked up the telephone in her office.


‘Mrs Worboys? I have news. A girl. And she’s beautiful.’


Marcia and Cynthia, standing in the cold and unfamiliar dormitory room upstairs clutching suitcases and gas masks, had heard the doorbell too. They had gone to the small attic window hoping someone had come to collect them, that it had all been a mistake – after all, they were still dressed in their coats and hats – but all they had seen was a huddled, blurred figure scurrying away from the building, leaving footprints in the snow.


‘You’re the new girls?’


They turned and saw a slim, dark-haired girl standing in the doorway wearing a brown pinafore dress and battered plimsolls; she looked about eleven or twelve, like Marcia. Her bowl haircut was, Cynthia thought, about the worst thing that could have happened to a girl her age. No one wore their hair like that nowadays. Apart from girls who lived in orphanages.


The girl plonked herself down on the end of one of the iron beds, her dress making a hammock between her wide-apart knees, and produced a pack of cigarettes from under the cuff of her sleeve. She lit one and offered up the pack. Marcia looked shocked, Cynthia less so, but both shook their heads politely. The slim girl shrugged.


‘I’m Ellie,’ she smiled. ‘The nuns said you were sisters. You don’t look like sisters. You can be my friends if you want. I’m dead famous, you know.’


‘Famous?’ Cynthia’s eyes lit up.


‘Sort of. Me grandma were standing right underneath the first bomb the Germans dropped on Liverpool. Or nearly the first. Gram were the only person I had in the world. I had me picture in the Echo, though.’ She took a puff of her cigarette and blew a plume of smoke from the side of her mouth. ‘You’ll hate it here, but we can still have larks, doing over the nuns, that kind of malarkey.’


Marcia was unsure what that meant, but she didn’t like the sound of it.


‘We won’t be here long, will we, Cyn? Our parents are alive. It’s just . . .’ Marcia searched for words to explain the unexplainable.


‘Father Donnelly made us come. The nuns said it would be like a holiday,’ Cynthia said.


Ellie took another casual puff and leaned back on her hands, a knowing look on her face.


‘You’re orphans of the living, then. That’s what they call you.’


Marcia and Cynthia’s arms and legs felt leaden. Ellie got up and stood in front of them, a wistful look on her face. She sucked coolly on the cigarette and flicked ash onto the floor, then rubbed at it with the toe of her plimsoll.


‘No, we’re not orphans of any sort. It’s just a holiday,’ said Marcia, firmly.


‘A holiday? You wish. It’s not like any holiday I remember.’



   






Chapter 1



Four years earlier: May 1940


‘Keep up, Nissy! Full steam ahead, kids!’ John Rogan held the wicker basket precariously above his head, jostling Marcia and Cynthia, who were both trying to keep hold of their mother’s hand in case they got lost in the crowd. As they came down into the lower deck, the two sisters with their distinctly different eyes – Marcia’s big, blue and worried-looking, and Cynthia’s brown and knowing – searched the crush of people on the gangway ahead of them.


There was the usual scrum to get off the ferry as it bumped and bounced against the tyres on the quayside and the metal gangway crashed down, all clanking and shivering chains, with more pushing and barging accompanied by wolf-whistling, jeering and laughter.


They had spent the past three evenings getting ready for their annual May trip to New Brighton. Their mother, Eunice – or Nissy, as her husband affectionately called her – had busied around their small two-up, two-down in Liverpool Lane, preparing. She had carefully wrapped the four china teacups and then the teapot in newspaper and put them at the bottom of the wicker basket, where they nestled among Bovril caramels and fig rolls – Fresh fruit in a biscuit for hungry men at work! they had all chorused, quoting the tin giddily as they packed. She had walked over a mile from the sooty terrace where they lived down at the docks, to the grander houses and St Mary’s orphanage at the other end of Liverpool Lane, where the road divided at Scottie Road, searching for shops that sold these treats that were lately so hard to get hold of. With a bit of luck, they wouldn’t have to waste their pennies on food and could instead save them for the Helter Skelter and the arcades.


Cynthia hooked her string bag over one arm and shouted over her shoulder as she ran off towards the promenade, ‘I’ll find a spot on the beach!’ She tried not to get distracted by the stalls, though it was hard not to, her head twisting this way and that. She didn’t know where or what to look at first: the boxing cats, Madame Julie the fortune teller, or the wooden dolls that a man was dancing up and down on a plank.


‘I’ll go too,’ said Marcia.


‘No, you won’t,’ said John, hooking a finger under her cardi and pulling her back. ‘You’re too young.’


He gazed out towards the beach and promenade. On the breeze he could hear the laughter, a hurdy-gurdy and the moaning of seagulls. In little more than a month the beach would be closed. Who knew for how long? He had heard there were rolls of barbed wire waiting within the walls of Fort Perch Rock. He wondered if these people with their buckets and spades would be the last ‘friendly’ invasion of this place. Would their lives ever be the same again? He swallowed hard as he looked down at Marcia.


‘There’s a woman over there wobbling on a unicycle, Da!’ she cried.


‘Everything about that woman is wobbling,’ he laughed.


They wandered down the ham and egg parade, being hurried on by Eunice, who was worried these stalls would gobble up their sixpences before the day had even begun.


‘Is the diving man here?’ Marcia said. ‘Can I give him a penny?’


Their mother smiled at John. ‘Surely not after last year. He nearly drowned.’ But then she gasped. ‘Oh, heavens to Betsy. I don’t believe it. Look, he is! Sir Gordy’s here!’


There was a crowd of people jostling to get a closer view of the tanned, wrinkly one-legged man in his red swimming trunks as he hopped forward along the diving board that stuck out from the pier. As he bowed with a flourish, his gold-embroidered cape flashed in the sun. Someone started chanting, ‘Gordy! Gordy! Gor-deee!’ The man raised his arms to the sky, stretched into a side bend and then tugged at the waistband of his red swimming shorts, as if letting in air would make the difference between success and failure.


‘Da, can you lift me onto your shoulders so I can see?’


‘Come on, then. Up you go!’


‘Can you lift me, Da?’ said Cynthia, appearing at his side.


‘Not likely. You’re too big,’ he laughed.


‘Do it! Do it!’ everyone was chanting. Had the diving man got his leg blown off in the last war? Eunice wondered. The war to end all wars, that one was supposed to be. And now here they were with another started. Please God it stayed overseas. Poland, now; Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg. And rumours that France was about to go the same way. What if . . .? But she put the thought aside.


Raising his hand, Sir Gordy patted the air and, as if he were part man, part fish and part bird, dove into the water, splitting open the silver sea like a knife passing through butter. He had gone. Had he gone forever? Eyes scoured one way and the other. The sea was like a mill pond. It was taking too long . . . no one could survive under water for that long . . .


But no! There was his head popping up, gasping, the swimming cap bobbing about like a blue egg, and one arm waving triumphantly.


‘More!’ they all shouted.


‘The poor man,’ said Eunice.


‘Why?’


‘They should leave him alone.’


John laughed.


‘Put me down, Da!’ said Marcia.


He lifted her off his shoulders and slid his arm around his wife’s waist, kissing her tenderly on the top of her head.


‘Girls, go and get the hot water for the tea. Nice cuppa and we’ll be in heaven,’ he said.


People were already crowding around the bandstand. On their way to fill the teapot, Cynthia and Marcia pushed forward to see what everyone was looking at. There was a round-faced man on the stage. ‘Rays and shine! Rays and shine! How does Mr Sunshine like his breakfast? Sunny side up! I thank you! What do pigs say in the sunshine? I’m bacon hot! What’s hairy and wears sunglasses? A coconut on holiday!’ There were titters from the people sunning themselves in deck chairs.


Marcia left Cynthia watching the show and went back down the ham and egg parade to the stall where, for a penny, you could fill up your teapot with boiling water. After she took it back to her mother, taking care not to spill a single precious drop, she set it down on the tartan rug laid out on the sand.


‘Do the honours, love,’ said her father. Marcia scooped tea leaves from the tin and mixed them into the hot water, swirled the pot around and poured the tea into the pretty cups. Her mother, who had already changed into her bathing costume, took a sip, said ‘Ahh, that’s nice,’ and then lay back on the sand, crossed her feet at the ankles and propped herself up on her elbows.


Cynthia suddenly appeared and sat beside her and rolled up her skirt, bunching it around her thighs and tucking it into her knickers. Seagulls swooped overhead. The sun was shining and the sea and sky shimmered into a blur on the horizon. Marcia buried her bare feet in the sand and wiggled her toes.


‘This is the flippin’ life, Niss,’ murmured John, closing his eyes lazily. ‘Just me and my girls.’ He grinned. ‘Three of you, though. I don’t stand a ruddy chance, do I?’


Eunice thumped his arm affectionately but couldn’t quite bring herself to smile as much as he was. She recalled the note she had seen on the fortune teller’s tent: A shilling to say what’s going to happen to your soldier boys.


They got back to Liverpool Lane after it was dark and emptied shoes, turned out socks, discovered they had left the lid of the teapot behind, then flopped exhausted into chairs and onto the battered sofa. Their noses were stippled with freckles and Marcia had a red stripe around her neck where the sun had burnt her. Unlike Cynthia with her olive complexion, Marcia was pale with skin that never tanned, just freckled and bubbled up into blisters at the tiniest hint of sunshine. She could feel heat rising from her shoulders.


‘When can we go again, Ma? I don’t half love the beach,’ asked Cynthia.


‘Let’s enjoy what we just had and be grateful for what we’ve got.’


‘Besides, we’ve got our own beach right here,’ said John, tipping more sand out of his boots.


Their mother crossed the room to hand Marcia a mug of Ovaltine.


‘The man. The diving man. Da said he had his leg blowed off when he was shot down in his plane by the Germans.’


‘Did he now? But he’s alive, isn’t he? He survived. That’s the wonder of it.’ Eunice shivered, and John glanced at her. His expression was grave and Marcia sensed worry in the room.


That night, in the hollow of their bed, John put his arm around his wife, pulled her to him and kissed her with a strange compulsion. She opened herself to him, allowing him to explore her body with tongue and fingers, arching her back and moaning with pleasure as he touched the parts of her that after twelve years of marriage had become so sweetly familiar, he could have drawn a map of her. He paused, lifted his head from the mess of her curls. ‘You’ll always love me, Nissy? Whatever happens?’


‘Of course. What an odd thing to say,’ she replied. A tugboat sounded its horn on the Mersey, and she let his hands begin their roaming again.



   






Chapter 2



Fifteen months later: August 1941


‘Saucepans!’ cried Eunice, urgently.


The sickening sound of the air-raid siren rose in pitch; the horrible, eerie wailing that they had all grown used to still had them clamping their hands over their ears and wincing.


‘I can’t be bothered,’ said Cynthia, leaning against the sink. ‘I’ll take my chances. It’s too hot in here.’


The sun had been out all day. It had been so warm it had made the squat Liverpool terraced houses wobble and the air was heavy with the smell of bitumen and melting tarmac. No one wanted to be in the Corpy shelter.


‘Get under the table with me and Marcia, you silly girl. And put that saucepan on your head.’


‘Please, Cyn,’ said Marcia, sweating, sitting cross-legged, peeping out from under a galvanized bucket.


Cynthia sighed. ‘I look daft.’


‘Who’s looking!?’ said her mother. ‘Apart from Hitler, rubbing his hands with glee seeing a stupid girl in Liverpool is happy to get her head blown off because she’s too much of a dozy mare to keep herself safe. Bad enough we’ve stopped going to the shelter. If your father knew, he’d be furious. I’m only glad he’s not here so he doesn’t have to see this.’


‘It stinks in the Corpy shelter. Doesn’t it, Marce?’


Marcia nodded. ‘Aye, Ma. It does. And there were rats the other day.’


Cynthia sighed. ‘Do we have to keep the lights off? Can’t we at least light a candle?’


‘Of course not. Whose side are you on? Hitler’s?’


‘I’m bored.’


‘I wish Da was here,’ Marcia said in a small voice.


‘Yes, so do I. But he’s not, he’s in Burma, so the least we can do is make sure we’re alive when he comes back home.’


When the bombing began in Liverpool, it had been a horror Eunice had only imagined in nightmares. There had been over a year of relentless shelling. On every corner there was a soldier, or a spade and a bucket of sand, or the Emergency Water Supply water tanks, or a mobile hut. The Christmas Blitz had been the worst, but it had started all over again in May and by now they had seen whole streets disappear, buildings turned to dust and rubble. The city was unrecognizable. Familiar cut-throughs had gone overnight. Familiar faces also. Mr Tattersall, the fishmonger who lived opposite, had lost his wife in a tragic incident when she had stepped on an incendiary bomb while delivering fresh cod to the fire station. Nearly four thousand people dead; ten thousand homes destroyed. It seemed unbelievable – as unbelievable as how very quickly the extraordinary had become ordinary.


John had been called up in September of 1940. Two weeks later he had found himself on a military bus to Catterick, where he had stayed for two months while the army tried to decide how he might usefully contribute to the war effort. After six weeks he had been pegged to join the Royal Signals. He had claimed that he could fix radios, although this was only based on having once thumped Auntie Norma’s Bush radio with a kitchen broom, after which it had miraculously spluttered back to life. Then one Friday night, as he was entertaining lads in the mess hut with his bad jokes and bird impressions, an officer had burst into the hut and stopped him in his tracks. The next day, in a shroud of mystery, John had left Catterick for Ipswich. For a time, with all the chaos, there had been only infrequent letters like the one Marcia carried around with her between the folds of a handkerchief in her pocket.




December 1940


Darling Marcie,


I’m afraid I can’t say much, but I’m doing my top-secret bit here in Suffolk. There are some fellows from Liverpool who bring news regularly and keep me updated about what’s happening. They have a map on the wall and stick little pins in it to say which parts have been bombed. It’s fairly covered and soon we will run out of pins. So I advise you to stay close to your mother, she’s always been hard to pin down! Ha ha!


You’ll be fine. I miss you all. I say a prayer each night and hope you do the same for me.


I had something called scrag pigeon pie the other day. It was delicious. Scrags are the stray birds who come back with the carriers and get shot to make stew or pie. Not half bad. Get your ma to see if she can find one of the birds pecking about by the lions at St George’s Hall and bring it home and cook it.


Your loving Pa


PS I am so happy to receive your letters. Keep them coming, dear. Be good for Ma. Look after her for me. And don’t be afraid to ask for help from your auntie if you need it. Or anyone else who’s offering.


PPS I heard some evacuees are having a grand time. Tell your mother that, in case she might change her mind about you going to Wales.





Then, one warm March morning in 1941, he had just appeared again unannounced, smiling, at the front door, with his kit bag slung over his shoulder and a cigarette drooping from his lip.


‘Da!’ Marcia had cried, jumping into his arms as he spun her until they were both dizzy. That night there was a small get-together at Auntie Norma’s house in Vauxhall.


‘Do your birds, John!’ her aunt said, in that shrill voice of hers.


Without much persuasion he stood in the middle of the living room, wobbling on the leather pouffe. ‘Shush, then. I give you . . . a nightingale!’ He closed his eyes and trilled like a nightingale.


There was applause and calls from Marcia and Cynthia for more. Norma wiped away a tear as the room hushed and John moved effortlessly from one birdsong to another, cupping his mouth with his hand and gently blowing into it. She clapped vigorously and said, ‘Such a talent!’


‘Enough now,’ Eunice said. ‘That’s enough.’


‘Hey, John, what’s this top-secret stuff you’re up to down in Ipswich then?’ said Jimmy Snaith, Norma’s neighbour, with a smirk. John had never liked him.


Marcia, standing beside them both, looked up at her father with round eyes, waiting to see what he would say.


‘I can’t talk about that,’ he replied.


‘Only I heard a fellow in the mess at Catterick told an officer about your bird impressions, and that’s how you got to work with the pigeon carriers.’


‘It’s not as simple as that,’ muttered John.


‘They say they’re dropping the birds off behind enemy lines in Europe with messages, hoping that someone will read the notes and send back another message telling us what Hitler is up to over there. Pigeons fighting the war for us? Thrilling stuff.’


John bristled. He wanted to stare this man down, maybe even punch him on the nose; but Eunice gently moved Marcia out of the way, stepped between them, came close to her husband, pulled his lapels towards her and kissed him on the lips. ‘Who would have thought that a party trick would get you to your top-secret pigeons in Ipswich, love?’


He put his arms around her waist and drew her close.


‘I’m sorry, Niss,’ he replied. ‘He’s right. It was a waste of time. The only top-secret part of the whole affair was that I was the bugger who cleaned up the pigeon doings all day. So . . .’ He faltered. ‘I applied for a new posting.’


She looked at him quizzically. ‘What do you mean, a new posting?’


He knew this was the worst time he could have chosen. He should have told her the moment she opened the door to him that morning. Nothing for it now; full steam ahead.


‘They’re sending me to Burma.’ He smiled hopelessly.


Eunice pulled away. ‘Burma? Where the blazes is that?’


The room went quiet. Marcia grasped Cynthia’s hand. All eyes were on John now.


‘That’ll be South-East Asia, dear,’ said Auntie Norma, helpfully.


‘I know where bloody Burma is,’ Eunice yelled, spinning around and almost blasting Norma out of her chair. She took a deep breath, gathered up what was left of her dignity and left the room.


A few hours later, as they lay in bed together, Eunice, softened by the miracle that is love, sighed worriedly.


‘South-East Asia. What if this war goes on and on for years? You can hardly nip back from Burma to see us. Why couldn’t you stay with the pigeons? How will me and the girls cope? We need you, John.’


‘Don’t fret,’ he said, placing a calming hand on her shoulder. ‘Everything will turn out fine. I’ll be back in no time. And if I say it once, I’ll say it a hundred times: never be afraid to ask for help.’



   






Chapter 3



It was hard to believe the war had just ‘gone on and on’, as Eunice had feared. Eventually the bombing had stopped in Liverpool but there were very few letters from John once he was overseas, and there was nowhere near enough money or even enough food to put on the table. Peace in Eunice’s frazzled head still seemed as unlikely and as unreachable as when Chamberlain had hoped for it some years earlier. The war was showing no signs of ending. Were things about to get even worse, now the dreadful silent flying bombs with wings had arrived in London? Everyone was fearful about what horror might be next.


Marcia was constantly pestering: when’s Da back? Not long now, was always the answer. Meanwhile, as months passed by and then, somehow, years, John became even more of a vague, shadowy figure. And at the same time Eunice, to use Auntie Norma’s words, ‘began to slip’.


‘Damn it,’ her mother mumbled when Marcia arrived back home from the washhouse. She was slumped in a chair in front of the range. ‘Damn and blast it. My eyes. I can’t see a thing. Hopeless.’ She threw down the needle that she was trying to thread in order to sew the gloves she was supposed to mend. The woman from Jones’s was arriving to collect them in half an hour and she had only done three out of five pairs.


‘I can thread it for you, Ma. Don’t be sad.’


Eunice looked up and smiled weakly. ‘I had one of the sisters from St Mary’s orphanage here earlier, what about that?’ she remarked. ‘She was nice. There are kind nuns, don’t you think?’


Marcia frowned. Why was Ma asking her that?


The next morning, Marcia put on her uniform for school: the hated scratchy pinafore dress and shoes with the seams that were split; the pullover that had been unravelled and re-knitted with mismatched balls of wool, so that it now looked like it was striped. Cynthia was late again. She was always late these days and she had told Marcia she didn’t want to walk with her.


‘Is it my fault?’ Marcia had asked.


Cynthia had given her a withering look as she clipped up her hair.


‘No. The whole world doesn’t revolve around you, Marcia.’


Marcia left the house with a brown paper bag containing a bundle of material that her mother had given her the night before, for the skirt she was supposed to be making in Sister Bernard’s needlework class. Peeling off the side street into the main road, she was joined by a gaggle of boys and girls. Ahead of her she saw Cynthia’s friend Denise, swinging her satchel confidently.


‘Move, squit,’ said Cynthia, galloping past her down the hill to catch up with Denise. Marcia watched them link arms.


When they reached the gate everyone filed into the playground and lined up in their class groups. Sister, clanging the handbell, demanded silence. The twitching and shuffling abated and she finally decided that they were behaving well enough to go inside. They all feared the scissors hanging off her belt with her keys and rosary beads and the small magnifying glass.


After changing from outdoor to indoor shoes and locking their outdoor ones in cages in the cloakroom, they trooped through into the gymnasium that smelled of Vim and socks. They filed in, smaller in number now that so many had left the city. The nun in her flat, lace-up men’s shoes clomped up the steps at the front and onto the raised stage, joined her hands and closed her eyes.


‘I’m waiting, girls . . .’ she said, squinting at them all. Each interminable second passed more slowly than the last. A cough or a sneeze, a murmur, was enough for her to start tutting and rolling her eyes. ‘I’m happy to stand here all day if I have to.’


Silence settled and the nun made the sign of the cross. ‘Dear Lord, we’ve all suffered so much because of this war already. The poor in particular have suffered. But remember, girls, the poorest people are not those who are without hot water and an inside lavatory, or, dear God, a Sunbeam Mixmaster – can you believe these gadgets they come up with? Not that any of you will be lucky enough to have one of those – no, the poor are the ones without Jesus in their hearts. Let’s pray for those wretched sinners.’


‘She’s talking about you again, Cyn,’ giggled Denise.


‘Ma’s put down her name to start a job at the munitions factory in Kirkby,’ Cynthia whispered. ‘There are those a lot worse off than us.’


‘I didn’t mean the poor. I meant the sinners. I heard you kissed Alfie Maloney down the back jiggert.’


‘Who told you?’


‘Alfie Maloney.’


‘Quiet! Cynthia Rogan! Denise Dwyer!’ snapped the nun. Her beady eyes bore into the second row where they stood. ‘Someone has lost a pencil case. Fortunately, they have written their name on the front. A boy. Perhaps one of St Paul’s. If anyone knows a Frank Sinatra, tell him to come to my office.’ A giggle rippled around the room. ‘Quiet!’ she shouted. ‘I don’t know what you’re all laughing at, but you’ve just earned yourself another rosary. Well done, girls. Very well done indeed.’ She steepled her fingers. ‘Now I am very happy to stand here all day and praise Him with the Glorious, Luminous and Joyful mysteries, but I suspect some of you might find it a little tiresome. It’s in your hands, girls. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit . . .’


The morning passed for Marcia like most other mornings, overseen by a variety of nuns – earnest, bad-tempered, jolly, bored – who, with different degrees of enthusiasm, either dictated from a book at a rate of knots or silently click-clacked away on the blackboard. This morning Marcia felt worry rising like a heatwave from her toes to her fingers. There were always prayers before and after lessons; there was the Angelus at midday for good measure, followed by a canter around the playground, even though they weren’t allowed to run unless it was a hockey lesson.


At half past one, she sat at her desk with her chin propped up on her palm.


‘Lay out your material,’ said the nun with the moon-shaped face who had just swept into the room. Marcia hesitated. She wondered if she could pretend she had forgotten.


But as the nun walked around the room, every so often pausing to feel a piece of fabric between thumb and forefinger or to lovingly smooth out a crease, she knew it would only prolong the agony. Her cheeks flamed as she rummaged in her bag for the bundle of scraps. She could feel her heart thumping.


‘What’s this you’ve brought me?’


Marcia felt her lips quivering.


‘Is this from George Henry Lee’s, like I told you?’


‘No, Sister,’ she said in a small voice.


‘Where is it from?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I think you do.’


‘Greatie Market,’ she mumbled, head dropped, fixing her gaze on her fingers, picking worriedly at the skin around the base of her nails.


‘I thought so.’ Frayed around the edges, this was not the smooth, silky fabric that unfurled from thick rolls in ripples and was cut with a large pair of gleaming scissors sliding through the material like a knife through butter. It would bunch up when you tried to put a needle through it and pucker in the middle. Any fool could see that. ‘You were told to go to George Henry Lee’s. Why didn’t you?’


Marcia wanted to tell her that George Henry Lee’s wasn’t for the Rogans. Her mother could barely afford to clothe them or pay the rent man. You stopped and pressed your fingers against the plate-glass window at Lee’s, gazing longingly; rarely did you go inside.


Marcia blushed to the tips of her ears. How many times had she been told that this school would be the making of her – that an education would be what would lift them out of Paddy’s Market, and the tick-man, and the washhouse? But they were still firmly on the Corpy’s list, with people coming around at strange times of the night to check their heads for nits and measuring them around their waists and making them stick their tongues out and say aah . . . and trying to persuade Eunice to have the girls evacuated.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Marcia Rogan.’


‘Ah, Marcia, of course.’ The nun stared at her as though seeing her for the first time. She hadn’t paid much attention to this girl with the red hair and pale face. She was a quiet one. She knew her older sister, all right. Everyone knew Cynthia. And the mother was on their list.


‘Thirty Hail Marys and the rosary. In my office, Marcia Rogan.’


An hour later, after Marcia had prayed to Our Lady on the sister’s prickly mat while everyone else got to work on their A-line skirts, she rubbed at the red rash on her knees.


‘Go on home,’ said Sister Bernard. ‘But before you do . . . Here. For next week. You’ve done your penance.’ She opened a drawer. ‘Remnants. But good enough.’ She handed Marcia a bundle of silky tomato-red fabric.


Marcia’s eyes widened. ‘Thank you.’


‘Marcia, wait. I heard your mother is not well. How are you all coping?’


‘Fine,’ she mumbled.


‘It doesn’t hurt to say if it’s not fine, Marcia. And, dear, if it gets . . . difficult . . . your ma knows we’re here to help families like yours. Just remember, whatever happens will be for the best.’


We’re here? Whatever happens? What did she mean? thought Marcia.



   






Chapter 4



‘It will be just like a holiday,’ her mother said the following week, her fingers closing anxiously around a glass of sherry which she then raised to her lips. She was sitting on the battered sofa with Cynthia. Marcia stood beside them, looking fearful.


‘A holiday! At the orphanage? What are you talking about?’ said Marcia. ‘I thought you were going to tell us Da was coming home.’ When Ma had summoned them into the parlour she had known it must be serious, but neither of the sisters could have imagined this.


‘Sister Bernard said you’ll like Sister Cyril from the orphanage. I can’t put it off any longer, girls. I’m at breaking point here.’ She gestured around the room at the piles of washing on chairs, the dirty mugs and plates on the sideboard and the dust-covered surfaces. ‘This job at the factory . . . Travelling back and forth to Kirkby each day. It’s killing me.’


Had sending them to the orphanage been her mother’s idea? Marcia thought darkly.


‘She wants to meet you. She sent me a note and I’ve invited her for tea. Sister Bernard says she’s a kind person,’ Eunice said with a quivering smile. ‘I’m not going to force you. But why don’t we give it a try, eh?’


The following day, Marcia and Cynthia sat on the sofa. The room had been hastily tidied, the piles of washing stacked and the surfaces dusted. Both girls flinched when they heard the knock on the door.


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, girls,’ Sister Cyril said when they were introduced. She was solidly built and seemed mostly made of bosom. If Eunice had known that she was here because Father Donnelly had set things in motion after hearing the gossip flying around Liverpool Lane, she might have bolted the door. She leaves them alone, you know, when she goes off to Kirkby. Those kids have starvation in their eyes, mark my words. And have you even seen her lately? When she comes back she’s never out of Fred Tattersall’s house – he offered to feed those girls of hers in return for Eunice doing his washing. At least, that’s the story. And still no sign of John Rogan since he went to Burma. Three years ago now and she’s not seen hide nor hair of him.


But unfortunately for Eunice, she had no idea about the rumours. Eunice, who held only three things sacred in life: her family, a sly Woodbine, and a cup of tea with a priest. Whenever Father Donnelly came to Liverpool Lane there was always a commotion as she scrabbled together pennies from tins, coat pockets and the red mission box on the mantelpiece. Before he arrived there would be a frenzy of spitting on surfaces and on the teapot and rubbing furiously with her pinny to make everything shine. She would fling open the curtains and take him into the front room, making her feel better than her feckless neighbours, better even than the Maloneys across the road – Tom Maloney might have a car, but she would be the one flying straight to heaven. It was about the only time anyone was ever allowed in the front room, and she would fuss around like a flapping bird. Today was no different.


We are here to help families like yours, the note had said, and Eunice had announced to her daughters that it wasn’t every day girls received such kind words from someone as virtuous as Sister Cyril from St Mary of the Blessed Angels orphanage.


‘You might be wondering what kind of things we do at St Mary’s. Pruning the roses in the nuns’ garden is always a favourite at this time of the year.’


Cynthia narrowed her eyes. Pruning roses? From what she had heard it was more like floor-polishing and laundry, every time of the flaming year.


‘Normally one of the boys helps me, but you know boys – largely more trouble than they’re worth. And so I was thinking you might like to help instead, dears? Henry Cherry was going to do it but I’ve asked him to see to my turnips. You know Henry, Eunice? One of the altar boys at church.’


There was a silence. Eunice and the nun exchanged a polite smile. But then Eunice noticed Cynthia was stifling a giggle.


‘Cynthia, what’s funny?’ she hissed, narrowing her grey eyes.


It was hardly the time for laughter, thought Marcia. But she knew Cynthia often did this when she was nervous.


‘Nothing. Except . . . Henry Cherry.’


‘What about Henry Cherry?’


Cynthia started to giggle again. ‘It’s a funny name. Henry Cherry.’


‘Girls, get Sister Cyril a cup of tea. Pot’s on the range. Move your bottoms. Grass grows quicker than these two getting out of a chair. Tch. You’d think I’d dragged them up.’


‘Not at all, they’re lovely,’ said the nun, without conviction.


Marcia rose to get the tea but Cynthia remained on the sofa. Her lips were faintly stained with pink lipstick and she had one leg wrapped skilfully around the other, with a slipper hanging off the end of her foot. She examined her nails and sighed.


‘It’s turning colder, Sister. They say there might even be snow,’ Eunice said, trying to distract the nun from Cynthia.


It was a relief when, after a few minutes of stilted conversation, Marcia returned with the pot of tea, a pretty flowered milk jug and cups and saucers on a tray. She placed it on the small table and sat down again beside her sister. Eunice, noticing Marcia chewing worriedly at her stubby nails, thought it was hard to decide which of her two daughters was making the worst impression.


‘Well, isn’t this grand, Marcia and Cynthia,’ said the nun.


There was a pause; no one could think what to say next.


‘I’m going to be a Tiller Girl one day. Or a movie star. Has Ma told you?’ said Cynthia, suddenly.


‘Oh? A Tiller Girl?’ smiled the nun.


‘You know, tap and kick. Fancy dancing. Moonlight in June. Moonlight in Joo-hoon,’ she trilled.


‘Oh my,’ Sister Cyril said.


Eunice bristled. She would have to have words with Cynthia later on. Such a mistake, calling her Cynthia! What came first – the name or the girl? she wondered. Eunice had wanted to call her Pamela; she should never have listened to her husband.


‘Can you believe the nonsense this girl comes out with!’ she said. ‘She’ll be the death of me. Begged me for lessons at the Laffertys’ dance school, didn’t you, Cyn? We can’t afford it. Especially since I’m trying to manage on John’s army wage. The time she wastes jiggling her hips. I’ve prayed to Saint Rita for my daughter to spend even an hour on her homework, you can’t imagine. When Mr Rogan comes back he’ll have a thing or two to say about that, Cynthia.’


‘Lovely Rita. The patron saint of impossible tasks.’


‘I’ll help with the pruning,’ said Marcia.


Her mother turned to the nun. ‘Marcia’s a good girl. She’s given me no trouble. Apart from the time she glued her hair to the steam iron.’


All eyes were on Marcia now; Cynthia was clearly a lost cause, after laughing at Henry Cherry and the nun’s turnips. Not to mention mooning over any boy that crossed her path. It had been that way ever since she’d started her dancing lessons, with Mr Tattersall quietly settling the bill each week for Eunice. Now she spent all her time shuffle-toe-shuffling and rolling up her waistband to hitch up her skirt, obsessed with her gramophone records and hit parade and dreams of being a Tiller Girl.


‘And tell me, is there any news of Mr Rogan?’ asked Sister Cyril as she sipped her tea.


‘He’s in Burma. He had enough of the pigeons,’ Marcia blurted.


‘Pigeons?’


‘Aye. The pigeons was all top secret, so we can’t say any more.’


‘Oh my. Yes. Careless talk does cost lives. And how have you been yourself, Mrs Rogan?’


Marcia frowned. Surely her mother wouldn’t tell the nun about the headaches? Or the forgetting things – Eunice had even forgotten the washing on the bus the other day. And there always seemed to be problems about money lately. Three pounds a week isn’t enough! Why on earth did he agree to overseas? How am I expected to manage? Their Auntie Norma had swirled her glass of sherry and gently pointed out that fellas didn’t tend to have much say in the matter; they went where they were told. Her mother had said Da should have stayed with the pigeons, and her aunt had sighed and suggested she should have signed the girls up to be evacuated if she wasn’t coping – but Eunice wouldn’t hear of it.


Marcia especially didn’t want her mother to tell the nun about the debacle with all the jobs Eunice had started and left within a month – the Meccano factory, Bryant and May, Lewis’s – and each time another excuse, her nerves or her swollen ankles or her dizzy spells, or someone had ‘taken agin her’.


‘I’ll be fine when Mr Rogan gets back. But we’ve heard nothing lately,’ said Eunice. Cynthia and Marcia stared at her, waiting to hear what she would say next. ‘Nothing new,’ Eunice went on. ‘We’re hoping he’ll be back soon. That would be the answer to all our problems.’ She faltered. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have in front of her girls.


‘Soon when, Ma?’ asked Marcia suddenly.


‘Soon. Soon, please God, this war will be over soon,’ Eunice said, and made a quick, glancing sign of the cross with a forefinger touching forehead, shoulders and heart.


‘We pray for him every night,’ said Marcia in a small voice. ‘Don’t we, Cyn?’


Cynthia shrugged.


‘And let’s hope your prayers will be answered,’ replied Sister Cyril brightly. ‘I’m sure they will. God will be looking down on a good girl like you, Marcia, dear. I have no doubt your da’ll be walking through that door right as rain any day now.’


Cynthia pursed her lips. The slight of being so casually passed over hadn’t gone unnoticed.


‘More tea?’ asked Eunice, scooping up the pot and holding it wavering in the air.


Cynthia got up and wandered to the window, positioning herself behind the nun and her mother, then stuck her thumbs into her ears and wiggled her fingers at her sister. Marcia glanced away, maintaining her serious expression with merely the flicker of a frown playing across her forehead, but it was enough to prompt her mother to look round.


‘Cynthia, what are you doing? Playing silly beggars again?’


‘Nothing,’ Cynthia replied.


‘Go and do the coal,’ said her mother crossly.


‘Not likely. Not in this dress.’


‘I’m not letting them cut my hair!’ said Cynthia when the nun had left.


‘Of course they won’t cut your hair. Don’t be daft.’


‘A holiday is Blackpool. Butlins! Margate! Not the nuns!’


‘Margate? We can’t even afford Ourgate,’ Eunice said, trying to raise a smile. The girls remained expressionless. ‘Remember, your da’s joke whenever we were making plans for a holiday? Let’s all go to Ourgate? That always used to make you laugh.’


‘Not funny any more, Ma. And we don’t even have a gate. We’ve gorra front step,’ said Cynthia. ‘And who cares about pruning!’


‘Lovies, what am I supposed to do? They’ve offered me a room at Kirkby. The munitions factory has a hostel on site. It would be so much easier than traipsing back and forth each day. It makes sense for you to go to the nuns. I’m no good to you, girls. I’m exhausted. They expect us to work no matter what. Even when the buses and trains were cancelled after the raids, they expected everyone to walk all the way from Liverpool. Can you imagine?’


‘We can stay here at Liverpool Lane on our own,’ Cynthia said. ‘I can look after Marcia.’


‘No.’ Eunice shook her head and half laughed.


‘Why not?’


‘Because.’


‘Please, Ma,’ said Marcia, falling to her knees. ‘I don’t care much about pruning either.’


Eunice wavered. ‘What about school? How could I trust you?’


‘Mr Tattersall can look after us.’


She sighed again. ‘Out of the question. What would people around here say?’


‘Ma. Please,’ said Marcia.


Eunice paused. She pursed her lips and frowned. Then she let out a long breath and pressed her fists against her eyes. ‘If I agree . . . and I mean if . . . I’m not telling anyone, d’you hear? If I let you stay on your own, no one knows about it. I mean it. No telling Denise or Alfie. Not even Mr Tattersall.’



   






Chapter 5



The house felt empty without their mother. But with strict instructions not to open the door to anyone without peeping from behind the frayed curtain, for nearly a week the girls had managed to get to school on time, cook up the blind scouse – stew without meat – that she had left in bowls in the larder, keep the fire on the range and fill the coal scuttle. Eunice had promised them she would come home on Friday evening and leave on Monday morning, and that would be enough to keep the nosey parkers at bay. The arrangement lasted barely a week.


Mr Tattersall was waiting for Marcia at his fishmonger’s. The smell of fish seemed to follow him everywhere, no matter how hard he scrubbed himself down, but the shop was clean – you could eat your dinner off Fred Tattersall’s counter, Eunice would often say. Underneath the counter were trays of fish in ice; above it, on a shelf, were huge jars of pickled onions, pickled eggs and pickled cabbage. Anything Fred could pickle, he would.


‘Hello, Marcia,’ he said, looking up when he heard the bell tinkle. He was smiling, chopping onions on the counter. ‘Tell your ma I’m doing fried brains and spinach tonight.’


‘Aye,’ replied Marcia. She said nothing else. She didn’t quite have the words.


‘You all right, love? You seem a bit quiet.’


Marcia nodded. ‘Here’s your washing, Mr Tattersall.’


‘Thank you, dear,’ he said. When he smiled his eyes disappeared into the pillows of flesh that were his rosy cheeks. He gratefully took the bundle of washing she had just collected from the washhouse, as she did every second Thursday. ‘Here, I’ve got something for you to try before you go . . . Scouse caviar . . .’ he said.


He reached under the counter and brought out a saucer of mushy peas, slid it towards her and took a scoop of it with a teaspoon. ‘Have some.’ Before she knew it he was pushing the spoon forward, and feeding the peas into her mouth. ‘You like it?’


‘Grand,’ she replied, to be polite.


‘My special recipe. Splash of vinegar’s the magic ingredient. So, when will I be seeing your lovely ma? Tell her I’m doing scallops wrapped in bacon this weekend if she fancies.’ He smiled generously and ruffled the top of her head. He had a soft spot for Marcia, just like he had a soft spot for her mother.


Marcia fiddled with a piece of her hair. ‘Oh. She asked me to tell you she’s busy.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Too busy for me scouse caviar? Busy? What with?’


‘New job,’ she said, staring at her feet.


The knife slid off the side of the onion he was slicing. ‘Blinking thing,’ he said, sucking the flesh of his hand where he’d nicked it and then examining it to see if he had drawn blood.


The munitions factory had changed Kirkby from a country village to a small, dusty bomb-manufacturing town of intersecting streets and huts and vans trundling to and from Liverpool carrying workers, mostly women. The noise inside, at the production lines, was deafening. The ear defenders hardly helped.


The explosion this morning had only been a small one, but since Eunice had moved here they seemed to happen every other day. They had all been evacuated from the building and forced to stand on the forecourt for two hours in the cold winter air. The bitter east wind blew into her face, and the combination of the hard ground and her flimsy shoes turned her feet to blocks of ice.


Finally, the foreman told them to go back inside. Eunice took her place in a line of workers in front of what looked like a cement mixer. Each woman would take a small watering-can-shaped container and fill it with the fierce-looking TNT liquid, which they would then pour into the shells. In front of her there were two girls in their twenties.


‘I had to walk home to the hostel barefoot last night,’ the one wearing a paisley-patterned turban was saying. ‘Some bugger nicked my shoes! My gold slingbacks!’


‘I told you, you shouldn’t have worn new shoes to work. Surely you know that. No one nicks scuffed ones with worn-down heels. You leave your best things, or anything smart for that matter, in the cloakroom and they’re gone. I wish they’d give us lockers.’


Another woman behind her whistled as her friend joined her with her can. ‘Oh, look at you in your fancy overalls!’


‘A few stitches here and, look, here. And a little pleat at the waist. And here at the hip.’ The young woman did a twirl and patted her hair, and the other girls nodded admiringly. ‘Took them home last night. Sewing until my eyes hurt.’


‘Who are you doing that for?’ said her friend.


‘Not my fella, that’s for sure. He’s with the RAF. God knows when he’s coming back.’


‘In the meantime, hope you get lucky.’


Eunice looked at them. Should she be sewing pleats into her baggy overalls to make herself look more attractive, like they were all doing? Of course not; she had a husband. Even if she hadn’t seen him for years.


‘Hey, Stu, lover boy. June’s been sewing pleats into her overalls so she doesn’t look like a sack of potatoes like us lot. Did you notice? I reckon it’s you she’s done it for.’


The foreman laughed.


‘Daisy!’ the woman cried. ‘What did you say that for?’


‘’Cos you said he had lovely eyes. She did, Stuart.’


The girl didn’t seem embarrassed. Throwing her head back, she guffawed. Stuart was the one who flushed pink to his ears.


Eunice filled her can. She walked over to the table and poured the yellow contents into a tray.


‘Mind out!’ a voice said. She twisted around to see a woman propelling a trolley, somehow losing control of it and barging into the line.


‘No!’ cried Eunice, as the tray upended itself and wobbled off the bench, tipping its contents all over her.


‘Someone get the doctor!’ the girl yelled. ‘Someone ring the bell!’


The man in the jacket came running over. Stuart barked at Eunice to take off her blouse.


‘It’s on my face. It’s burning!’ she cried.


‘That stuff sets. You have to wait for it to set. That’s how you get it off. Try not to touch it or rub at it.’


‘It’s up my nose!’ cried Eunice. She was spitting and coughing now. Her instinct was to press her hands to her eyes, even though she knew that would make it worse. Someone was telling her that, and slapping her hands away. There was the sound of more men running. It was a drill that was sadly familiar. ‘I can’t see!’ she spluttered.


‘Calm down! Where’s that trolley?’


She had a vague notion of the trolley arriving. Someone picked her up and put her on it – Stuart, she guessed – as she was covered with a blanket. The lights swung in and out of focus. Voices came and went but she could make no sense of them. They were indistinct and unrecognizable. ‘Try not to move your face,’ someone said. ‘Once it sets, we’ll peel it off. But washing it off with water’s no good. So, try not to move your face and stay calm. Just stay calm.’


‘Marcia Rogan? Where’s your grandmother? Or your aunt? Whoever looks after you,’ said the woman standing on the step with a clipboard at Liverpool Lane.


‘Out,’ Marcia stuttered.


‘Dear. I’m from Kirkby munitions. There was an accident at the factory this morning.’ Marcia’s heart leapt to her mouth. ‘Don’t worry, we’re here to tell you that your mother is fine. Who’s looking after you, dear?’ She stared at Marcia over her gold-rimmed spectacles.


Marcia’s lip trembled. ‘Accident?’


‘It happens all the time. One of the hazards of the job. Your mother was filling the shells with TNT. Can I come in?’


Marcia put her foot in the door and shook her head. The woman cocked her head suspiciously.


‘You do have someone looking after you? Your mother wouldn’t have left you kiddies on your own, would she? I know some don’t like the journey to Kirkby. Especially if they cancel the trams and buses. Too long, I know. But it’s not allowed.’ Marcia gulped down the lump that had lodged like a plum stone in her throat. ‘So, if you could just give me the name of your guardian?’


‘Cynthia Rogan,’ she stuttered.


‘And who’s she?’


‘My big sister.’


There was a pause. ‘How old?’


‘Thirteen,’ Marcia muttered.


The woman screwed up her very pink face as if she was eating a sour lemon, and shook her head. Marcia felt her heart kick at her chest and her stomach tie into a knot.


‘Oh no, dear. That won’t do. But that won’t do at all.’


‘It’s your fault!’ cried Cynthia to Marcia as their mother packed a small case for each of them, stuffing in knickers and mismatched socks and reminding them to take their gas masks. It had all been settled within days. Sister Cyril was coming round to Liverpool Lane and Eunice was planning to sign the forms that afternoon.


‘If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine,’ said Eunice, wiping her sweating forehead with her forearm, still bandaged where the tender skin had not yet properly healed from the accident. ‘I should have known it was a silly idea. Should never have let you persuade me that you should stay here on your own. Why your aunt still refuses to have you, I don’t know,’ she said through clenched teeth.


‘Her fellas,’ said Cynthia, darkly. ‘Comings and goings.’


The journey they made to St Mary of the Blessed Angels was silent and brooding. They managed to find a seat upstairs, away from the other passengers, but as they made their way in the dark on a bus, through the battle-scarred city, past the ‘hollas’ and the ‘tinnies’ – bomb-sites and corrugated-iron fences – and towards the leafy end of Liverpool Lane, they barely uttered a word. They just sat and stared out the window, wondering what awaited them. Marcia rested her head on the glass and fought back tears.


‘Please come and get us before Christmas, please, Ma,’ she begged when they reached the gates. There was a chill in the air and she shivered.


Her mother reached out and, for a brief moment, touched her cheek with gentle fingertips. ‘I’ll try my best. I love you both. As soon as I’ve saved enough, or Da comes back. I promise. You believe me, don’t you?’
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